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Chapter One



Welcome to the Buckingham Hotel …


There were very few souls in London’s high society who had not, at one time or another, entered the doors of the Buckingham Hotel’s feted Grand Ballroom and stood in awe, taking in its ostentatious chandeliers, the elegant sweep of its glistening dance floor. There were even fewer souls who, on stepping into the arms of one of its troupe of illustrious dancers, had not felt their hearts take flight. This was the singular magic of the Grand Ballroom – and never was it more manifest than in those dark days of September 1940, when the good souls of London awoke each morning to find their city changed, when the only things in shorter supply than bacon and butter were wonder and joy.


But they didn’t ration wonder, not at the Buckingham Hotel.


You could not ration the human heart.


This afternoon, the ballroom was alive. On the dance floor, Mathilde Bourchier, the Buckingham’s dark, elfin princess, sailed in the arms of Frank Nettleton – sometime hotel page, sometime ballroom dancer, sometime hero from the beaches of Dunkirk – while around her the ballroom filled with applause. Up on stage, the Archie Adams Orchestra were driving their latest number, ‘Blue, Blue World’, to its urgent climax – and Mathilde, who’d been lost in the song from the very beginning, was on the cusp of throwing herself upward in Frank’s arms, to glide to the front of the dance floor and be presented to the assembled guests. The afternoon demonstration dances had been a fixture in the Buckingham Hotel since the ballroom opened its doors a decade ago, and for Mathilde – who had long been understudy to the troupe’s principal dancer – they were her chance to show the guests what she was truly capable of, that she too could imbue a moment with magnificence, that there were stars in the ballroom beyond the troupe’s leading players: the striking Karina Kainz, who’d fled from Vienna for a new home at the Buckingham Hotel; the imposing Marcus Arbuthnot, who’d once trained dancers for world championships and had returned to the dance floor to guide the troupe valiantly through these years of war. The demonstrations were Mathilde’s chance to shine, perhaps even eclipse, the better-known dancers who dominated the Grand Ballroom, and they’d become so much more important in the months just passed – when an evening could be suddenly curtailed by the wail of an air raid siren, when a ball could be abruptly stopped and a shrill whistle blown, directing guests, cocktail waiters, ballroom dancers and musicians to the fortress of shelters beneath the hotel itself.


Joy.


Wonder.


Magic.


The world might have been on fire; the headlines might have preached about the calamity on the Continent and the madman whose eyes had turned, zealously, on Mathilde’s little island nation; but Mathilde knew that, in the moment she completed her turn, arcing elegantly through the air above Frank’s head, every soul in the Grand would be filled with the same rapture that buoyed her. Music was man’s escape from the nightly horror of this thing they’d started calling ‘Mr Hitler’s Blitz’. The ballroom was where people came to remember this feeling. The feeling that the world had once been filled with wonder and light – and that, one day, it would be again.


Not today, though – for, in the same moment that Mathilde swooped back to the ballroom’s sprung dance floor, the same moment that the Archie Adams Orchestra brought their number to its end in a cavalcade of trumpets and piano, another music started playing outside the ballroom doors. It was the familiar music of the air raid sirens. The familiar whomp and whirr, spreading from police station to police station like the warning pyres of old being put to the torch.


Magic died in a moment.


Wonder, snuffed out like a guttering candle-flame.


Across the Grand Ballroom, dancers stepped out of hold; up on the stage, the white-whiskered gentleman Archie Adams – dedicated bandleader, with his ageless good looks and air of quiet calm – took leave of his grand piano and, with a single clap of the hands, marshalled his musicians.


‘A daylight raid?’ Mathilde whispered to Frank, stranded as they were in the heart of the dance floor. ‘Frank, is it real?’


They’d come every night for the last week, pulverising the city from above while searchlights scythed through the black skies and the daring boys of the Royal Air Force took the battle to them. Since returning from Dunkirk, Frank, who spent three nights a week answering telephones for the Fire Service, had looked through the blackouts last night to see flames roiling somewhere beyond the palaces at Westminster, and willed the brave boys of the RAF on as their comet trails coloured the London skyline. Theirs was a battle like no other in history: a battle for supremacy in the skies.


‘Of course it’s real,’ he said at last. After a mere moment’s consternation, the ballroom had already sprung into action. ‘Quickly, Mathilde. We’ve got a job to do.’


In the days when she’d been a fledgling dancer, mercilessly drilled to perfection by a mother who was indulging her own dream as much as her daughter’s, Mathilde had never imagined it might one day involve being responsible for someone’s life. But so it was. They’d been dancing to disaster all night long, and now the disaster had arrived. She turned on the spot and made haste to one of the guests standing by the dance floor balustrade, a young woman who served as attaché to one of the Norwegian King Haakon’s ministers. Since the fall of Oslo, and the institution of that treacherous Quisling government, King Haakon and his family had taken up residence in Buckingham Palace, and so much of his government-in-exile now lived and operated out of the suites on the hotel’s fifth storey. That was the Buckingham now: a world within a world, where dignitaries and ministers from fallen nations picked themselves up, put themselves back together, and got on with the business of resisting the Continent’s new terror.


A terror which was, right now, raining from the London skies.


‘Shall we?’ she said, and gestured towards the ornate arched entrance of the Grand.


Mathilde took the attaché’s arm and steered her away from the dance floor. Every other member of hotel staff – whether they were cocktail waiters, musicians, or just the audit manager who’d happened to look in on the ballroom when the demonstrations began – was helping to shepherd guests back through the archway from which they had, a mere half hour ago, emerged. A small band of others were taking advantage of the stage doors to hurry others on their way. There was once a time when no guest would have been permitted to see the dressing rooms and rehearsal studio behind the Grand, for fear that the ballroom’s magic might suddenly have been dispelled, but things changed in a time of fire and devastation.


‘I know the way, Miss,’ the attaché said as Mathilde bustled her up the corridor, emerging into the hotel reception. Here, the black-and-white chequered expanse had been cleared of any obstruction, including the famous Art Deco obelisk which had stood here, an icon of the Buckingham Hotel, for a generation. No golden trolleys or potted ferns were permitted to pockmark the hall anymore, for fear of inhibiting the rush to the shelters.


‘I’m sorry, ma’am,’ said Mathilde, ‘it’s more than my job’s worth to leave a guest alone. I’ll see you to the stairs, then go back for others.’


The reception hall was a hubbub of activity. Staff who weren’t escorting guests were generally instructed to remain at post until the last guest was secure and the rosters complete, but some were already streaming through to the Queen Mary restaurant, where the wine cellars had been converted into shelters for the staff. The guests were to be housed in the altogether more opulent surrounds of the old hotel laundries, converted this past year to a succession of suites almost worthy of the Buckingham’s uppermost storeys. Walter Knave, the elderly Hotel Director – a shrunken, amphibious-looking man, in a suit that dwarfed him and spectacles that made preposterous protrusions of his eyes – watched from the check-in desks, wringing his mottled old hands together. Mathilde knew how he was feeling; the hammering in her heart seemed to keep time with the whomp of the sirens.


Marcus Arbuthnot, the Grand’s regal leader, had a guest on each arm as he spun past Mathilde, heading for the passageway that opened up behind the golden cage of the elevators. The way he looked now, a guest might have thought he had come to the Grand specifically for the purpose of shepherding guests to safety – but nothing could have been further from the truth. Marcus was a titan of the ballroom, a statesman of dance. Too old to join the steady roll of men being drawn into the war decimating the Continent, he had been hired a year ago to shepherd the Grand through what promised to be its most tumultuous years. A lifetime spent training young dancers, even shepherding them to glory on the world’s stage, had, it seemed, given him an innate confidence in moments of terror such as this. Mathilde caught his eye across the spinning reception hall. ‘One more time, my dear,’ he mouthed to her; they were the words he used in the rehearsal studio behind the Grand, whenever he needed to urge the troupe through one more practise waltz, and they steadied her in the moment. She watched Marcus sallying on into the starrily lit passage that led to the shelters (praying that he was right, that this was but a rehearsal and not the last night of her life) and said, ‘We’re almost there, ma’am. Almost there.’


A figure, leaning into a walking cane meant for a much older man, emerged from the hall tucked behind the reception desks. The former concierge, Billy Brogan, more recently private in the British Expeditionary Force, had been one of the first into France in those early weeks of war. Now he stood, his body pitched at a slightly crooked angle (though significantly less crooked than when he’d first appeared on his return from France), his red hair growing back in tufts from its old military cut. Billy’s body had been too broken to return to his division since Dunkirk – Mathilde had heard whispers that his mind was broken as well, for Billy had spent many long hours battling for life in the English Channel after the HMS Othello went down – but he’d been awarded a new role as head of the hotel post room. He emerged from there now, his face etched in deep, steadfast lines.


Mathilde hurried towards him. ‘Billy, perhaps you can take the attaché to the shelters, while I help in the ballroom?’


‘Can’t, Miss Bourchier,’ Billy announced, with a grim determination completely at odds with the happy-go-lucky boy the staff at the hotel used to know. ‘It’s my turn on the roster. John’s out front, but I’m on the tradesman’s entrance. Well, you can’t abandon station. Look what happened at the Savoy.’ The news had come yesterday: a group from the East End had marched brazenly through the Savoy to occupy its shelters in anticipation of the bombardment to come. Billy gave a wan, half-smile – and it seemed evident to Mathilde that he was trying his damnedest to summon up the fiery spirit of old. ‘You get these guests safe, Miss Bourchier,’ he grinned. Then he addressed the attaché directly. ‘You’ll be fine in the shelters, Miss. This hotel’s got an iron skeleton. It’s not going down.’ A shudder ran through him. He’d thought that about the HMS Othello too – and then there he’d been, flailing in the water, clinging on to the wreckage, desperate for some passing fishing boat to sail by. ‘Go on, Miss Bourchier. Quickly now. These Jerries won’t hold fire for us.’


Mathilde looked back as she swept the attaché on. The reception hall was milling, as busy as any ballroom floor she had ever graced – only it was not joy in the air any longer. It was not wonder. It was panic, barely controlled. With the attaché on her arm, she slipped round the back of the golden elevators – and then she was gone.


Billy didn’t wait to see her go. Angling through the bustle of other guests and staff, he limped along the Housekeeping hall, through the maze of other passageways, until he reached the hotel’s side entrance. Here, past a room piled high with old boxes and crates waiting for pick-up, a broad doorway opened onto Michaelmas Mews, the narrow lane that ran around the periphery of the hotel and eventually opened up onto Berkeley Square. The sun was shining along the mews; it seemed such an innocuous day for something so terrible.


Billy was standing there, listening to the whirr of the sirens, when the sound and fury of the first explosion reached his ears. He’d heard sounds like this too often, not only in this last week of constant bombardment, but all throughout his retreat from inland France. The German artillery had pounded the seaside town of Dunkirk; he still saw it, heard it, felt it in his dreams.


He shuddered.


He shook.


He felt the sea sucking him under, then spewing him out. He closed his eyes, but that only made the memory more vivid still.


He saw the sea on fire.


There was movement behind him. He turned, waving his cane as if to fend off some sudden assailant – but it was only Mrs Moffatt, the imposing Head of Housekeeping, tottering unsteadily forward beneath her tight curls of white hair.


‘Billy,’ she said, and took his hand, ‘how close are they?’


Close enough, thought Billy. Not for the first time, he was thankful that all of his brothers and sisters – the Brogan brood, as so many called them – had been shipped out of the city with the evacuation last year. He squeezed Mrs Moffatt’s hand, as if to give her strength. ‘You ought to get to the staff shelter, Mrs Moffatt. Leave this to me.’ Inwardly, he cursed. Billy Brogan would do whatever was asked of him – he’d done it in the British Expeditionary Force, and he’d do it for the Buckingham Hotel, which was where his heart truly lay – but there was something about standing sentry here that rankled. The enemies were in the skies above, not on the streets of London. Guarding the hotel against blackguards and thieves did not have the same ring of honesty and heroism that he’d felt doing his bit in France. Even that group who’d occupied the Savoy had a good point to make – in war-torn London, being rich was much safer than being poor. ‘Mrs Moffatt, are you OK?’


He’d seen the way her face and neck had discoloured. The rush of blood to the head. Moments later, she was palming her way past him. She had to use the walls to steady herself. It seemed, to Billy, as if the earth was listing under her feet.


Then, she was out through the doors and into the sunlight that dappled Michaelmas Mews.


‘Mrs Moffatt!’ he cried out. ‘Mrs Moffatt, what are you doing?’


Mrs Moffatt was not a small woman. Having long been in the depths of middle age, she had a doughy frame, ankles permanently swollen by too much work, and a waddling look to her when she walked that had, on occasion, put Billy in mind of a duck. That was why he was surprised by the sudden burst of energy with which she sprang past. That was why, when he staggered out into the Mews and watched her cantering for Berkeley Square, he could hardly believe his eyes.


‘Mrs Moffatt! Mrs Moffatt!’


But his voice, if she cared to hear it at all, was lost in the thunder from above, as some defiant RAF boys banked over the rooftops in defence of the realm.


Billy heard some fresh hell being unleashed to the south – over the river, if he was any judge, and exactly where his mother and father would be hunkered down in the Anderson at the bottom of their yard.


He stood there a moment longer.


But that was as long as he could wait.


Whatever Mrs Moffatt was doing right now, she wasn’t in her right mind. Nobody could be, to willingly rush into a storm like this.


Billy had never let one of his friends down before, so he grasped his cane, grit his teeth against the old, nagging pain, and prepared to give chase.


By the time he reached her, she was standing in the middle of Berkeley Square, turning madly on the spot, her face upturned to take in the clear blue skies.


‘Mrs Moffatt?’ he called out, as he limped near. ‘Mrs Moffatt, please?’


Berkeley Square was a riot of colour. Roses of iridescent hue stood alongside the irises and magnolia that bordered the green expanse where Mrs Moffatt stood. Billy felt a rush of summer scents as he picked his way to her, the beauty of his surrounds quite at odds with the palpitating fear in his heart.


The shrill scream of some falling incendiary sounded to the south. Billy cringed and looked upwards, just in time to see the shapes of three planes banking overhead. He knew, by instinct, that these were RAF boys. Mrs Moffatt seemed to know it too. She lifted her hand – and, just when Billy felt certain she was cheering, she clasped it to her mouth in horror.


‘Mrs Moffatt,’ he breathed, ‘you’ve got to come inside.’


But she did not even look at him.


‘Mrs Moffatt, it isn’t safe out here.’


But she did not breathe a word.


‘Mrs Moffatt?’ Billy tried, and failed, one last time to get her attention. Only then, when her eyes remained fixed on the skies above, did he know it was futile. Mrs Moffatt couldn’t stay out here, like some sacrifice to the vengeful gods above, and nor could he. He just couldn’t do it alone.


The planes tumbling over Berkeley Square had already coursed across the rooftops of East London, but more roared in their wake. On the Whitechapel Road, where mothers swept children suddenly into their arms and made for the shelter of the old church halls, Lance Corporal Raymond de Guise looked to the skies and took his young companion Leah firmly by the hand.


Raymond de Guise, formerly the principal dancer at the Buckingham Hotel, had returned from his Salisbury barracks for five days’ leave before his inevitable new posting – but he hadn’t expected to be stepping directly into a theatre of war. Even so, a year in the armed forces had given him instincts enough to know he could cope with the sudden fluctuations of tension. That was life in the military: vast tracts of nothingness, punctuated by sudden flare-ups of drama, danger and death. As soon as the sirens had started to sound, he knew he had to act. Whether it was London or the Low Countries, being caught out in the open with the enemy incoming was no good thing.


At thirty-four years of age, Raymond de Guise stood more than six feet tall. His reflection, in the window of the florists where he and Leah had been browsing, showed a man with jet-black hair, cropped short to the scalp where it had once been a devilish, wild curl, a lean body and sun-burnished skin. He was wearing his standard issue uniform, graced now by his lance corporal stripes, as was required even when on home leave – but what use were a lance corporal’s instincts when the terror came from above? He watched, in the reflection, as he crouched down to meet twelve-year-old Leah’s face and said, ‘Just stay with me, sweetheart. We’ll get somewhere safe.’


No sooner had he said it than he heard the first planes screaming overhead. The sirens ordinarily pre-empted an attack long enough to reach shelter, but there was something about a daytime raid that discombobulated the system, throwing the engin­eers and signallers out of sync. Leah, who had been brought from her Polish home only months before the Nazis marched over the border, trembled and held Raymond tight. From one war-ravaged country, straight into the heart of another. She’d been fostered by Raymond’s mother Alma since her arrival at the Tilbury docks. Raymond didn’t mean to let her perish here. There’d been too much perishing already.


‘What about the flowers?’ asked Leah, in her unformed English.


Raymond brushed back her hair, dark as his own, and looked into the chocolate buttons of her eyes. They’d been standing here, deliberating which flowers they ought to buy for Vivienne, Raymond’s sister-in-law and the widowed wife of his brother Artie. Artie hadn’t made it back from France; three months had passed, but the wound still felt raw. Too raw for flowers to pacify, thought Raymond, but flowers were all they had – and Leah had her heart set on the gesture.


‘Here,’ said Raymond. He picked up a bouquet of orange and lilac roses and quickly palmed coins into the hands of the florist, who dashed about bringing in her wares. ‘Hold tight to them, Leah – and hold tight to me. We’ve got to move.’


Rags of people hurried down the Whitechapel Road. As Raymond started to run, steadying his pace so that Leah could keep up, he saw families vanish into side-streets, saw shop fronts go suddenly dark, heard shutters coming down and doors being slammed shut. At the Stepney Green Underground station, a huddle of panicked passers-by were piling down the stairs, only to be met by the crowd of travellers just disgorged by the railway below. ‘It isn’t far,’ said Raymond. He knew these streets like the back of his hand; he’d take her through the back alleys if he had to. Though he’d spent the better part of his life waltzing his way through the ballrooms and palaces of Europe, winning prizes for his tango, his foxtrot, his elegant Viennese waltz, these rough-and-ready East End streets were where he and his late brother used to roam. He still remembered the switchbacks and shortcuts of his boyhood. He took to them now.


He had just hustled Leah off the Whitechapel Road when the first quake shook the London streets. Instinctively, Leah threw herself against the wall. By the time Raymond had whispered some calm into her ear, the second explosion was coming from the east. The Luftwaffe were trying to raze the dockland again. That was their principal aim, Raymond thought – cut the city off, blockade it from help, grind it into submission. ‘Leah,’ he whispered, ‘Vivienne’s waiting. They’re safe at home, out back in the shelter. We could be too. We just have to get there.’


Leah picked herself up, tried to shake down her fear. It was only when Raymond gripped her by the shoulders and gazed into her eyes with his own rich, dark ones that his calmness washed over her. She nodded, nodded again, and clasped his hand. ‘How far is it?’


‘Mere moments, sweetheart,’ he told her. Raymond had no daughter of his own, but in this moment she might have been his; his heart called out to hers. ‘Vivienne’s there, and Nancy’s there, baby Stan and my mother too.’ Just a Sunday afternoon, a chance for the disparate family to unite over tea and cakes and pretend, for a few hours, that the war was happening somewhere else. Nobody had expected the bombs to rain down in broad daylight. The night was when battle happened; when the sun shone down, it was meant to be calm. ‘Just stay with me. Say no to the fear. I’m going to get you there.’


Raymond saw the effect of his words. The shimmer of tears retreated from her eyes; her jaw was fixed, the trembles gone. He drew back to his full height. ‘Stand behind me,’ he told her. He’d carry her if he had to; he’d carried his brother Artie in the end as well. ‘Let’s—’


But he never got the chance to finish that sentence, because before he took his next breath, the screaming of a falling bomb tore open the skies. Next second, the Whitechapel Road erupted in fire, smoke and devastation. A rampaging wall of dust and debris rushed outwards in an unstoppable wave. And all that Raymond could hear, through the ringing in his ears, was Leah’s petrified scream as she buried her face in his breast, the once-perfect flowers soiled and sandwiched between them.


Mrs Moffatt was so absorbed by the smoke trails scarring the blue sky that she did not hear her name being called, nor the cantering of footsteps as two figures clamoured to reach her in the heart of Berkeley Square. The summer scents filled her lungs with every breath – but the only thing that filled her heart was terror.


Not terror for herself.


Terror for a loved one, in the heavens above …


‘Mrs Moffatt?’ a voice was calling. Billy’s voice, she knew. He’d been here some moments before, but then – when she hadn’t given in to his pleas and demands – he’d run away, left her there in the heart of Berkeley Square. Now he had returned, to find her sobbing and unmoved. ‘Mrs Moffatt, I brought someone who might—’


Another RAF plane banked overhead, its guns ablaze as it stalked one of the Stukas over the skyline. To the other onlookers at the Buckingham Hotel, it must have been a thing of hope – to see the good old boys of the Royal Air Force rallying to repel the invaders – but, to Emmeline Moffatt, no sight could have incurred more terror. Her heart nearly stopped in her breast. She found that she could take no breath. Only when the planes had vanished, leaving their ghostly contrails behind, did she gasp for air. By then, the pressure was nearly too much. She staggered, uncertain of her own feet – and would have pitched forward into the grass on Berkeley Square, if hands hadn’t reached out to catch her.


Not Billy’s hands, she realised.


It was Archie Adams.


‘Archie?’


‘I went to fetch him, Mrs Moffatt. I didn’t know what else I could do.’


‘Emmeline,’ came Archie’s softly spoken voice. Only a voice like that, thought Mrs Moffatt, could unknot the fear that had been building in her breast. Only a man like Archie could remain so calm and in control, while war was being waged all around him. She supposed Billy had found him where he always went when the bombs rained down – with his Orchestra, in the shelters beneath the Queen Mary restaurant, his eyes closed as he listened to the gramophone gently playing; music, the only true escape from the terrors of this mortal world. The girls in Housekeeping said that Mrs Moffatt and Archie were more than friends, though of course nobody had ever seen them step out on an evening together. But Archie Adams was known to take tea in the Housekeeping Lounge after hours, and to have ordered a bright bouquet for Mrs Moffatt’s birthday on Midsummer’s Eve. The girls said they could always tell when Archie had paid Mrs Moffatt a visit, for she was less strict about punctuality at the morning breakfast, and paid less attention to the details as she inspected their work at the end of each shift. Those stories had evidently found their way to Billy as well. In any other circumstance, Mrs Moffatt might have been mortified – but here was Archie, quite possibly the only man who could set her back on her feet.


‘Archie,’ Mrs Moffatt whispered, ‘he’s up there, I know it. It’s his turn, his turn!’


‘Oh, Emmeline.’


‘My boy,’ Mrs Moffatt quaked. ‘Fighting – fighting in the skies.’


How cruel, this feeling. How all-consuming, the fear that a love just found might so suddenly be dashed. Mrs Moffatt had only just rediscovered Malcolm, the son she’d been forced to give up for adoption when she herself was little more than a girl – and perhaps it was this that made the thought of losing him seem so acute. In her darkest moments, she felt as if she almost deserved it; why should somebody who’d never kissed a grazed knee, or brushed a boy’s tangled hair, suddenly be gifted with the beauty of becoming a mother? At nights, she would lie awake, imagining the horror of his death: trapped in a burning cockpit, tumbling from the skies, nobody to hear his final words, no body to grieve over, just as – once upon a time – there’d been no baby to love. All of the knots inside her had become unbearable. She wanted to sail into the skies and sit beside him, to be his gunner, to mop his brow, to whisper in his ear that everything was going to be all right – that he was her brave boy, that she was proud of him, that she was sorry, sorry, sorry … but of course it was all so foolish. She was Emmeline Moffatt, housekeeper at a luxury hotel; the feeling of it was powerlessness, pure and simple.


She was glad to have Archie’s arms around her.


Only Archie could lead her away from those darkest thoughts.


All of a sudden, she realised what she’d done, how irrespon­sible she’d been. It wasn’t just she who was standing in the middle of Berkeley Square. Poor Billy Brogan was here as well – and that was because of her. She imagined how his leg, maimed somewhere in the English Channel, must have played hell with him as he lurched back along Michaelmas Mews, hurtling to fetch help. She could imagine how he’d marched through his pain, across the barren Queen Mary restaurant – where the tables would be laid out like epitaphs to abandoned afternoon teas – and down into the cellars. What courage it had taken for Billy to return. What courage for Archie Adams too. And it was she, Emmeline Moffatt, who’d put them in that peril – all because of that uncontrollable feeling in her heart, the feeling that to lose her son again would be the end of everything.


She clambered to hold on to Archie, who lifted her up and held her tight.


‘Emmeline, dear?’


Mrs Moffatt trembled. ‘They buried his best friend last week. Peter. He went down somewhere over Liverpool. There’ll be boys being burned up tonight. They’re saying none of them will last. It’s suicide, Archie.’


‘Now, Emmeline—’


He held her even more tightly now. For a fleeting moment, she felt like a cornered animal – but something in Archie’s presence pacified her. Moments later, he turned her to face the hotel.


‘There’s nothing to say he’ll be one of them, Emmeline. Nothing to say he won’t be standing on solid ground by nightfall. Nothing to say that, when this is done, you won’t be sitting in the pews at his wedding, or—’


Mrs Moffatt stiffened. ‘Reading the rites at his funeral.’


‘Emmeline!’ Archie Adams raised his voice. ‘Don’t speak of it,’ he told her, and braced her by the shoulders as some fresh hell was unleashed, somewhere in the north. ‘It’s but a moment in time. The foulest of moments, but a moment nonetheless. All things pass. But if you give in to those thoughts, they’ll overcome you. So hold on to this instead: you and Malcolm, on a summer’s day, your grandchildren around you. Life, Emmeline. Hold on to life.’


Mrs Moffatt whispered, ‘I only just found him. I can’t lose him again so soon.’


Archie had steered her away from the square’s grassy expanse and was preparing to harry her back along Michaelmas Mews, when the doorman at the front of the hotel started halloing them urgently from the sweeping marble stairs.


‘This way,’ cried Billy. ‘Quickly!’


Ordinarily, it was more than Billy’s job was worth to be seen scrambling through the guest entrance. Ordinarily, were Mrs Moffatt and Archie Adams to be seen hurrying through the hotel’s revolving brass doors, the displeasure of Mr Knave would have been severe. But today there was not a soul in sight as they passed beneath the hotel’s grand white colonnade, past the empty taxicabs, up the marble stairs and into the reception hall.


Billy was the last to lope through. As he watched Mrs Moffatt and Archie head for the shelters, he winced at his aching leg, cricked his neck and took a long, laboured breath.


Another explosion sounded in the west; the scream of some incendiary returned the call from somewhere out east.


How long had it been now? It felt like hours, but surely mere minutes had passed.


In the skies, the battle went on.


Raymond de Guise clung on to Leah as the smoke and debris parted, revealing the ruin of the Whitechapel Road.


‘It’s OK,’ Raymond said, his voice tinged with disbelief as he looked to the skies. ‘Leah, we’re OK.’


The tear-stained girl still had her arms flung around him. Bearing her aloft, he returned to the end of the side street, then cast his eyes at the devastation further along the road.


The incendiary had turned the Whitechapel Road into a crater. The road itself was impassable, a vast gaping wound, the shop fronts on either side obliterated beyond recognition. Tendrils of smoke were curling up from the centre of the crater. Ribbons of fire licked the place where the shop fronts used to be. Raymond saw curtains, miraculously undamaged in the blast, flickering in waves of wind and heat.


‘Pssst!’ came a voice. ‘You two, get out of the road!’


With Leah still cradled in his arms, Raymond turned to see that one of the shops closest to him had opened its doors, and out stuck the face of an old haberdasher.


‘In here!’ the old man cried. ‘I’ve a cellar.’


Raymond heard engines roaring. He looked down the barrel of the road, to see fire trucks approaching from beyond the impact site.


Then he saw a figure. A figure standing in the second storey of one of the obliterated shops, the bedroom in which she’d been cowering now opened to the world like a ravaged doll’s house.


She looked so young, seventeen or eighteen years of age – though, through the dirt and the ash, Raymond couldn’t be sure. What he could be sure about, however, was her panic. She was screaming, wild and untamed.


Raymond hurried to the haberdasher’s door and, with some effort, detached Leah from his arms. Setting her down, he kissed her once on the brow. ‘Stay here,’ he told her. ‘You’ll be safe here.’ The look in Leah’s eyes told him she wasn’t sure, so he dropped to his knees, embraced her again and whispered into her ear, ‘Be brave for me. You’ve been so brave already. I’ll be back in but a few moments.’


Leah snorted, trying hard to reabsorb all her tears. When she opened her mouth to speak, the words wouldn’t come, so instead she embraced Raymond one last time, then retreated with the haberdasher into the sanctuary of the shop.


Raymond started to run. ‘Hold on!’ he cried out to the woman in the ruined building.


From the haberdasher’s window, Leah watched him go. As the old shopkeeper urged her to follow him, down into his cellar, Leah stood frozen in the glass. Raymond was but a stick figure now, dwindling in proportion as he approached the crater in the road. Smoke wreathed around him. He vanished and reappeared as he flailed his way through the shifting grey reef.


She’d always known Raymond de Guise was a hero. He’d defied death on the way back from Dunkirk. He’d led a rag of the last survivors across the Channel, even after the Continent was overrun, and been decorated for it since then – elevated from being a lowly private to a lance corporal, with the promise of more to come. The world had loved Raymond as a ballroom dancer; but the world needed him as a soldier. That, Leah supposed, was the difference.


She’d come a long way in her short life. It had been a year since she’d last heard from her parents, and all the whispers of what was happening in this thing they called the Third Reich only filled her with nightmares. But the people she’d found here in London had hearts big enough to fill that void. She hadn’t voiced it until then, not even to herself, but she had started to love them. In a fractious world, constantly being torn asunder, love was the only thing there was.


And that was why, when Raymond de Guise reached the edge of the smoking crater and began to plot his way up the ruined building to where the girl was stranded, Leah’s breast was filled with pride. That debonair Englishman was part of her family, for now and evermore.


She was still standing there, her heart filled with the emotion of it all, when the unexploded bomb in the crater ignited.


Raymond de Guise had not known there was a second bomb, sitting unstable on the Whitechapel Road. But he knew it now. It was the work of an instant for the flames to geyser up, like a volcano exploding; for the fractures in the road to spread out, rupturing yet more of the road’s surface, its shock waves shattering the glass in the windows of shops further down the road.


Leah saw Raymond’s dark figure tossed upwards like a rag doll, but she did not see him land – for, in the next moment, all she could see was the billowing smoke and dust, as the bright sunshine of a September afternoon was cast into deep, impene­trable shadow.





Chapter Two



‘Wake up. Raymond, wake up—’


The ballroom was listing, like the deck of some ship in the heart of a storm. Every time he tried to take a step, Raymond de Guise lost his footing, half plunged to the freshly lacquered floor, then – at the very last moment – pulled himself up, rescued the waltz, and danced on. Around him, the balustrade tipped up, tipped down, then rose again. The great cavernous vault of the Grand was plastered in stars as vivid as those that speckled the night sky. The music came not from an orchestra but from the creaking of a ship’s timbers, the metallic groan of iron struts shearing apart and scything against each other, deep in the belly of an obliterated hull. And in his arms hung not his darling wife Nancy, not his former partner, the celestial Hélène Marchmont – but his brother, bedraggled and drawn, pale of skin and even paler of heart.


Raymond took him into an even tighter hold. He could feel, now, how the dance floor was coming apart beneath him. Water was leaching up through cracks in the interlocking oak boards, sloshing over his dancing shoes with every step.


‘Now, Ray,’ Artie scoffed, ‘you never held me like this before.’


Raymond danced on. If he was good enough, if he was fleet of foot and solid of mind, he could dodge the rising waters. Dance would see him through whatever calamity was befalling the ballroom. But the moment he stopped dancing, he thought, the Grand Ballroom would fall. Plunge beneath the waves. Sink into the inky blackness, and take him with it …


‘Watch out, Ray, the stage is sinking.’ Artie gave his old, wolfish smile; God, how Raymond had missed it. ‘You see, Ray, you’ve always been good with those feet. You always knew the right step. Always followed the music. But there’s something else you got to do for me now. Listen to me, Ray, because these are the most important words I’ve ever said to you.’


Raymond didn’t want him to stop talking. The sound of his brother’s voice – he thought it had been lost forever. ‘What words, Artie? What have you got to say?’


And Artie broke suddenly free of Raymond’s hold, waltzed backwards across the listing dance floor, and called out, ‘Wake up, Ray! You’ve got a job to do!’


Lance Corporal Raymond de Guise opened his eyes.


He could still hear the rush of the wind, still taste the salt of the sea, but the four walls that enclosed him were white and bland – and he knew, by the scent of carbolic and the clipboard at the edge of his bed, that he was lying in a hospital room, wearing a sweaty, white hospital gown.


A figure floated at the end of his bed. He had to focus on it to make sense of its edges. ‘Nurse?’ he ventured, and the voice he heard was hardly his own; his throat was dry and caked, and he was so parched he could hardly speak. ‘Nurse?’


She came to him and tipped a glass of water to his lips. The taste of it was like nectar. She had to stop him from gulping back the lot, in case he was sick.


‘Nancy,’ he was saying, ‘N–Nancy …’ – and the nurse seemed to understand, for moments later she hurried from the room, out into the corridor.


Where Nancy herself was waiting.


Nancy de Guise was feeling older than her twenty-eight years as she sat here, occasionally getting up to pace around the waiting area, then sitting down again, getting increasingly nauseous with every hour that passed. Nancy had always fancied herself a strong woman, but she did not feel it this morning. Every time she caught sight of herself in the window glass, she thought she was seeing somebody else: that was somebody else’s wild brown hair, somebody else’s glassy expression. The war aged a woman daily.


She’d been here since daybreak, the moment Leah turned up on the doorstep, an old haberdasher at her side. It had taken some time to learn which hospital Raymond had been taken to, even longer to learn that he’d been patched up and hadn’t perished in the explosion on the Whitechapel Road. Six hours had passed since then, Nancy flitting in and out to brush the hair from Raymond’s brow, to sit holding his hand and to whisper in his ear, and the sick feeling was still coursing through her. She just couldn’t shake it. More than once, the nurses had brought her hot tea and toast, or offered to take her on a stroll to the hospital canteen – but the thought of eating just about anything turned her stomach this morning. Anxiety like this worked dark magic on the body. She supposed it was relief now, flooding through her. She just hadn’t realised that relief could make her feel so unsettled.


‘Mrs de Guise,’ the nurse ventured, ‘he’s asking to see you.’


It was all she needed to hear. Moments later, she burst through the door – and there was Raymond, propped up on the end of the bed, the sheets sloughed off him as he searched through the pile of scorched, torn clothes on the bedside chair, looking for something to wear.


‘Lance Corporal de Guise!’ the nurse exclaimed. ‘You’re in no fit state – you mustn’t get out of bed – you’ve taken a nasty tumble. The damage you’ll do to that arm …’


Nancy had already noticed that it was in a sling. Another bandage was wrapped around his head, where ugly bruises coloured his brow.


‘I need to get out of here,’ Raymond began, his voice still hoarse. ‘I can’t lie around here all day, not when there’s so much work to be done.’


‘Don’t put weight on that foot!’ the nurse called out. But it was too late. Raymond had already placed his right foot on the ground and, the moment he leant into it, a terrible pain shot through him, causing him to crash back down to the bed. ‘It’s a terrible sprain,’ the nurse went on. ‘Lance Corporal, we’re waiting for the surgeon. Doctor thinks you’ve been very lucky, but keep on like this and your luck’s going to run out.’


Raymond breathed, ‘Our luck’s already run out, nurse. All we’ve got left is the fight.’


The nurse stiffened. She was about to issue some fresh order to Raymond – but then, realising that she had no business speaking to a lance corporal like this, she turned on her heel, declared, ‘I’m fetching Doctor,’ and vanished through the doors.


Nancy, who still felt queasy in the pit of her stomach, rushed to Raymond’s side and helped ease him back to the bed. ‘Raymond, please,’ she beseeched him, ‘just a little more time. You’ve been out cold for so long. Darling, I didn’t know where you’d gone. I didn’t know if you were living or dead.’


Raymond had a sudden vision of the ghostly, wraithlike Artie, waltzing in his arms.


‘Where’s Leah?’ he asked, a rush of memories stealing upon him. He fancied he could smell the smoke still. An image hit him: kissing Leah on the brow as he left her by the haberdasher’s door.


‘You’ve Leah to thank for it all,’ Nancy explained. ‘She saw it happen. Every last bit.’ And she tried to tell him, then, how close he’d got to the bomb site, how the second explosion had tossed him up into the air, how Leah – ignoring the haberdasher’s cries – tried to rush back out of the shop, and would have done exactly that if the doors hadn’t already been bolted. ‘She watched the ambulance men take you away. That was how she knew you were still living.’


‘And she came to find you.’


‘All on her own,’ said Nancy, to whom the thing was both beautiful and cruel. ‘Twelve years old, and she had to find her own way.’


Raymond crashed back into the pillow, fresh pain lacerating his body, and pictured her at the haberdasher’s window as he turned to march into the ruin. ‘I shouldn’t have left her,’ he whispered. Then he remembered the figure, stranded in the open face of the ruined building, and wondered: how do you know what the right thing is? Where does one responsibility end and the other begin? How does any man make the right decision in an age like this? What did it even mean to be a ‘good man’?


‘And Vivienne?’ Raymond asked, suddenly. ‘Did Vivienne make it through?’


Vivienne Cohen: she’d married Raymond’s brother only a short year before, their wedding vows spoken on the very same day that Mr Chamberlain announced the country was at war. Raymond had known Vivienne the longer, but to him she had just been the spoilt rich girl with permanent rooms at the Buckingham Hotel, the step-daughter of the now-deposed head of the Hotel Board. It was Nancy who’d first seen the goodness in Vivienne; Nancy, long before Raymond, who’d seen the spark in her. They’d been friends ever since. It was Nancy, in a roundabout way, who’d introduced Vivienne to Raymond’s brother. Strange, how the world turned. They’d been perfect opposites – Artie the East End scallywag, Vivienne the spoilt heiress – but, in finding each other, they’d found their better selves. Now all that was ruined, like the city in which they stood. But, of them all, perhaps only Vivienne truly understood the gaping loss Raymond felt in the absence of his brother.


He took Nancy’s hand. ‘Will you send word to my division? They’re expecting me back.’ He laughed, wryly. ‘I don’t suppose I’ll make it, will I? Wherever the posting is.’


All the talk had been of North Africa, where the Italian armies – having freshly announced their allegiance with Nazi Germany – vastly outnumbered the British. Raymond hardly thought he’d be on the next transports now, not with his body in pieces, and his brain not far behind. North Africa seemed so very far away, when all he really wanted was to be back in the rolling, verdant pastures of France, his brother at his side, sending the enemy back where they belonged.


‘I’ll take care of it,’ Nancy told him, putting her hands over his. ‘Raymond, look at me.’


Raymond didn’t want to, but something in Nancy’s voice always compelled him to do as she asked. Raymond de Guise could live with a lot of things, but not disappointing Nancy.


She looked blurry and far away. He supposed that was the knock he’d taken to the head. He had to concentrate to bring her into focus.


‘It’s a good thing,’ she told him. ‘I know you don’t want to hear it, but let me say it all the same. These injuries, they’re a blessing in disguise. You need to be grounded, Raymond. You need a little time. If they sent you back into battle now, I know how it would go: you’d throw yourself, heart and soul, into the fight. You’d lose yourself in it. You’d take any silly risk that came your way, just to punch back at them. After what happened to Artie …’ She wanted to say more. How he just hadn’t been the same since Dunkirk. How he’d barely been able to take her in his arms. How he woke in the night, drifted downstairs to listen to his records – how the only respite he found was in music, not in Nancy herself. But, in the end, she didn’t breathe a word. She told herself she understood, that it was all a necessary evil, the thing he had to go through to make sense of Artie’s death – but the truth was that she didn’t understand, because she couldn’t. It wasn’t Nancy who’d been there, stranded in the sinking vessel. It wasn’t Nancy who’d been swept back onto the blasted beaches and held on to her brother as he died. She tried to think how she’d feel if it had been Frank, and perhaps that gave her an inkling of what this war could do to a soul – but the thought of it stirred such terrible emotion in her that she quickly cast the thought aside.


‘Darling,’ she ventured, ‘I know how much you want to go.’ She stroked his brow, her finger dancing around the place where the bandages were strapped. ‘But look at you. Raymond, you’re not the same. You’re in a …’ she floundered for the words, ‘… different kind of battle now. But here’s the difference. I’m here, right here, in the trenches with you.’ She was talking about whatever was happening in his mind, the black places his thoughts were leading him every night, the compulsion – which she was quite certain had come over him on the Whitechapel Road – to put himself in harm’s way; but she might as well have been talking about the Blitz itself. Eight days without respite. The Germans were throwing everything they had at breaking London’s spirit.


But London had a lot more to give.


So did Nancy de Guise.


‘Raymond. Darling. I love you. If you love me too, do this for me – if not for yourself. Recover, Raymond. Recover, before you go back to the fight.’


There was movement at the door. Nancy looked up to find a middle-aged doctor in a long white coat standing in the frame, his face half hidden behind the steamed-up lenses of his spectacles.


‘Listen to your wife, Lance Corporal,’ the doctor intoned, his voice both gravelly and grave. ‘You took a nasty bump there. The skull, I suggest, carries a couple of fractures, here and here. You’re concussed, Lance Corporal. Add this to the ruin of that foot and the angle this arm was hanging off when the ambulance brought you in, and you can count yourself lucky it was just a beating you took. You might not have died yesterday afternoon, Lance Corporal, but you took a jolly good thrashing. Count your lucky stars Death had other souls to be collecting.’


Raymond had got used to gallows humour like that in his division. He looked from the doctor to his wife – and Nancy was buoyed up to see him incline his head in an almost imperceptible nod.


‘Bed rest, Lance Corporal. I want the nurses here to keep a weather eye on you until we’re sure this concussion’s not going to turn more nasty than it ought. Then it’s off home for you – and the care of your good lady wife.’


Nancy stood, as if to attention. ‘You heard the man, Raymond. That sounded like an order to me.’ She paused, as a sudden thought struck her. ‘Can a doctor give orders to a lance corporal?’


In the door, the doctor had already turned round to leave his patient to his rest. ‘This one can,’ he grunted, with a wide grin. Then he was gone.


‘You heard the man,’ said Nancy, and settled down again by Raymond’s side.


Raymond lay back on the bed, fixed his eyes on the ceiling tiles, and wondered how it had come to this.


That night, when the sirens came, he was lying there still.


It was three days later that a stumbling Lance Corporal de Guise accompanied his wife out through the hospital doors and to the taxicab idling by the kerb. In the East London air, the smell of the night before was strong. Smoke lounged like mist through the struts of warehouses razed in the bombardment. Construction workers filled the roads, ambulance wagons as common as taxicabs in the obliterated streets.


At first, the west seemed to fare better. By the time the taxi was taking them along High Holborn, the cityscape appeared less scathed. The damage along the eastern stretch of Oxford Street had come days ago, some semblance of order restored to the chaos – but the devastation at Oxford Circus was very real, very recent, and evident from miles away. Black columns of smoke still churned in the place where the great John Lewis & Partners store used to sit. As the taxicab drew near, Nancy averted her eyes – but Raymond could not tear himself away from the devastation. The smoke roiled. Flames still licked up the ruin that was left, even though a great horseshoe of firefighters remained on site, having battled back the blaze. The entirety of the store’s West House was gone, the East eaten from the inside out. Raymond’s fist instinctively tightened, causing Nancy – whose hand he’d been holding – to recoil.


It was only the sight of the Buckingham Hotel that brought Raymond back to his senses. That was exactly how Nancy had hoped it would be. The Buckingham stood, unblemished, at the head of Berkeley Square, its white façade made more brilliant still by the devastation they’d seen in the city beyond, the great copper crown sitting at the peak of its edifice as if reaching, defiantly, for the Messerschmitts which tumbled over it each night. Berkeley Square, where autumnal flowers were still in full colour and the grass a verdant green, seemed an oasis in the increasingly ruined city.


The taxicab drew up at the hotel’s grand white colonnade, and before Nancy could guide Raymond out, the doorman had loped down the marble steps to open the door.


‘Good Lord, it’s Mr de Guise,’ he began. ‘Sir, it’s been an age.’


The doorman was doing his best not to take in the injuries Raymond was wearing; the cane he was using to prop himself up as Nancy helped him out of the car, the way his arm was still strung up. Raymond was wearing his uniform, but his cap could not cover the dressing he still wore on the side of his head. The nurses had cropped his hair even closer to his scalp.


‘Come on, Raymond,’ said Nancy, as gently as if she was guiding an old man, ‘we should take the tradesman’s entrance.’


‘Nonsense, ma’am!’ the doorman replied. ‘I’ll not hear of it, and neither would Mr Knave. Mr de Guise isn’t on the Housekeeping staff – with no offence meant, ma’am. He’s not on the staff at all any longer – and, in my book, that makes him a guest.’ The doorman stepped back, and beckoned them to follow him to the hotel’s gleaming brass doors. ‘In you go, Mr de Guise – and thank you, thank you from the bottom of our hearts.’


As Raymond followed Nancy through the revolving doors, he couldn’t help think that, whatever the doorman was thanking him for, he hadn’t done nearly enough to warrant it. All he’d truly done was survive – and even then not very successfully, for he hadn’t brought his brother home, and too many others had perished on the way.


He tried hard to battle those thoughts away, and the music that was drifting up from the Grand Ballroom helped. From the middle of the black-and-white chequered reception hall, where guests buzzed back and forth and porters, concierges and pages busied themselves attending to their every need, he could hear the Archie Adams Orchestra taking the ballroom through one of their more energetic numbers.


There were still a few moments until his meeting with Mr Knave. He took Nancy by the hand and drifted down the arched hall towards the Grand Ballroom’s doors. There, he slipped through, and watched as the demonstration dances began.


Nancy’s brother, Frank Nettleton, was leaner, more elegant than Raymond remembered. He squeezed Nancy’s fingers, because she was feeling the pride of it too. The way he held Mathilde Bourchier, their footwork speeding up as the foxtrot took flight with the music, showed a young dancer coming into the full command of his talent. A smile passed Raymond’s lips, and it lifted Nancy’s heart to see it. He hadn’t smiled nearly enough in the summer that had just passed – but the ballroom, as ever, was the opening to his heart.


‘Marcus is a special dancer,’ Raymond breathed, watching the leader. There was happiness in it, but there was bittersweetness, too – because this had once been his ballroom. Until war had come and he’d taken the King’s shilling, he himself had been the King here. From the day the Grand first opened its doors, until last autumn, this place had been his home. Now he was – what had the doorman called him? – a guest.


‘Come on, Nancy,’ he said – and, catching Frank’s eye as he danced, inclined his head in pride, ‘Mr Knave must be waiting by now.’


He said his farewells to Nancy, who marched off to her duties in the Housekeeping Lounge, and made his own way behind the reception desks, and the hall where the Hotel Director’s office lay. He hadn’t taken more than a stride when a middle-aged reception clerk rushed up to him, declaring, ‘I’m sorry, sir, but this area is reserved for staff. Perhaps I can help? Have you a query?’ and tried to hustle him back to the black-and-white chequers. The clerk was new, of course. There was no reason why a middle-aged hotel attendant ought to have known the name Raymond de Guise, nor recognised him outside of the ballroom – but something in the idea still stung Raymond. It had been less than a year since he last danced in the ballroom. He’d stepped out in the Grand at Christmas, before shipping out for France. But so much had happened, it felt like a different world.


‘I’ve an appointment to see Mr Knave.’


‘Let me escort you there, sir.’


It was less than twenty yards to the end of the hall, and Raymond had walked it a hundred times before, but he acquiesced with good grace and allowed the check-in attendant to present him at Mr Knave’s office door as if he was a royal attendant presenting some new visitor to court. Then the attend­ant scuttled away, and Raymond was alone with the Hotel Director.


The office had changed since he was last here. It was lighter, airier, in spite of the tape that criss-crossed the glass windows to guard against the reverberation of nearby bombs. Many of the old filing cabinets had been taken off for archiving somewhere else, and consequently Mr Knave had been able to introduce a snug little corner to the office, with two armchairs facing each other across a table of some Ottoman design – a gift, Raymond assumed, from one of the dignitaries now calling the Buckingham their home-in-exile. It was here that Raymond and Walter Knave settled.


Walter Knave was a tiny man, an imp in comparison to Raymond. His association with the Buckingham Hotel extended back generations, but his current tenure as director had lasted only a year. Upon his first arrival, pickled in liquor and very clearly a rushed appointment by the Hotel Board, few at the Buckingham had given Mr Knave any hope of carrying the hotel through wartime; but, looking at him now, Raymond saw a man much changed. The first thing he noticed was that there was not a drop of liquor in the office. No bottles of port, no magnum of Champagne, no crystal decanter filled with the finest whisky. Mr Knave was sober, and had been for months.


‘Lance Corporal,’ Walter began. ‘I’m glad to see you well.’


Raymond had to smile at this, and Walter Knave smiled in return.


‘Well is a subjective quality, Mr Knave. I’ve taken quite a bruising. In part, that’s why I asked Nancy to arrange this meeting with you. You see, I’m told my division won’t expect, nor accept, my return until the New Year. I’m stranded here in London, my body riddled with cracks and pains, until Christmas has come and gone. My part in this war isn’t over, sir, but I’ve been put on hiatus. It’s my off-season, if you like. And, sir, I’m looking for something to do.’


Walter Knave might have been an octogenarian, but he was no fool. There hadn’t been a ballroom at the Buckingham the first time he was director here, but he’d quickly learnt of its importance to the institution. He’d had to learn all about music and dance; he’d been the one to hire Marcus Arbuthnot to replace Raymond at the head of the troupe, and in doing so he’d begun to understand the kinds of benefits the ballroom brought. It was because of the ballroom that the Buckingham had won so much of the new custom coming from the Continent’s exiled dignitaries and governments. Without the ballroom, King Zog of Albania and his entourage wouldn’t now be occupying suites on the second storey, nor hosting visitors in the Candlelight Club most evenings – spending all of the gold, or so it was said, that they’d smuggled out through Greece. The ballroom was the beating heart of the Buckingham; it was through the ballroom that all the fresh riches of war were being poured. And Raymond de Guise had once been at the ballroom’s heart.


‘I should have thought,’ croaked Walter Knave, ‘that the thing you could do is recover, Lance Corporal.’


It was what Nancy had said. But what neither of them realised was that there was no recovery, no sitting around idly, twiddling his thumbs while London burned. ‘I can’t offer my services to the ballroom, Mr Knave – and, by the looks of it, my talents aren’t needed there either. Marcus has the troupe drilled to perfection.’


‘Well, he’s trained dancers for world championships, as you know.’


‘He’s been to more finals than any other man I’ve known,’ Raymond agreed. ‘You made a very wise appointment. But, sir, I know the Grand Ballroom. I’ve lived it for nearly ten years. I’ve seen it through triumphs and disasters. I’ve helped countless young dancers reach the peak of their ability in the Grand. My hope is that, while my body knits itself back together, I might offer my services again – not as a dancer, but as a tutor. Somebody who might be on hand to help that young troupe, to give pointers and solve problems. Young Frank’s footwork, for instance …’


Even as Raymond said it, he realised he was grappling at straws. Having seen Frank in the Grand just now, it was very clear that Marcus and Karina were doing an expert job at polishing young Frank up. If he wasn’t quite at the peak of his prowess yet, surely it was only a matter of time.


In the end, though, what Raymond thought didn’t matter – for Walter Knave had come to the same conclusion.


‘I’m afraid, Lance Corporal, that it’s not a simple matter of you waltzing your way back into the ballroom this autumn. The Company has had to – how shall we say? – reorganise itself in your absence. A certain balance has been achieved. A new vision, under a new leader. If you sashayed back in there, it might provoke a certain … uncertainty. Right now, they look to Marcus to lead them; if you were there, the dancers might become uncertain. Cracks might begin to appear. I cannot afford those cracks.’ Walter paused, for he had seen the displeasure colouring Raymond’s face. ‘Mr de Guise, we’re already being challenged by the Savoy, the Ritz, the Imperial. They’re coming after our guests. It might not be war like you know it, but it’s war all the same. And it’s the ballroom that keeps those guests with us …’


‘I could be an asset, Mr Knave. I’ve danced here for a decade.’


Walter was hesitant, but he shook his head all the same. ‘Mightn’t there be some other way to put yourself to good use? Young Nettleton himself works three nights answering telephones for the Fire Service. We have ARP wardens and other volunteers on our staff. Lord knows, London needs good men on the ground. We can’t leave it all to those up in the skies above.’


Raymond ruminated on this for a time. The thought had, of course, been in his mind already. He only feared his body was not capable of the work that needed to be done. Yet perhaps there was a way. There were old men and children among the Air Raid Precautions department. An off-guard soldier with a limp and a crack in his skull might just about do.


He was about to take his leave when Walter Knave added, ‘There is one other thing, Raymond. I make no promises on this, because of course you must see how your body fares as we approach the winter months – but the Board met yesterday evening and concocted a plan for this Christmas’s festivities. Now, as you know, traditionally the Buckingham has held its balls on Midwinter’s Eve. But Mr Hastings – and I should add that he has the full support of the rest of the Board in this – would like us to continue the good work we began last year.’ Last Christmas, the ball had been dedicated to the influx of Polish refugees who’d found their way to Great Britain; in July, the Grand had celebrated the miracle of Dunkirk by hosting the Summer Ball in honour of its veterans and remembrance of its dead.


‘What does he have planned?’


‘Mr Hastings has had the Board sign off on an evening we’re calling “ONE GRAND NIGHT”. It won’t be a ball this year, not in the strictest of senses. Our aim is to spend an evening auctioning the greatest dancers ever to have graced our ballroom to both our guests and prospective guests. It’s hoped this might help us retain our most prized guests throughout the year, and draw new ones in for the years to come. Well, once they’ve seen the ballroom, why would they ever want to go anywhere else? How does the Imperial Ballroom compare to the Grand? We’ve already sent invitations to your old partner, Miss Marchmont, in the hope she might return – for one night only, you understand. Mr Hastings is writing to your old mentor, Georges de la Motte. We’re quite certain that some sizeable sums will be paid for stars like these. And, of course, that isn’t money we intend to keep as capital here at the hotel. It’s to go to the war effort. To the relief of London’s poor. We don’t need the riches, Raymond – what we’re after is the reputation.’


Inwardly, Raymond smiled. Walter Knave really was a consummate professional. Reputation was the life’s blood of every luxury hotel.


‘I’m quite sure, Lance Corporal, that your appearance in the Grand for one night only wouldn’t upset the delicate balance Marcus and Karina have instituted in the troupe. And I’m equally certain that, if you were fit enough to take part, there would be much merriment – and much wealth – generated by an auction for a night with the legendary Raymond de Guise.’ He paused, because another idea had just struck him. ‘And if you’re not fit, Raymond – well, events like these do need compères. We’re going to need an auctioneer. There are worse ways to contribute than this.’


The idea was circling in Raymond’s mind as he left Walter Knave’s office and returned, alone, to the edges of the Grand. By now, the demonstration dances were coming to an end. The guests in attendance were applauding the troupe as they disappeared through the dance floor doors, quickly followed by the stripped-down version of the orchestra whose music had filled the ballroom.


Yes, Raymond thought – and Nancy would have been proud to sense his heart lifting again as he drew in the smells of the ballroom – it would be good to dance here one more time, before he re-joined his division. It would be good to feel the sprung dance floor beneath his feet, and let the music fill him up. Good to take a guest in his arms, and know that he was bringing some magic to the world again.


But December still seemed a long time away. Who knew what might befall Great Britain by then? Would the battle in the skies be over? Would London have fallen, its fascists been freed, a new government sitting in Downing Street – just like the puppet governments now strutting around in Norway and France?


No, he thought, he couldn’t wait until then. Three months was an ice age in this time of war. Between now and then, countries would fall, continents be overrun – and countless innocents, all with families and loved ones, would die.


So, yes, dance he would, if dance he could.


But first there had to be something else.


Something more.





Chapter Three



It felt churlish to complain about being weary, when not a soul in London slept the whole night through, but when Billy Brogan awoke early that morning – having spent half the night in the Anderson shelter out back, and the other half in fitful dreams of oceans on fire – he was exhausted beyond measure. Still, there was some comfort that came from sleeping in his old childhood bedroom – he’d had to give up his quarters at the Buckingham when he was shipped off to France – and breathing in the familiar scent of his family home.


If it wasn’t for the clattering coming from downstairs, he might have slept all day.


The Brogan house always woke early in the mornings; Billy’s father worked at Billingsgate fish market and, consequently, awoke long before dawn to cross the city in time for the deliveries – and his mother, used to looking after her gaggle of children, still kept to the same routines, even though the Brogan brood was now scattered across Suffolk. The problem was – Billy’s father wasn’t on shift this morning, and he was quite certain Frank Nettleton (who lodged here) wasn’t due at the Buckingham until this afternoon. Besides, he could hear him snoring through the thin bedroom wall.


Billy picked himself out of bed, ignoring the protest of his leg, and used his cane to lever himself out of the bedroom and to the top of the stairs. The Brogan house, at No. 62 Albert Yard, Lambeth, was a higgledy-piggledy, creaking old property, its single staircase cutting back and forth so many times it was like forked lightning running through the building. Consequently, all that Billy could see from this high up was that there were lights on downstairs.


Lights and a lot of noise.


He came tentatively down one set of stairs, then tentatively down a second. His parents’ door was still ajar – they left it ajar all night long, the act of a husband and wife with so many children they knew little fists would come knocking if they dared keep it closed – and, through the gap, he saw that they were sleeping. He couldn’t begrudge them; they’d spent all night in the shelter too.


But if it wasn’t Frank Nettleton, and it wasn’t his mother and father, then who was it, clattering around the Brogan house at this ungodly hour?


Billy was suddenly very grateful that he was carrying his cane in his hands. Well, being disabled had to have some silver linings.


Downstairs, the Brogan house had only two rooms – the big living room, where the fireplace dominated the wall and his mother’s table was used for breakfast, supper, and all sorts of odd jobs in-between; and the kitchen, with its larder off to one side. The stairs down which Billy was edging plunged into the narrowest of hallways, tucked behind the living room – but, from here, you could slip through a back door, into the larder, and therefore approach the living room from the kitchen door. This Billy did. It was only because of the clatter coming from the living room that the intruder didn’t hear the clicking of his cane as he slipped through.


Through the larder, through the kitchen – and straight to the living-room doors. He stopped at the doorjamb, heart beating in panicked bursts, and gathered himself before he peered through.


A figure was at his mother’s sideboard, flinging open drawers and ferreting through them, then smashing them closed angrily again. On the table, between his mother’s sewing machine and his father’s stack of newspapers – Mr Brogan was very diligent at keeping on top of the war news, and had been ever since Billy shipped out to France – was a china plate piled high with badly scrambled eggs, bacon and toast.


Billy’s heart stuck in his throat. His father had read, and spoken at length, about how the privations of the war were driving people to theft. His own market, already devastated by the limits posed upon fishing too far from the coastlines, had been broken into on multiple occasions by profiteers seeking to make a quick return. But Billy had never imagined his own house might be the target of one of these thieves. It made his blood boil. The enemy was supposed to be on the Continent, not right here in his own front room.


He lifted his cane, grasping it like a weapon, and pitched suddenly into the room.


The figure was draped in a long, oversized brown coat – no doubt something else they’d stolen – with badly cropped red hair. Until Billy cried out, ‘Put your hands where I can see them!’, they’d been hunched over the sideboard, furiously attacking another drawer. Now, they turned round – revealing plump, heart-shaped lips, cheeks dusted in freckles, glittering green eyes … and a startled expression that perfectly matched Billy’s own.


In fact, it might have been that Billy was looking into a mirror.


‘Annie Brogan!’ Billy cried out, in consternation.


‘There’s no knives and forks,’ Annie railed. ‘Billy, why’s Ma moved the knives and forks?’


Billy didn’t know whether to embrace her or start pummelling her around the head with a rolled-up newspaper – just like their father used to do, whenever they scrapped. Annie Brogan was the second eldest of Billy’s siblings and, at fourteen years old, seven years younger than him. She looked a mess – with her oversized coat, badly cut hair, and general grubbiness, she had the air of a vagrant about her. The fact was, right now, she ought to have been in the Suffolk countryside where the Brogan children had been sent – to two neighbouring villages, with a house in each for half the Brogan brood; well, it had been so difficult to house all six of the evacuees together. It made him less mad to know that the food heaped up on the table was for Annie – but only slightly less, because she’d helped herself to eggs and bacon meant for three, and more toast than she could possibly eat. It was a good job Billy was used to lifting scraps from the hotel kitchens and room service trolleys – the Brogan family’s ration-books couldn’t have coped with a crime like Annie Brogan had just perpetrated.


‘What’s going on?’ Billy stammered. ‘Annie, what are you even doing here?’


‘I’m having my breakfast,’ Annie chirruped; then, with a frisson of darkness to her voice, ‘if I can find any knives and forks. What does Ma expect me to do? Trough it like a pig?’


Billy – who had seen Annie eating like a pig on more than one occasion – was still bewildered as he levered himself to the other side of the room, opened a cupboard, and brought out a knife and fork. Their mother had gone half-mad with rearran­ging the house after the evacuation; something to do with the empty nest feeling, Frank had said, and heart-breaking to see.


‘Annie,’ he said as he watched her start stuffing her face, ‘you’re going to have to explain. What happened? Why are you here?’


Annie looked up quizzically, face smeared in egg and bacon grease. ‘To do my bit, of course.’


‘Your … bit?’


‘Well, you’ve been under the weather, haven’t you, Bill? All this unfortunateness with your leg. It hardly seemed fair that you were here, looking after Ma and Pa, when it’s likely you’re the one needing looking after. And what good am I in the country anyway? It was all right for a while. Gracie-May needed some ointment on her knee when she grazed it, and then there were bedtime stories to tell, and – Lord help me – bedwetting enough to drown in. But after a while all that stopped, and the rest were just getting on with it, happy as anything, and I thought – what’s the point of me? All I’m doing is pottering around all day. Bit of schooling, bit of cooking, bit of cleaning. I reckoned I’d be better use doing that here, where it matters. So here I am.’


Billy whispered, ‘Here you are,’ in disbelief.


‘I got the train yesterday afternoon. By the time I’d reached London, of course, those sirens started. So I’ve been in a shelter out east all night. It’s a devil of a walk from there, Billy. I’m famished.’


‘I can see,’ said Billy. ‘Your plate’s nearly clean.’


‘So, are you going to give me a hug?’


Billy was the eldest and, though he’d often adopted a ben­evolent uncle’s role in his siblings’ lives, he had never ignored a chance for some gentle teasing either. ‘I’ll wait until you’ve had a bath, thanks Annie. And maybe until you’ve borrowed some of Ma’s lavender water as well.’


Billy fell into the chair opposite her. There was one piece of toast left and this he snatched before Annie could lay her grubby fingers on it. And it hit him then, how much he’d missed his brothers and sisters. That riot of voices, that squabbling mass, that noisy, adoring gaggle of them. He hadn’t got to experience their absence when they first went away, for in the same moment he had been sent off to France – but in the last months, the silence in the house had been deafening.
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