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			He who fights with monsters should be careful lest he thereby become a monster. And if thou gaze long into an abyss, the abyss will also gaze into thee.

			Friedrich Nietzsche

			 

			 

			They took the upward path, through the still silence, steep and dark, shadowy with dense fog, drawing near to the threshold of the upper world. Afraid she was no longer there, and eager to see her, the lover turned his eyes. In an instant she dropped back, and he, unhappy man, stretching out his arms to hold her and be held, clutched at nothing but the receding air.

			Ovid, Metamorphoses, Book X

		

	
		
			

			Prologue

			Midnight in April. A hard moon in a chill sky. Even this late in spring there was a touch of frost in the air, crisping the grass and causing the two men in army uniform to shiver as they leaned against a grey classical urn, smoking cigarettes and surveying the horizon.

			‘Charlie Chaplin was here.’

			‘What you talking about?’

			‘If there was graffiti, that’s what it would say. He was here. And Winston and the Prime Minister and Noël Coward and whatever. Stanley Baldwin. George Bernard Shaw. All friends of Lord Aberfeldy. The Duke of Kent. Celebrities. Hollywood people. They all came to this place.’

			‘You’re kidding me.’

			‘It’s true. They’d come up for the weekend. All kinds of larks.’

			‘The things you know.’

			‘I’d give something to earwig those conversations.’

			

			‘Beats the guests we get now.’

			Private Fred Jenkins and Lance Corporal Sid Nolan always chose this spot for a smoke during their night patrol. It was effectively out of sight of their superiors and a brief pause there, even in moonlight, afforded a panoramic view of the surrounding countryside. It was a vista that had been specifically designed for contemplation. To one side, a shadowy tangle of birch and oak formed the fringe of what had once been Enfield Chase, a vast and ancient royal hunting ground, four hundred acres of it, visited by both Henry VIII and Elizabeth I. Straight ahead, beyond the wide sweep of lawn, lay the dark mass of an ornamental lake reflecting a sky scattered with stars. Further on, the eye was drawn up an avenue of lime trees, planted by Humphry Repton, to an obelisk on the crest of the hill.

			And directly behind, the beneficiary of this splendid panorama, was the house, a grand and imposing neo-­Georgian mansion of flat-­faced red brick and mullioned windows.

			The life of leisured gentility and unsullied ease that was once enjoyed by the house’s inhabitants, however, was over now. In the space of a few months, endless lines of trucks had trundled up and down the long drive bringing concrete and bricks, throwing up Nissen huts and unravelling rolls of barbed wire, fencing off the glass-­roofed greenhouses and the nursery garden and erecting watchtowers in the grounds. The previous winter had brought diggers, hacking into the frozen earth to create an exercise yard and an administration block before the first inmates arrived. Now the courtyard was bordered by a double barbed-­wire fence and shelter trenches.

			

			 

			Fred took a languid drag of his Woodbine and relaxed, for all the world as if he was one of those high-­society visitors of former days, breaking away from dinner to savour the night air. With his dark good looks and demeanour of louche ease he might even have passed for an upmarket weekend guest, unlike Sid, with his thin ginger moustache, spots and shivering, bony body.

			‘Better get on, Fred, hadn’t we?’

			Night patrol was always the same. Their route led around the perimeter of the grounds, past the cells and interrogation blocks, alongside the exercise yard’s high fence and watchtowers, through to the more charming terrain of a fruit and vegetable garden. The contrast between the brutal fortifications and the mannered ornamentation of the eighteenth-­century garden could not be more stark. Past a small, rectangular pond, its surroundings planted with bedding flowers and shrubs, came the wisteria walk, a long pergola that would soon be entwined with sweet-­smelling purple blossom, before the path took them round the stable block and back to base.

			Fred thrust his stub away.

			‘If you say so.’

			There was a sudden movement. A barn owl, swooping in a white flash of silence out of the dark blur of the woods. The glimmer of its moonlit wings caught Fred’s attention, and he followed its flight until something made him start.

			

			‘What’s that?’

			He was staring at an oak tree: a magnificent specimen, said to be three hundred years old, which bore a tree house in its sturdy boughs because its graceful limbs were easy for children to climb. Fred was fixed on the point where its roots writhed out of the ground.

			‘I don’t see nothing,’ said Sid, peering into the gloaming.

			‘There. Bottom of the tree.’

			Fred pointed to a place beside the trunk where shadows gathered and pooled. At first, he had thought it was a knot of roots, but it seemed to him more like a huddled shape.

			‘Something’s there.’

			He moved closer, then dipped down into the darkness and prodded the shape with his boot. It didn’t budge.

			‘Christ! It’s a Jerry. A bloody Jerry.’

			His voice was high with shock.

			‘What is it? Is he drunk?’

			Fred took out his torch. Its narrow beam illuminated a man in uniform, propped against the tree, legs akimbo as if he had just fallen asleep, one arm flung outwards, the other touching his chest.

			Fred crouched down and turned the head. In the narrow blade of light, the face was marble, its features finely chiselled and the eyes open and sightless, as though one of the park’s own Greek statues had been toppled from its plinth. It gazed up blankly at a sky it would never see again.

			

			The beam of the torch danced as he took a quick survey of the surrounding area before coming back to the bleached face.

			‘I don’t think he’s drunk. Look at that.’

			In the place where the fine, white temple receded into the hairline, the bone was shattered, and a mass of blood marred the strands of blond hair. It had dripped down one cheek and trickled below the neck into the tight collar.

			‘He’s only gone and shot himself.’

			Sid sank to his heels and gripped the man’s shoulders, as if to shake him into life.

			‘No. Don’t move him!’ said Fred. ‘You could disturb things.’

			‘Who d’you think he is?’

			Fred stared sombrely at the supine form.

			‘I recognize him. I’ve seen him in the exercise yard. He arrived months ago.’

			 

			Once the men had hastened back to the house and reported the find, proceedings moved swiftly. The door to cell number 9 was found to be unlocked. Colonel Thomas Kendrick, head of Camp 11, was roused from his bed, dressed quickly and came down to his blue-­walled office, where he spent the rest of the night in hushed conversation with his deputy.

			When Mrs Leak the housekeeper went to light the fire in the Blue Room early the next morning, she was startled to see Colonel Kendrick already at his desk. He greeted her with a terse nod and confirmed that he did not require a fire or toast or a pot of tea or anything except not to be disturbed. Mrs Leak was a local lady from Cockfosters who had previously been housekeeper at a nearby manor house and had acquired a reputation for discretion. She was well aware of the secret nature of her workplace – Work of National Interest, was how it had been described at her interview. That could mean any number of things, but it required that she did not go blabbing around town, and she had kept her mouth shut, even though there were plenty of events she could have blabbed about.

			

			Yet although Mrs Leak knew how to keep quiet, except in the company of her married daughter, that didn’t mean she could not observe details and make her own deductions. In this case, all she was able to observe was that Colonel Kendrick, while always impeccably polite, was not his usual genial self. He had smoked at least ten cigarettes – she did a quick count of the stubs in the cut-glass ashtray – and his clothes looked crumpled, the tie askew. The diplomat’s charming smile was only fleeting, and his face settled into an uncharacteristic frown.

			Once Mrs Leak had left, she decided to brush down the parquet in the adjacent corridor. This was a job that always needed doing and it required an unspecified amount of time. Yet it was not until six thirty that the clatter of the telephone receiver from behind Colonel Kendrick’s door suggested that he had placed an outside call.

		

	
		
			

			Chapter 1

			London, May 1st, 1940

			There is a myth that losing your sight means that all your other senses – hearing, touch and smell – become enhanced and extra sensitive to compensate. The truth, Stella Fry reflected, as she walked home that afternoon, was that the blackout which had been in place for the last six months only made you more clumsy and accident-­prone.

			That was why everyone was hurrying back in the last vestiges of daylight before the encroaching gloom descended. A blacked-­out pavement, with its potential to make you stumble and trip, was a minefield, which explained why a couple of pedestrians she passed sported plasters or bandages after taking a fall. Paperboys were calling out the evening headlines, but the pedestrians were not listening. Most were thinking only of supper and getting back before the blackout made their journey even more arduous.

			

			Stella Fry was no different to anyone else hurrying home that Friday. She got off the number 52 tram and walked along Queenstown Road, skirted Battersea Park and turned right into Prince of Wales Drive. She was a slight, tidy figure, with dark auburn hair rolled off her face, level brows and lips outlined in her favourite new plum lipstick by Maybelline. She was thinking of the evening ahead with mixed emotions. She had accepted an invitation to see Ivor Novello’s The Dancing Years from a man in the office, Toby Enderby, but while she knew that he was keen on her, she did not reciprocate his feelings. She was not relishing the moment – almost certainly that evening – when she would have to rebuff his advances. Traffic might slow down in wartime, but courtships, she’d discovered, accelerated, and no man who could be called up at any moment saw the point in extended courtesies.

			What made it worse was the fact that the two of them sat side by side where they worked at the GPO Film Unit in Soho Square. Both were involved in editing scripts for documentaries and short information films. Though it was a workplace filled with eager young film-­makers, prepared to work for pennies for the chance to make art, the job was far from glamorous. When she had applied, Stella imagined that she might be meeting film stars but instead the director, Humphrey Jennings, a tall man with a short temper and an intense, artistic manner, preferred to portray ordinary people. Their latest documentary focused on working men’s hobbies and the only cast members Stella had got to meet were two wrestlers, a football team and a man who bred lurchers in his back yard.

			

			The thought of Toby Enderby and the need to let him down gently engendered a familiar sinking feeling. At thirty-­one, Stella found most of her female friends were either married or defiantly single, whereas she was neither. She wondered why she was not attracted to Toby, who despite his old flannel trousers and sagging corduroy jacket was not bad-­looking. But there it was. At least, as he had no money, he would not be suggesting they go on to dinner afterwards, or even have an interval drink. She only prayed that he didn’t plan on bringing fish paste sandwiches, the way he did at work.

			Despite these misgivings, she was looking forward to the play. She loved the theatre, and she liked dressing up. Half of London might be wearing khaki, brown and grey, but Stella could not exist without colour. Perhaps because she had lived so long on the Continent, she was passionate about pattern and style. That day she was wearing a lightweight fawn coat with padded shoulders cinched with a red belt, and a small green pillbox hat. For the evening she planned to change into a dress she had made herself from blue-­checked Liberty print, together with her diamanté necklace and best shoes. I will make it clear to Toby, she told herself, that I enjoy his friendship, but nothing more. Just saying this to herself dissipated some of her anxiety and raised her spirits.

			It was a surprise, therefore, when she reached her address, to break out of her thoughts to find a crowd gathered, craning up to gaze at a window on the second floor. The building, Primrose Mansions, was a handsome mansion block with a privet hedge on the street front and a white arched door to the hall. It overlooked Battersea Park, an urban idyll of elms and oaks and a bandstand, from where Stella would hear faint strains of brass bands floating up on weekend afternoons. Yet now a police car was parked outside, and an officer was standing on the pavement, urging people to pass along, which they were conspicuously declining to do. As she approached, the policeman’s heavyset colleague trudged out of the apartment block, helmet in one hand, notebook in the other, and joined him to talk in a low voice. Both men shook their heads.

			

			Even then, Stella was not immediately alarmed. She slowed down and lingered behind the onlookers who exuded a low hum of anticipation like the agitated buzz of a bees’ nest. Most had abandoned their natural British reticence and were gawping openly while the police officers conferred. Stella could see barely anything and eventually curiosity drove her to question a woman in a floral housecoat with a headscarf over her bleached hair.

			‘What’s happened? Do you know?’

			‘There’s been an accident.’ Behind her heavy spectacles, the woman’s eyes gleamed with excitement. ‘A young woman. Not expected to live.’

			‘Oh, how awful!’ Stella paused for a shocked moment. ‘From this actual block?’

			Another woman leaned in. ‘Primrose Mansions.’

			

			Her own. Burning to know which of her neighbours it might be, Stella persisted.

			‘Have they said who it is?’

			‘They’re not telling. It’s procedure.’

			The bespectacled woman was visibly relishing the incident. Death, or potential death, had become the acceptable stuff of drama, now that the prospect of it was everywhere.

			‘Fell in front of a bus.’

			‘A train, I heard.’

			‘Broke every bone in her body. Wonder if it was deliberate?’

			‘I’d say.’

			The neighbour crossed her arms and craned forwards again, determined not to miss any of the theatre that had unfolded so unexpectedly and thrillingly on her doorstep.

			‘Unlikely to survive, poor soul.’

			A third housewife leaned over, unable to resist yielding her own small nugget of knowledge.

			‘Actually, I heard the policeman, just now. Talking to his friend. He did let slip a name.’

			‘Go on, then,’ said the yellow-­haired woman.

			‘He said the poor lady was called Fry. Miss Stella Fry.’

			The words hit Stella like a physical blow. She ducked and knelt for a moment, as if fastening a buckle that had come loose on her shoe, and bent her face down, breathing hard. She stared fixedly at the paving beneath her for several moments until it stopped moving. Why she didn’t stand up and announce herself – protest that it was all a mistake, that she was perfectly fine and present, and prepared to prove her identity to any doubters – she could not at that moment understand.

			

			Instead, after a minute, she rose, turned on her heel and walked swiftly away.

		

	
		
			

			Chapter 2

			Earlier That Day

			The harsh cry of wolves rose and mingled with the scent of lion dung in the soft morning air. The strangeness of it, so far from the Serengeti, could not match the weirdness of this new world they were in.

			Harry Fox was staring into a pane of glass, gazing at nothingness.

			The aquarium had always been his favourite spot at London Zoo. There was nothing like the sight of drifting fish to calm him down and ease his habitual edginess. Now, however, the aquarium had been drained and the fish were gone. They had probably been fed to the seals, while the poisonous snakes and spiders had been chloroformed and the manatees shot. A few surviving reptiles were still in evidence, slinking around a glass enclosure crisscrossed with gummed paper, but the pandas, elephants and chimps had all been evacuated to Whipsnade, leaving only lions and wolves as well as the odd goat and horse to represent the mammal kingdom.

			

			And they were proving a devil to keep, according to signs around the zoo appealing for ‘countryside visitors’ to bring acorns with them for feeding. Thinking about it, Harry immediately pictured his nephew Jack, who was never far from his mind since he had been evacuated to a village near Stow-­on-­the-­Wold the previous year. Maybe next time he visited Jack they could gather some acorns, if acorns even existed in May, and bring them here for a day out. And what would happen if bombs did fall? Would the wolves and lions here escape? He had heard the keepers had been provided with guns for that.

			Running a fingertip along the pane of glass, Harry shifted from foot to foot. Whatever the fate of the aquarium’s residents, it was not so different from his. Life had clouded over, and no one had any idea if it would clear again.

			Zoning out from the empty tank, he focused on his own reflection. It was a physique that looked like it would be handy in a fight. Tall and broad-­shouldered, his saturnine looks, the wide face with a square chin, were interrupted by a six-­inch scar on his left cheek extending downwards from the side of his eye. He had dark-­circled eyes, no matter how well he’d slept, and despite a sharp morning shave his jaw was already bristling, as if laughing at him for the price of razor blades.

			He was a mess, he knew that, and above all a mess of contradictions. He was an MI5 operative who did not formally work for MI5. An avoider of physical confrontation who nonetheless bore the legacy of a vicious brawl. A negligent dresser who managed to look good in a rumpled mac and battered trilby, at least that was what women told him. A romantic who worked on adultery cases.

			

			And most of all, a patriot who couldn’t fight.

			Since the outbreak of hostilities the previous September, Harry had been desperate to join the war effort, but at forty-­one, he was a few cruel months over the conscription age. Now that spring was here, seeing the green space of Regent’s Park dotted with khaki was almost unbearable. People ran judgemental eyes over a man in civvies, before concluding that he was too old to be called up. Nothing made you feel your age like war and here he was, stuck with the halt and the lame. He felt utterly useless. As his sister Joan said, it was a toss-­up whether he would die of cirrhosis of the liver or a German bomb. Though truth to tell, the sight of a whisky now felt not so much convivial as purely medicinal.

			He had spent the weekend installing an Anderson shelter in Joan’s garden – two curved sections of corrugated steel bolted together and sunk into the earth. The components were provided free by the government, but Joan wasn’t in the least grateful. If bombs did come, she said, she would rather die in the warmth of her house than in some freezing shelter with rain pooling around her ankles.

			Harry had no shelter of his own, but that morning a leaflet had dropped through the door of his basement flat in Battersea: ‘Beating the Invader’. Where the enemy lands there will be most violent fighting. When the attack begins it will be too late to go . . . STAND FIRM. There was more about disabling your bicycle and destroying all maps and removing the carburettor from your car. Harry owned neither a bicycle nor a car and all the maps he needed were in his head. Even though everyone was laying in sand for sandbags and blacking out windows, and mass graves were being prepared in the local cemetery, to Harry the whole thing still had a play-­acting quality. The previous evening a ‘bombing truck’ had come down his street. In the back, a young air-­raid warden with a theatrical air was throwing out different-­coloured tennis balls to signify which attack was incoming: red for high explosive, yellow and green for gas. Harry had watched the lad impassively. Even if he could remember which was which, he knew he would forget how to react accordingly.

			

			 

			A flicker of movement in the glass’s reflection caused him to turn. A man was lingering at the entrance to the air-­raid shelter beneath the rodent house. He was middle-­aged, and wearing a tweed suit, a checked shirt and a trilby. Beneath the hat’s brim were a bulbous nose, large ears and beetle brows, yet these singular features were transformed by the warmth of his debonair smile.

			Maxwell Knight, agent runner, head of MI5’s M section and occasional employer of Harry off the books.

			‘Harry Fox! It’s been a while.’

			‘Mr Knight. Good to see you.’

			

			‘Major Knight now, as it happens. But you can call me mister. How are you, Harry? Busy?’

			‘Crime waits for no man.’

			Knight removed his hat and used it to fan his face for a moment.

			‘And your sister?’

			‘She’s fine, thanks. Misses her boy, of course. I never hear the end of it.’

			‘Where is he?’

			‘Evacuated to a farm near Stow-­on-­the-­Wold. Milking cows, probably. Shouldn’t think he’s ever met so many animals.’

			‘Good for him! We can learn a lot from animals. We should all spend more time looking at them. Useful tradecraft.’

			Knight replaced his hat and cast a quick glance behind him.

			‘Thank you for coming out. I do like to chat here, as you know.’

			The zoo was the place they had first met. Knight had taken him on a short tour of the cages and enclosures, and at the end of it enquired, mildly, if Harry had noticed anyone queuing at the ticket office and if he could describe them. That, it turned out, was Knight’s method of assessing potential recruits and judging their observational prowess. Harry, whose work as a surveillance operative meant these routines were as natural as breathing, was instantly able to describe the powdery old lady with the twinset and pearl necklace and the man in the bowler hat with the silver cane, neither of whom seemed likely customers for a day at the donkey enclosure.

			

			Knight had listened approvingly.

			‘They told me you’re not the conventional type of animal. You don’t like running with the herd. As it happens, that’s exactly the kind of animal I like.’

			Though Knight was employed by MI5, and indeed was its leading agent runner, he had always been a maverick. At the start of the war, MI5 had thirty-­six officers and around a hundred other staff, run under the aegis of Major-­General Sir Vernon Kell, known as ‘K’. In the midst of this Knight had fashioned for himself an autonomous department, B5 (b), concerned with infiltrating potentially subversive groups, with agents hand-­picked for their tenacity and loyalty. Knight ran his agents like a doting lover. He made it his business to know about their families, their hobbies and their insecurities. He chose individuals who craved excitement in their lives, coupled with a feeling that they would never properly belong. Harry wondered if, when Knight had first approached him, he had recognized a kindred spirit.

			 

			A bird alighted on the ground close to them and Knight stared fixedly at it.

			‘What do you make of that?’

			‘It’s a pigeon.’

			‘Obviously it’s a pigeon. I mean, what do you make of its gait, its origin?’

			

			Harry shook his head. Wildlife was not his speciality. Lowlife was.

			Sensing their interest, the bird stopped its strutting, tilted its head to regard them with a bright, beady eye, then ruffled its feathers and resumed pecking.

			‘We’re getting reports of pigeons flying in a suspicious manner. People think they’re German carrier pigeons, bringing messages for spies with notes wrapped around their legs.’

			Harry shrugged.

			‘I wouldn’t know what a German pigeon looks like.’

			‘Very much like a British one. It’s the quality of the bird that differs. Apparently, the Nazis have seized all the pigeon lofts in the country and are using the very best of the racing birds. We’ve established a falconry unit stationed on the south coast to counteract them. Pick them off as they arrive. But it’s an ongoing battle. D’you know, a good carrier pigeon can fly six hundred miles in a day? The Nazis use a technique called Widowhood where they remove its mate and take the bird away from its nest, so it has all the incentive to fly back to its young as fast as possible. I tell all my people to spend their time observing birds. In our business, we can learn a lot.’

			The pigeon took wing into a nearby tree, and Knight followed its flight with a kind of rapture. Then the reverie ended, and his focus snapped back to Harry.

			‘I have to admit, I’m combining business with pleasure today. I’m hoping to secure a three-­toed sloth. You know my enthusiasms, Harry. I’ve not forgotten your help in sourcing me the bushbaby from that man – Jessop, wasn’t it?’

			

			Harry nodded. Knight was famed for his devotion to animals. It was said that he always carried something alive in his pocket. He had an entire menagerie in his Sloane Street flat. Kenny Jessop, now a garage proprietor, had once worked in the circus and was able to magic up any number of exotic pets.

			‘How is our Mr Jessop?’

			‘Still in Clapham Junction mending cars.’ Harry paused. ‘So, you’re looking for another bushbaby?’

			‘Ha! No.’ Knight laughed. ‘Not this time. I’m looking for a person. That, in fact, is the chief reason I asked to see you.’

			He had been carrying a commodious, stained canvas bag, which he had placed on the ground. Now he crouched, delved into it, and bought out a manila file. Fastened to the top of the file with a paperclip, Harry saw a photograph of a brunette woman with regular features and brown eyes. She had an air of defiance in the pout of her full lips and the frank, unreadable gaze. Knight took out a sheet of paper and read.

			‘Stella Fry. Born London, August 19th, 1907. Father, William Fry, deceased 1916, mother, Nancy Fry née Cook. Read Modern Languages, Somerville College Oxford. Worked for publishing house, Hodges and Pettigrew, 1927−1928. Employed as a tutor to Austrian family, resident in Vienna until 1938. Fluent German, French, some Italian. Currently employed at GPO Film Unit. One brother, Alan Fry, still living. Unmarried.’

			

			‘What of her?’

			‘You’ve worked with this lady?’

			Harry tore his eyes from the photograph and dug his fists deeper into the pockets of his mac.

			‘I have.’

			‘Very successfully, too, I understand. The Service is still digesting the after-­effects of your discoveries, and it will be for some time to come. That novelist Hubert Newman. Extraordinary how he managed to escape our attention. To be honest, I was quite an admirer myself.’

			Harry knew that Knight, like himself, was an aficionado of pulp fiction. A devotee of detective novels. Indeed, he had even written a few thrillers himself. Once he had told Harry that all true detective novelists were forged in childhood. When Humpty Dumpty fell from the wall, the enquiring child will ask, did he fall or was he pushed? That was the kind of kid who would go far, Knight said. He had long been a fan of Hubert Newman, so the revelations after his death were all the more grievous to him.

			‘What do you make of our Miss Fry? Solid, is she?’

			‘Rock solid.’

			‘Are you in contact?’

			‘I’ve not seen her for more than a year, Mr Knight. I’m not even sure where she’s living now.’

			‘No matter. I know. I have all her details. She recently moved flats. The current address is . . . let me see, here.’

			Knight detached a scrap of paper from the file and handed it to Harry, who stared at it, bemused.

			

			‘You want me to send her a postcard?’

			‘Not exactly, dear boy.’

			Knight was stowing the file back in the jumble of his canvas bag. At the bottom of the bag, though it should not have been a surprise, Harry glimpsed something shifting and glittering like loose change. It was the metallic gold and yellow of a snake. ‘Then what, may I ask?’

			‘I want you to approach her. It’s nothing complicated. But first, I need her to disappear.’

		

	
		
			

			Chapter 3

			It was hardly even a challenge. Shortly after leaving the zoo, Harry caught a number 88 bus to his office in Soho, where he opened what he called his ‘prop cupboard’ and collected a large case stencilled with the legend Ealing Electricians in red ink on the side. Then he caught two more buses to the address Knight had given him and by midday he was standing outside a large red-­brick apartment block, resting his electrician’s case on the pavement. There he waited until an elderly lady emerged, attempting to manhandle a wheeled tartan shopping trolley out of the mansion-­block door without it slamming on her. Springing forward, Harry held the door gallantly open and then, accepting her thanks, slipped into the building, lugging his case behind him.

			That part had been easy. Standing in the unlit stairwell, he prepared himself for the next.

			Just a quick visit. Let the neighbours know an accident has occurred.

			

			Those were Knight’s instructions. He need not even enter the flat, but he couldn’t help himself.

			Had he not followed the path of pure virtue, Harry would have made a magnificent criminal. Because there were times when, for him, burglary was sheer joy. Indeed, it was an art, like ballet, with every step synchronized into a perfect and apparently effortless pattern. Breaking into Stella’s flat was one of those times.

			Knight had assured him that she was out during the day – doing something in films – and that she would not be home before five at the earliest. From Harry’s career in the security services – employment from which he had been abruptly and disgracefully suspended – he had kept a skeleton key. After a swift glance up the stairwell and having established that Stella left her Chubb unlocked (bad practice, because you never knew who was around), he proceeded to work the Yale. A second later, he was in.

			 

			Standing in the narrow hall, he took a beat to enjoy it. He didn’t like to admit it, even to himself, but he had missed Stella badly over the last year. After their joint success in uncovering a ring of Soviet spies they had gone their separate ways with no particular reason to continue an acquaintance. They had no mutual friends and not even the flimsiest of pretexts for ongoing encounters. These obstacles would not normally have deterred Harry, who was assiduous when it came to women, but Stella was a different proposition entirely. Therefore, as the glory of their espionage triumph faded, he had buried himself in freelance work – frauds, adulteries, missing persons – and tried to forget his dream that they might ever be partners.

			

			He began to look around, yet each step, and each glance, felt like an almost physical intrusion. Every space and item spoke of Stella, as though the flat and its contents were part of a single nervous system that resonated with her energy. The desk, the chairs, the clothes in the wardrobe, the pots of Nivea and Johnson’s talcum powder ranged beneath the bathroom mirror, even the toothbrush and the tube of Colgate, seemed not merely random objects but intimately connected to her. He could barely bring himself to touch a thing. Added to which, it was all so – tidy. The bookshelves, bowed with books, and the breakfast things washed and stacked beside the sink. Her coat hung neatly on a peg by the door. His sense of intrusion came to a head as he peered into her bedroom, where he tried not to snoop but did, in fact, manage to check for the sight of a man’s shoes beneath the bed, or a tie slung on the back of the chair, or a razor on the chest of drawers, or any other telltale trace of masculinity that might suggest that Stella was not living alone. All he saw, however, was a blue dress on a hanger and a pair of her shoes ranged neatly beneath.

			These he bundled into an adjacent suitcase, along with a pair of blouses and a couple of skirts from the wardrobe and a jumper of soft green wool. Then he took a final look around.

			

			A copy of yesterday’s Evening News lay folded on the table. He read a little.

			Experience in other lands has brought home to the Britisher that stricter measures must be taken against espionage, sabotage and ‘fifth column’ activities. The Germans’ easy success in occupying the Norwegian ports is known to have been largely due to the activities of traitors like Quisling and German agents . . .

			The Enemy Within. Going by what he knew, Maxwell Knight’s unit in MI5 was still concerned largely with his favourite subject, communist spies, yet since the outbreak of war, the focus had shifted to the right. In particular, towards any potential fifth columnist. That term included actual Nazis, fresh from the Continent, as well as Nazi sympathizers, sleeper spies, resident aliens and anyone involved in promoting German propaganda. Amid the British establishment the hunt for fifth columnists was close to an obsession. The belief that Germany was preparing for an invasion of Western Europe had inspired deep anxiety about every kind of domestic subversion.

			And not without reason.

			Visiting his sister Joan the other day, Harry had been greeted by the sound of fruity upper-­class voices floating from the wireless and although Joan had jumped up with alacrity and switched it off, Harry recognized the NBBS – the New British Broadcasting Service – a station that sounded like the BBC but in fact emanated from a studio in Berlin, and employed a cast of expatriate fascists in an effort to sap British resolve. When not lampooning the upper class, the programmes featured an array of British cockneys complaining that Jewish bosses were planning to bomb their own factories. The general theme was that the war was all the fault of the upper classes and the workers needed to wake up.

			

			Harry said, ‘You know who runs that station? Joseph Goebbels.’

			‘I don’t care,’ said Joan mulishly. ‘It’s funny.’

			In the past he had come across her listening to Lord Haw-­Haw, ‘for a laugh’. Whatever Harry thought about his sister’s taste, he knew she was not alone in that.

			How hard it was to persuade people of what they were up against. To get them to see the reality of the situation. The Times was still referring to Herr Hitler and Signor Mussolini and refusing to call savages savages. That was the problem with everything, Harry thought. A refusal to see savagery for what it was.

			Then again, he didn’t blame Joan. There wasn’t much pleasure to be had from listening to the radio these days. Laughter was thin on the ground and all the news was bad.

			 

			Pulling himself together, he left the flat as quietly as he had come and proceeded to his main task, which was to press on the bell of the neighbouring apartment and inform the owner that Miss Fry had been involved in an accident.

			‘Who are you?’

			It was an elderly lady. Her whiskery face twitched with suspicion.

			

			‘Electrician, madam. Your neighbour, Miss Fry, called me out, Mrs . . .’

			‘Mrs Delacroix. I’m very busy at the moment. How does this concern me?’

			‘Miss Fry had some problem with her electrics. We agreed that I would come in her lunch break. But when I got here, she wasn’t answering the bell.’

			‘Well, I can’t help you. She was probably held up. Or busy at the office. I don’t have a key and I can’t go imparting details of my neighbours’ whereabouts. I can’t be expected to tell you where she works. Not in these times. It’s confidential.’

			‘Respectfully, Mrs Delacroix, you don’t understand.’ Harry was humble. He was decent. He was the salt of the earth. ‘When Miss Fry didn’t answer, I went down the street and telephoned the office. It was bad news. They’d been sent a message that Miss Fry was in an accident.’

			‘What kind of accident?’

			‘Couldn’t tell you. But a bad one. Very bad. May have involved a train line.’

			‘You mean she threw herself on the tracks?’

			‘I couldn’t say, missus.’

			‘Was it deliberate?’ The watery eyes gleamed with intrigue.

			‘All I know is, the young lady’s in the hospital. It’s touch and go, apparently. Police will be arriving to check out the flat.’

			‘So why are you here?’

			‘Goodness of my heart, Mrs Delacroix. I thought a decent person such as yourself would want to know. Maybe you could let the neighbours know too. Respectfully, of course. Wouldn’t want people to worry unduly.’

			

			 

			Job done, Harry departed the premises with a spring in his step. He had no idea why Mr Knight might want Stella Fry to disappear, nor why he might want to see her, but as he headed back to St Martin’s Lane, he felt a quickening anticipation that something good was coming and it quite cancelled out his earlier gloom.

		

	
		
			

			Chapter 4

			Moving swiftly away from the scene outside her flat, Stella walked across Chelsea Bridge towards the underground station at Sloane Square. She felt watched, like an actress, and drew her jacket more closely around her, as if to shield herself from any curious gaze. It was uncomfortable to be at the centre of attention for all the wrong reasons and the feeling persisted until she made it to the station, where she caught the first train and sat in the semi-­darkness, trying to fathom what had just happened.

			After a few minutes, in which she reached no conclusion, she looked around her.

			It was a strange sensation, knowing that something was coming – and indeed in Eastern Europe it had already come – but not having any real idea how it might erupt. As she sat on the crowded Tube train, breathing in the smell of oil and smoke and unwashed clothes, her fellow passengers looked sallow and unemotional, locked in their own inviolable worlds. They were the perfect embodiment of the famous British stiff upper lip and yet she wondered how they would react if actual, raw courage was required of them. War would mean cities levelled, people exiled, dreadful deaths. If the sea routes were cut off, Britain might starve.

			

			If these same thoughts were playing on their minds, however, most commuters gave no sign of it. They jolted stoically with the train’s starts and stops. The wooden floor beneath their feet was dirty, and the plush upholstery of the seats was worn and shabby, but they merely buried themselves in their newspapers, holding them up close to their eyes because the Tube lighting was dimmed and the windows crosshatched with tape.

			The newspapers themselves had changed too. Since the German invasion of Denmark and Norway on the 9th of April, Scandinavian pulp supplies had been cut off, with the result that newspapers had shrunk to six pages. In terms of their content, however, they were fuller than ever. The classified advertisements were sprinkled with ‘Help Wanted’ messages but most of them stipulated that ‘No Germans’ were welcome. Elsewhere, Continental Jews were trying to advertise their way out of danger in terms both pleading and agonizingly genteel. Would a generous English family consider hosting my daughter, 12, a fine musician, intelligent. My two sons, fifteen and nine, are willing, strong and ready to help in your household. Recalling her time in Vienna, Stella remembered all too well the terror that caused families to send their children away.

			 

			

			Dusk had fallen when she emerged from the underground. The streets were busy with trams and taxis, moving slowly, the huff and throb of their engines sounding through the dusk. Cars crawled along with one headlight taped up and the other hooded, following white lines laid out in the road to guide them.

			Along the dilapidated Georgian terraces of Mecklenburgh Square, the picturesque Victorian gas lamps had been decommissioned, so Stella groped her way armed with her blackout torch, trying to avoid the disintegrating sandbags that made the pavement an obstacle course for unwary pedestrians. It crossed her mind that moving in the blackout was not very different from how she had always progressed – sounding out the margins of her familiar environment and feeling for another world at the edge of her senses. It was that impulse which had taken her to the Continent in her twenties, finding a new home in Vienna as tutor to three intelligent Austrian children, with frequent forays to Italy and France. Two years ago, she had returned briefly to Vienna, but since war had been declared, she had no idea when, or if, she would travel to Europe again.

			 

			She had no plan for if Evelyn was out. The idea of begging a bed from her brother, Alan, and Vanessa, his formidable wife, was off-­putting, especially at this time in the evening. Her funds barely stretched to a hotel, and she didn’t relish the idea of hunting for one. But to her relief, her friend answered the door.

			

			‘Stella! It’s you! You just caught me.’

			‘Can I come in?’

			Evelyn stood aside.

			‘Of course.’

			‘Were you expecting someone?’

			Evelyn was dressed as if for a party in a tight red dress and black seamed stockings and surrounded by a cloud of French perfume which Stella guessed had been bought by an admirer. Her mouth was a scarlet bow, and she was running a finger of Vaseline over it to give her lips an extra shine. She looked fabulous.

			‘I was, as a matter of fact. He’ll be here any minute.’

			‘The thing is,’ said Stella, dumping her handbag on the hall table, ‘I’ve got a favour to ask. I might need to stay a night or two.’

			‘Here?’

			‘If that’s OK.’

			Stella was not going to tell Evelyn that she could barely afford a hotel. Evelyn’s friends might call themselves bohemian, but being bohemian was expensive. It involved parties and clubs and weekends away, and neither Evelyn nor her set were ever really short of funds.

			‘Of course it’s OK, but why? What on earth’s happened?’

			‘Nothing serious. The flat flooded. A pipe burst, apparently, in the place upstairs and they’ll need to go in and mop up. The floor’s awash. My Turkish rug is ruined.’

			‘Poor you.’ Evelyn seemed preoccupied. She was fiddling with a pearl earring that she was in the process of fastening. ‘You know I only have one bed.’

			

			‘I’ll take the sofa. It’s only for a short while. You won’t know I was here.’

			‘I don’t have any food. I mean, I’m living on powdered egg. Though I do have some smoked salmon.’

			‘Smoked salmon!’

			Even in Stella’s mental turmoil, this astonishment was enough to distract her.

			‘A Polish officer gave it to me. Witold. I met him at the Milroy. I’d never have guessed London could be such fun, Stella. I’ve been out dancing every night this week. In fact, it’s Witold I’m expecting now. He’s taking me to the Bon Viveur in Shepherd Market. Then we’re going on to the Players’ Theatre to see Peter Ustinov.’

			The idea of knitting socks for soldiers, or spinning dogs’ hair into yarn, which were currently recommended as spare time endeavours for women, had plainly not occurred to Evelyn.

			‘So many people are away already. They’re either in the BEF or they’re being posted. You have to make the most of it while you can.’

			Wriggling her feet into a pair of high heels, she continued, ‘Who’s to say it’ll happen anyway? It’s just the Bore War. Apparently, the Italian ambassador said, I’ve seen several wars waged without being declared, but this is the first time I’ve seen it declared without being waged. That’s quite amusing, isn’t it?’

			

			Outfit complete, she posed hand on hip.

			‘Will I do?’

			Stella smiled. It was Evelyn’s characteristic pose, the same one she had assumed at the age of thirteen, in a Panama hat and school tie.

			‘Very glamorous. And you’re taking your gas mask!’

			Evelyn opened the cardboard case to reveal not a mask but a packet of cigarettes and a hairbrush.

			‘It’s terribly useful. You can get such a lot in it.’

			‘How’s your play? Private Lives?’

			‘Wonderful, actually. I adore Noël Coward. We open in a week, unless Hitler thinks otherwise.’

			‘Who are you playing?’

			‘Not Amanda, unfortunately. Sybil, Elyot’s young wife.’

			‘Can’t wait to see it.’

			‘It’s set in Paris. I suppose it’s the nearest any of us are going to get to Paris for quite a while.’ Drifting over to the mirror, she patted her hair and began to hum ‘Someday I’ll Find You’.

			Though she was glad to see Evelyn again, Stella was finding it hard to focus. The shock of the past few hours, coupled with the uncertainty of her next move, had rendered her unusually quiet. She wanted to puzzle it out, yet now was not the time to unload her worries onto her friend.

			‘It’s quite a coup to get that part, even so, Eve.’

			‘I know. And we’re all awfully lucky to be working, to be honest. There are no staff. Jasper, the producer, is having to double as front of house manager. But what choice do we have? Jasper says it’s all very well making sure people don’t die of gas, but if they keep closing theatres and cinemas, people are going to die of boredom instead.’

			

			Back in September, when war broke out, the theatres had gone dark, and even though many had reopened, work was thin on the ground.

			Evelyn checked her watch.

			‘Witold should be here by now. As I say, there’s not much to eat.’

			‘That’s OK. And I have my ration book.’

			Stella flourished the small brown book that everyone had been issued with, back in January. Sixteen coupons a month to spend on rice, sardines, milk, biscuits, oats, or anything else they were able to find in the shops.

			‘Oh good,’ said Evelyn vaguely. ‘Leave it on the table. And I do have alcohol, though they say even that’s going to run out soon. Let me get you a drink. I can’t find gin for love nor money so I’m making all my cocktails with rum. I’ll do you my version of a martini. Vermouth, a squeeze of orange and rum.’

			She crossed to a burr walnut cocktail cabinet that opened at the push of a catch to reveal a range of cut-­glass decanters, bottles of spirits, a lemon squeezer and ice tongs.

			‘After dinner there’s a party for Peter. He’s joined the RAF so there’ll be plenty of Brylcreem boys. And there’s an American broadcaster called Ed Murrow who’s invited. Do you want to come?’

			‘I can’t. I’m done in.’

			

			‘That’s a shame. Apparently, Peter wants me to look after his pets. Three ferrets he bought from Harrods. So don’t be alarmed if I come back with a cage. Chin-­chin.’

			Proffering a glass of what looked like pure rum, Evelyn opened a packet of Kent cigarettes and sat on the sofa, folding her legs beneath her.

			‘You’re not in any trouble, are you?’

			‘No. I told you. I’m just flooded out.’

			‘That’s a relief. After what happened before. You do seem to get involved in some extraordinary ventures.’

			‘Hardly. My biggest excitement tonight would have been going to the theatre with Toby Enderby.’

			‘The one with the ginger hair?’

			Stella smiled, astonished at Evelyn’s near-­photographic memory concerning aspects of her romantic life. She felt another pang of guilt. She had called Toby from the telephone box at the end of her street, but he was out – probably on his way already – so she had left a message with the landlady making her excuses.

			‘Toby Enderby’s still on the scene, is he?’

			‘Not really. It’s never going to work. He’s not a listener. I sometimes test him by inserting something extraordinary in a sentence to see if he notices, but he doesn’t turn a hair. I told him I’d tracked down a circle of Soviet spies in London and he thought I was telling a shaggy dog story.’

			‘You can’t blame him. That’s exactly what it sounds like. You can hardly expect him to have believed you.’

			‘Anyway, I’ve resolved to tell him to look elsewhere.’

			

			Evelyn smiled sympathetically. Like all the Lamonts, she had the kind of face whose features went well together, well-­proportioned and harmonious, and Stella could not look at her without recalling her brother, with whom she had shared a brief summer before university, and who she had met again before the war.

			‘How’s Tom?’

			‘He’s moved. He’s been assigned to Churchill and he’s working at Admiralty House now. You haven’t seen him in a while, have you?’ Evelyn paused, frowning slightly. ‘And you ought to know, I suppose. I should have told you.’

			She exhaled a jet of smoke, with a graceful tilt of her head. ‘Tom’s engaged. To an American, of all things. He met her at a party for Kick Kennedy, the daughter of the American ambassador. It was a debs’ ball, after Kick was presented at court. Not really Tom’s scene, but there you are. He’s a spy.’

			‘A spy!’

			‘Not a real spy. Only in a manner of speaking. Between you and me, Churchill asked Tom to stick close to the Kennedys and their circle and to report back anything important that he learned. The thought is, they’re friends of President Roosevelt and they could be influential in getting America into the war. I think that was the logic. Anyway, in the course of doing that the two of them met, and now they’re getting married. She’s called Meredith Meadows and my mother loves her. She’s become quite boring on the subject. She’s always listing Meredith’s good points.’

			‘Oh . . .’ Stella paused so infinitesimally that only the most attentive would have noticed. ‘And what are Meredith’s good points?’

			

			‘Her family owns a stable of racehorses and a thousand acres.’ Evelyn cast a sideways glance. ‘The acres are in Kentucky, though.’

			‘Nice for Tom.’

			‘Even nicer for our mother.’

			Sidonie Lamont was a woman of beauty, frosted elegance and intense social ambition who was determined that her only son should marry a woman of both means and breeding.

			‘She wants them to marry quickly. Everyone’s getting married now, just in case.’

			‘In case . . . ?’

			‘Anything happens. Besides, she’s desperate for some grandchildren, and it’s no good looking in my direction.’

			All Sidonie Lamont’s hopes rested on Tom’s shoulders. It was not that she disapproved of her daughter’s rambunctious party lifestyle, nor the acting profession – Sidonie was far too cultivated for that – but Tom was her golden child. As far as Sidonie was concerned, Tom had the talent, the ability, and the family responsibility to rise to the top.

			‘Meredith’s holding a dinner for friends on the 13th. I’m sure they’d both love you to come.’ A wry smile. ‘You know, it’s funny, I would have thought getting engaged would cheer Tom up, but he’s looking awfully dour.’

			‘You can hardly blame him for that. Considering the circumstances.’

			‘I suppose.’

			

			‘I should send congratulations.’

			‘Oh, I think I can hear Witold on the stairs.’

			Evelyn leapt up, pulled on a pair of scarlet kid leather gloves and gathered up her gas-­mask bag.

			‘Tom’s coming over tomorrow. If you’re still here, you can congratulate him yourself.’

			 

			Once Witold had taken Evelyn off, Stella looked around her. No matter that this was a different flat, Evelyn had managed to recreate her precise environment, as though it was some kind of psychic aura that followed her around: a turbulent, untidy aura full of art deco items and junk shop finds. She browsed around, glancing at an opened copy of Vogue: Siren suits, one-piece and cosily cowled, respond to a profound need of mind and body to be warmly, safely enclosed against fear and danger. A programme for Evelyn’s most prestigious performance, The Importance of Being Earnest at the Golders Green Hippodrome, with John Gielgud, Edith Evans and Peggy Ashcroft, was tucked into the corner of a mirror. Another for a recent revue, Noël Coward’s All Clear, opposite it. Stella plucked it out and scrutinized it. Evelyn was photographed in soft-­edged monochrome, caressed by a fur wrap, her chin cupped stagily on her palm, emitting a smile of rigid gaiety.

			Replacing this flattering vision in the corner of the mirror, Stella stared at herself, as if through other eyes. Brown hair with glints of russet, complexion a little flushed from the rum, round-­necked sweater and single-­strand pearl necklace. Her eyes were ringed with tiredness from the day’s unsettling events, and she could not help thinking that a little artificial light and a fur wrap would improve things greatly.

			

			So Tom had a fiancée. She was not sure how she felt about that.

			Apart from the help he had given her a year and a half ago, she had not had any connection with Tom Lamont. She kept her memories of him, like her time on the Continent, strictly compartmentalized, and only allowed herself to see them with a deliberately vague, sepia tint. She had known his stolid frame and his wise, kindly face since the age of thirteen, when he was nothing more than Evelyn’s older brother. Then, shortly before she left for Oxford, she had spent a summer at the Lamonts’ country home, a Palladian edifice of tawny stone in Berkshire, and a romance had flowered between them. It had faded like a spring bloom when she went off to university and Tom to his job, and it was not until a year and a half ago, when she had been involved in a dramatic investigation into the death of a crime writer, that he came back into her life. Now her feelings about Tom occupied a deep, unexplored layer far below the business of her ordinary existence.

			 

			The last time she had seen him, he had walked her back to her flat after a supper, paused at the door and put his hand on her arm.

			‘You know, Stella, you continually surprise me.’

			

			‘Thank you, I suppose.’

			‘You’re not planning any more adventures?’

			‘I think war will put paid to any adventures.’

			‘I wouldn’t be so sure. It’s more likely to be the beginning of them.’ He hesitated. ‘You will be all right, won’t you?’

			For a second, the scent of him and the feel of his hand was so familiar that she felt an almost irresistible urge to fold herself into his arms, but instead she had turned away.

			‘Of course I will! Thanks for supper. Goodnight!’

			 

			She shook herself. Why was she bothered about Tom Lamont? She didn’t want him. She was happy for him, delighted at his engagement, and she would tell him so just as soon as she got the chance. Meredith Meadows, whoever she was, was a lucky girl. Though God forbid Stella herself should have to attend the engagement dinner. She would need to dream up an excuse.
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