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Preface


Prefacing her novel, Gaudy Night, Dorothy L. Sayers asked readers to overlook that she had amended the movements of the stars, moon, sun and weather to suit her story. She also warned those familiar with the book’s setting in Oxford that she had created a college where there was none. Although I can only seek to aspire to the success of Ms Sayers, in the matter of facts and locations I will beg for a similar understanding for Supper for Six. Mayfairians may wonder where on earth Bruton Square is. I have summoned from the ethers a small, Victorian square between the north-east corner of Berkeley Square and Grosvenor Street to house the residence of Lord and Lady Anderson. Whilst many of the issues at play in 1977 are based on actual facts, I have manipulated the weather and local events to write this story.
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EPISODE ONE:


An Invitation to Mayfair


 


BBC NEWSREADER:


Good afternoon, this is the BBC News at 1 p.m. on Friday, 8th April 1977.


The body of Lord Anthony Anderson, the second Earl of Edale, was discovered at his home in Mayfair this morning. The thirty-eight-year-old peer and his wife were hosting a party for friends in the hours before his death.


The only son of the first Earl of Edale, Lord Anderson died without an heir to inherit the title.


London, 1977. A grand house in Mayfair. An aristocrat’s dinner party begins with avocado salad but will conclude with two stone-cold dead bodies. It’s the seventh of April, and white blossoms gather in the gutter outside 26 Bruton Square, the residence of Lord and Lady Anderson. Lady Anderson is hosting supper for her closest friends, for the first time. No one is expecting any other guests. Before the evening is out, the elaborate plasterwork and Chippendale furniture will be lost to a blaze, and along with it, any forensic evidence. Only the word of her four remaining guests can explain what happened that evening. But can any of them be trusted?


Although overshadowed in popular consciousness by the disappearance of Lord Lucan three years earlier, the events that took place behind the glossy blackdoor of the Mayfair mansion utterly changed the lives of the guests at Lady Sybil Anderson’s dinner party.


To lose one Lord Anderson may be regarded as a misfortune. To lose both looks like carelessness. Welcome to Supper for Six. I’m your host Felix Caerphilly, an investigative journalist. In this era of true crime, podcasters exhume the carcasses of old corpses searching for an inch of gristle to examine for hungry listeners. It’s June 2023, and I’ve been working on the Anderson case for the past forty-five years, since I was a cub reporter for the British Herald. My suitcase is full of tapes with the suspects statements – I have been obsessed with unravelling what truly happened to Lord Anthony Anderson who died in 1977. That’s where we begin.


Anthony Anderson was a controversial figure in the late 1970s, reputed as a dilettante playboy. A compulsive gambler, in the months before his death Anderson racked up enormous debts and was at risk of losing his home in London. A connoisseur of fine clothing, in the weeks after his death it was reported that in the first three months of 1977 alone, he had spent over £30,000 on custom-made suits and shoes, which he refused to wear more than once. His father may have been a hard-working businessman born into a lower-middle-class family who ascended to the rank of noble through his contribution to national security, but his son certainly was not.


The inquest into Anderson’s death was delayed until 1978 in order not to overshadow the Queen’s Silver Jubilee year. By the time the coroner’s court heard the details in January of 1978, it was met with little sympathy or interest from the British public, who were then dealing with double-digit inflation and high rates of unemployment. For this case wasn’t the first time an aristocratic murder had hit the headlines. Just four years earlier, Lord Lucan had disappeared after his suspected murder of his children’s nanny, Sandra Rivett. Lucan was spotted in the glamorous spots he used to frequent years earlier, from Monaco to St Moritz, evading the proper administration of justice. Eventually in 2016, he was declared dead. Even today, the mystery of his disappearance is unsolved. In many ways, Anderson resembled Lucan, with his Mayfair residence and propensity to spend money faster than it came in.


As far as the British public were concerned, Anthony Anderson was another rotten apple undeserving of sympathy from those whose lives were hard enough. For in 1977, Labour’s James Callaghan served as Prime Minister and the Yorkshire Ripper claimed his fifth victim, a sixteen-year-old shopgirl. 119 people died when firefighters went on strike that winter. Tensions over Northern Ireland spilled into mainland Britain, with constant bomb threats from the IRA. The Irish aspect to this case is one we will return to. But the most striking thing about how this case was perceived at the time, was the sense that another profligate elite had got his just deserts for life in the fast lane. The true events of that night did not receive the critique or commentary many expected. Even with a case of mistaken identity, the story failed to get traction.


But I was hooked on the tale from the beginning. As an idealistic teenager, I wanted to launch my journalistic career by solving this mystery. Initially an editor at the Herald gave me a bit of free rein to poke around in the case. I’d nabbed a number of exclusive interviews and gained his confidence. What I hadn’t told him was that I had come into a bit of money. I heard that Elizabeth Chalice had a number of tapes from the evening, and I decided to pay for her help.


FRANCOIS:


There was no doubt Anthony was murdered.


AGAPANTHUS:


The rest of us were excluded from society. It was all anyone could talk about.


There you hear recordings of Francois and Agapanthus Langford, both long-time friends of the younger Anthony Anderson. This high-flying pair, a lawyer and a doctor, have refused to speak since my initial investigation a few months after the crime. Another couple, Chrissy and Jeremy Crowley, were invited to dinner that night, along with private investigator Elizabeth Chalice. Returning to England after three decades in Italy, Elizabeth sought a fresh start. Her funds were exhausted. She reluctantly accepted a thousand pounds to share her recordings with me a few months afterwards. Nowadays, it’s essential to be transparent about these arrangements, but there were different standards to tabloid journalism in the 1970s.


So we begin this tale with our lady detective, the owner of the recordings. Born Elizabeth Cowperthwaite in Bolton in 1917, the private investigator hired by Lady Sybil Anderson started life in comfortable but humble beginnings as the daughter of a wool merchant. At the outbreak of the Second   World  War, she moved to London to train as a nurse at the Chelsea and Westminster Hospital. Chalice quietly supplemented her nurse’s salary by conducting investigations for private individuals, mostly members of the aristocracy. Throughout her nursing career, she became noted for her intuition in determining the appropriate course of treatment for a patient, before even the most experienced doctors. Chalice relocated to Milan after the war in an effort to find her husband, who had been missing in action. As a woman living alone, she relied upon her wits to secure investigative work. She gained a reputation as an unabashed hedonist, a chain-smoker who preferred the company of men despite the negative view society held of such independent women in the 1950s.


She became a regular fixture at the copper-and-marble bar of Milan’s British Bankers Club. Negroni in one hand, a filterless cigarette in the other, she was the woman that suspicious wives and mistrustful officials would seek out if they had a little matter to be solved. Throughout her thirty-year career, Chalice was the go-to sleuth of the jet set, solving numerous murders, negotiating ransoms, even uncovering financial crimes in the banking industry. She often worked closely with local and international police forces, and was famed for locating a 67-carat ruby that had been stolen from a Russian princess whilst skiing in St Moritz.


As far as an external observer like Elizabeth Chalice could see, the dinner party was the first time the Crowleys and Langfords had met. But it didn’t take long for her to see through the class tensions, different accents and the matter of where their clothes were bought.


I’ve put together the following episodes using a combination of Elizabeth’s own covert recordings from the night of the fire, Anthony Anderson’s covert recordings of his wife, and interviews she recorded with the other guests, which I’ve interspersed with my own recordings of my interviews with Elizabeth. For time loosens one’s ties to one’s own secret.


It was a dreary, wet day in January 1978, almost nine months after the night in question, when I first met Elizabeth in a small function room of the Over-Seas League at the back of the Ritz. (I’d been signed in by my rather officious aunt to a private dining room.) Swatches of silky grey strands mingled with her black curly fringe, from behind a headscarf and her complexion had the permanent tan of a woman who had spent thirty years under the Italian sun. Her eyes carried a sprightliness of a younger woman, and a question sat permanently on her raspberry-red lips. She had just returned to England when Lady Sybil Anderson, with whom she had become acquainted ten years earlier in Paris, invited her to supper. But the detective’s reputation was not completely unblemished by the time Lady Anderson invited her. Elizabeth sat down in her mackintosh, her fringe frazzled by drizzle. She removed her red headscarf to shake loose a thick head of sleek, dark curls. Her Sphinx-like gaze burned into me; I felt embarrassed at the cheap suit I had worn, concerned my cowlick had not settled into place.


ELIZABETH:


You’re younger than I expected.


FELIX:


I could say the same to you. Have you had lunch? I’m taping us, I gather that’s OK?


She nodded and looked to the window where a laundry truck had pulled up at the back of the Ritz, which was located directly in front of the Over-Seas League clubhouse. I’d listened over Elizabeth’s tapes of the evening, but needed her to embellish the facts. I was meant to be here to investigate a murder; instead I worried how this woman, the same age as my mother, would view me. Her reluctance to look at me betrayed a disappointment, perhaps a dissatisfaction, that there had been no conviction for the murder of Lord Anthony Anderson.


FELIX:


Why did you bring your tape recorder to dinner that night, Elizabeth?


She placed her handbag, a boxy crocodile-skin number, on the table and searched for a cigarette. The box was almost empty.


ELIZABETH:


Oddio, am I glad that I did! You see, Sybil had mentioned that she had a matter she wanted me to investigate. I had purchased the recorder when I arrived in London – I’d planned to begin work on my memoirs, but the thought of all that typing! I got some peculiar glances when I was recording in Hyde Park, I’ll tell you! I decided to record my recollections, and then pass them along to a writer or a publisher to see, well, to see if there was anything there. Enough time had elapsed in my career that I could tackle some of my earlier cases, the Conte case of the missing child, for example. I’d also heard that a Scottish chap was writing about the Caswell-Jones case in Lake Como from 1953. So I’d been walking around for a few days with the recorder and my tapes, ready for any convenient window to make those recordings, but I suppose I wasn’t wholly proficient in using the equipment.


She lit the cigarette and flattened her headscarf on the table. I knew this case bothered her deeply, but I sensed she did not want to simply hand over the reins to me. Why would she let a young upstart take the credit for her work on the case?


FELIX:


Why didn’t you give the tapes to the police?


ELIZABETH:


Oh, I tried! I made copies for them. In the run-up to the inquest, I bloody spoke to anyone who would listen.


FELIX:


But the inquest concluded that Anthony Anderson died by accident.


ELIZABETH:


The Director of Public Prosecutions was convinced that the evidence was circumstantial. Given Francois’s connection to another case that involved a police officer at Belgravia station, I would say that the entire investigation was rushed and then, of course, there was the fire which destroyed much of the house.


We’ll look at Francois’s involvement in a later episode, but for now, let’s have Elizabeth introduce us to the events of that night.


FELIX:


How did you feel when you arrived for the dinner party?


ELIZABETH:


Oh, I didn’t want to be there, if I’m honest. I felt jaded. I’d moved back to London as I no longer wanted to work as an investigator. But it’s terribly hard to say no to an old friend, so I agreed. First of all, I wasn’t expecting anyone else to be there. She asked for my help investigating something, but she didn’t say what that was. Sybil answered her own door to me and another guest. There was no housekeeper, no butler. This really struck me right away as being quite unusual for a five-storey mansion in Mayfair. Was she running the place single-handedly? Or did she have staff, but had given them the night off? If so, was there something she was planning that she didn’t want them to see? From the very start of the night, this perturbed me. She didn’t entertain. In the ten years she lived there, she hadn’t hosted one dinner party or afternoon tea. And socialising is the currency of these people . . .


She paused, eyeing me up and rightly concluding that I was not a man of means. I was an outsider. Just like her. I needed her to explain what I could hear on the tapes and to provide the background context. So, I allowed her to lead, like a hunter playing games with its quarry.


ELIZABETH:


Sybil imposed loneliness upon herself.


FELIX:


Tell me what happened when you arrived.


ELIZABETH:


No more questions, for now, Felix. Just let me tell my story.


Using Elizabeth’s recordings of that evening, interspersed with her testimony to me, you’ll now hear what happened, in Elizabeth’s and the guests’ own words, as they arrived at Lady Anderson’s house that fateful evening.


ELIZABETH:


The strangest thing about that night is that no one was expecting a dinner party, or for there to be other guests. I was invited to help her investigate something but was highly puzzled to see others there. What did she want us all for? The second I arrived on the doorstep, I felt that something wasn’t right. It was at that moment that I decided to press record early. Thankfully I’d brought enough tapes with me, knowing how long Sybil can talk for . . . but I thought it worth my while catching everything, in case there was something I needed to know in hindsight. And, I’m very glad I did.


As soon as I arrived, there was Chrissy Crowely, a make-up-artist pal of Sybil’s. I met her on the front doorstep. She had the round, pretty face of someone in her thirties, but she was not well. I was a nurse in the war, so I could tell. Her hair was just a tad lighter than the paint on the door. She didn’t look like she belonged in Bruton Square – wearing a plain black sheath dress, hiding a slight bulge. She was expecting and looked like she was suffering from prolonged morning sickness. At first I thought she must be there by mistake, or an appointment was running late.


And yet, when Sybil brought us upstairs, the towering Dr Agapanthus Langford was there too, drink in hand, looking thoroughly at home. A bobbed and coiffed medic, her lips were tight like the knot of her pussy-bow blouse. Clearly my name was familiar to her and her eyes narrowed. She reminded me of someone, but I just couldn’t place it. Her diamond tennis bracelet rattled as she topped up her own wine glass.


AGAPANTHUS:


Oh, I thought it was just us for dinner, Sybil. Who are these ladies?


SYBIL:


This is Chrissy Crowley, a West End make-up artist. Chrissy and I are bosom buddies, she knows where all the bodies are buried!


ELIZABETH:


Chrissy’s eyes grew wide at Sybil’s introduction, accentuating the feline eyeliner that flicked along up from her lashline. The hostess’s remark about knowing where the bodies were buried seemed to have embarrassed her. When I first heard it, I imagined they’d had some wild nights out together, but recalling it is all the more chilling now. Chrissy had gone a little heavy-handed on the blue eyeshadow and bright-red lipstick, but her sallow and broad features were striking enough to be accentuated by the cosmetics. She was a professional after all. But Dr Langford remained staring directly at me, ushering Sybil to mention my name. Again, Sybil spoke in a pointed way that made Chrissy shift in her seat.


SYBIL:


And this is Elizabeth Chalice, a private investigator. I gather she also knows where quite a lot of bodies have been buried, isn’t that right?


AGAPANTHUS:


Elizabeth Chalice. Let everyone hold on to their husbands and their purses around her.


ELIZABETH:


Sybil stopped pouring the wine as she watched the doctor in horror. I realised my own jaw was hanging slack at the accusation. It was not the first time I’ve been accused of stealing someone’s husband. You know, I’m rather an old lady now, so it wasn’t a recent rendezvous she was referring to. And historically, there were rather a large number of seductions, so I didn’t automatically think whose marriage she might have been referring to. Her face did look familiar, but I was surprised at how forthright Agapanthus was. Not even an attempt to apply a veneer of manners. Chrissy seemed nervous to even be in the room, but that remark really shocked her.


SYBIL:


Now, Agapanthus, that’s not very nice, is it? It seems your reputation precedes you, Elizabeth.


AGAPANTHUS:


Oh, I suppose I’d better play nicely.


Agapathus laughs sarcastically.


During that first interview, Elizabeth was reluctant to discuss the details of her love affair. It was clear from Agapanthus’s scathing remark that she not only knew Elizabeth, but despised her. This was the first of many question marks I held over Elizabeth’s account of the evening, but we will come back to that later. I asked her what she thought Agapanthus meant.


ELIZABETH:


I couldn’t know what she meant! She brokered a smile, so I decided to let it go. But I was on edge, trying to see how we were connected. You see, a private investigator gathers a lot of enemies along the way. But I have always had a thick skin, and would not let that horrible woman think she had upset me. So anyway, squares of light patterened the white linen tablecloth as the fading daylight bounced off the large, silver disco ball that hung from a hook beside the window. The doorbell rang again. and I noticed the dark circles under Chrissy’s eyes. Agapanthus smacked her lips to conceal a slight hiccup. She made no attempt to make Chrissy feel welcome. But I couldn’t dwell upon the ladies for too long, as Sybil welcomed a six-foot punk to the table, sporting an eight-inch mohawk, torn T-shirt and studded leather jacket.


JEREMY:


Well, it’s not every day you get invited to dinner by the aristocracy. However, I wasn’t expecting a crowd.


ELIZABETH:


The moment he clapped eyes on the doctor, his bellicose stance softened in surprise. I saw a flash of recognition in Agapanthus’s eyes too. In that instantaneous exchange, they agreed not to know one another, to play the part of strangers. But after three decades as an investigator, that’s all it took for me to realise there were multiple currents seated around the large, mahogany dining table in that beautifully appointed first-floor room. Not even the twenty-foot ceiling could dispel the charge that ran between Crowley and the doctor, yet the pretence continued through the evening. Who was this woman?


SYBIL:


Please, don’t worry, Jeremy. It’s wonderfully good to see you. Now, for introductions. Jeremy, this is Dr Agapanthus Langford.


JEREMY:


I’m Jeremy Crowley. How do?


AGAPANTHUS:


Pleased to meet you.


ELIZABETH:


Jeremy placed a familiar hand on Chrissy’s shoulderblade as he took the seat beside her.


JEREMY:


A pleasure. Hi love, I’ll sit here—


SYBIL:


Oh, not beside your wife, Jeremy. Gents at either end of the table; you sit up here between Elizabeth and Dr Langford. Jeremy, this is Elizabeth Chalice, an old friend of mine. Elizabeth has recently returned to England from Milan.


ELIZABETH:


Sybil flicked her eyes across the table like a tennis umpire, checking for any further disturbances. But I played the role of pleasant dinner guest. I watched carefully to see if Chrissy detected anything between her husband and the doctor. But the poor woman was staring at her glassware, bamboozled by the variety of receptacles. For the table was exquisitely set with polished silverware, fresh roses and pearlescent crockery. I looked again at the doctor, but she would not meet my glance.


JEREMY:


Cheers, Sybil, nice plonk. This bottle’s already empty, though.


ELIZABETH:


Good evening, Jeremy. I hope you don’t mind me saying but your apparel is quite striking. I’m particularly impressed with the safety pins.


JEREMY:


You don’t have punks in Italy? I’m a punk guitarist.


ELIZABETH:


Well, not in my circles.


JEREMY:


And what circles might they be?


FELIX:


How did the others respond to that remark?


ELIZABETH:


Agapanthus sneered at that, rolling her eyes emphatically. So, our connection was linked to Italy, which did not narrow things down greatly. Sybil did not seem to mind his brusqueness. Instead, she padded across the Persian rug, the full skirt of her golden gown swishing as she grabbed a bottle of Kangarouge from the sideboard. A slight tremor in her hand forced her to pick up Jeremy’s glass for a refill, leaving a drop or two to land on the pristine white linen tablecloth. Sybil moved around the table as if she were a waitress instead of châtelaine of a grand Mayfair mansion, leaving us to our small talk.


ELIZABETH:


Oh, primarily expats, bankers, but I’m glad to be back in Blighty, even if it is somewhat chilly.


AGAPANTHUS:


Rather balmy tonight, though, isn’t it?


SYBIL:


Oh, I am positively frozen this month, Agapanthus. Perhaps that wine is keeping you warm. Jeremy and I go quite far back, you know.


ELIZABETH:


Oh, yes? Were you born in Ireland too, Jeremy?


SYBIL:


No. We went on tour together in the sixties.


CHRISSY:


They didn’t just go on tour together. Sybil and the Sandmen were huge! From one seaside resort to the next. They very nearly got a record deal.


ELIZABETH:


Sybil reached Chrissy last, and placed a friendly hand on her shoulder. Both she and Jeremy had patted her down like a puppy. Sybil’s armful of gold bangles clinked, almost the same colour as her frock. Her wealth was apparent from the diamond-studded leopard brooch pinned to her breast. Jeremy’s unshaven chin hardened at his wife’s comment. It seemed that the memory of his brush with success was not a pleasant one. Or was he confused? Had his memories eluded him? For a man not afraid to be outspoken, he seemed almost to be swallowing the comment with a gulp of wine. Sybil laughed nervously and placed a basket of bread rolls in the middle of the table.


SYBIL:


I’ll get more—


JEREMY:


Allow me.


ELIZABETH:


You’ve very good nails for a guitarist, Jeremy.


JEREMY:


Oh, I been doing a lot of drumming lately is all. What’s the story, Sybil? I’m bloody starving!


AGAPANTHUS:


Is this everyone for dinner, Sybil? I must say I was very intrigued to get your invitation.


Although all the guests were eager to discover why Sybil had summoned them, that tiny comment from Elizabeth about Jeremy’s nails becomes very important later on. You see, Jeremy was a punk guitarist, and the detective expected to see broken nails and hardened fingertips. Instead, his hand was smooth and manicured.


SYBIL:


Yes, apart from Francois this is everyone. I’ll explain – all in good time! First, let me tell you about this evening’s starter. Bread fresh from the Italian bakery in Harrods, to go along with a prawn cocktail. I have a special ingredient too, it’s a thing called an avocado. A large sort of fruit with a stone.


AGAPANTHUS:


Oh yes, the Galloping Gourmet had avocado on last week.


CHRISSY:


And Woman’s Way had a recipe not so long ago.


AGAPANTHUS:


So, we are all familiar with that special ingredient. In fact, it must be rather common.


ELIZABETH:


Why had Sybil refused to tell the story of how their band lost their record deal? Neither Sybil nor Jeremy was interested in sharing the details, but it was not misplaced humility. Sybil’s shoulders sloped with the put-down from the two women. She’d put a great deal of effort into the preparations. Agapanthus might be the type to assert her worldliness, but the snipe from Chrissy surprised me. All was not as well between these two friends as Sybil might think.


SYBIL:


Oh, er. Well, I don’t usually watch television or read magazines—


ELIZABETH:


It sounds delicious, Sybil.


SYBIL:


Now is there anything Francois won’t eat?


AGAPANTHUS:


Oh, my husband has a ferocious appetite. He’ll eat whatever one sets in front of him – terribly good grubber.


SYBIL:


I’ll just unload the dumb waiter. Back in a second.


AGAPANTHUS:


I’ll top up the wine.


ELIZABETH:


Sybil bit on her lip at that point, almost quenching a smile. She opened a hatch beside the fireplace and began to remove the salads, with the avocado slices neatly splayed into a semi-circle.


SYBIL:


(distantly) No one go anywhere; it seems I forgot the salad dressing. I’ll just run down for it.


ELIZABETH:


Oh, I’ll keep an eye on them, don’t you worry. I wouldn’t want anyone stealing . . . your decor ideas. This disco ball is quite fabulous.


JEREMY:


I hope you wasn’t implying anything else, Elizabeth?


ELIZABETH:


Of course, not—


JEREMY:


Because people jump to conclusions about punks, alright.


ELIZABETH:


Just as when she had rushed Chrissy and me up the stairs, Sybil seemed very protective about the rest of the house. She lingered by the door for a moment, as if it pained her to leave us there without her presence. The vein in Jeremy’s neck was still throbbing with anger as he tore open his bread roll. I had been joking, not implying that there was any real risk someone would steal anything from the house. But this wasn’t a table of aristocrats. Agapanthus rolled her eyes, making a humpfing noise as she swirled the sediment around her wine glass. I nibbled my lip in frustration at not being able to place her face. There were so many tensions prevailing around the dinner table, I could not think straight. The grandfather clock by the fireplace rang out seven o’clock, and Chrissy caught her husband’s eye, blinking as she looked intently at him. Were they watching the time carefully? She was hopelessly sawing at a miniature loaf with her butter knife.


JEREMY:


Just tear it with your hands, Chrissy. Don’t make a show of us in front of the doctor here. You feeling better?


ELIZABETH:


The comment was abrupt and only served to fluster Chrissy more, who shook her head to respond submissively. He smiled a snakelike grin at the doctor as Chrissy dropped the gnarled loaf and tears plopped down her cheeks.


CHRISSY:


I need the loo.


JEREMY:


Sit down!


CHRISSY:


Leave me alone.


ELIZABETH:


She padded heavily across the rug before her heels clacked angrily on the wooden boards beside the door. Sybil appeared with the jug of dressing in her hand, and raised her hand to block her exit.


SYBIL:


Stop! Where are you going?


ELIZABETH:


The two women thudded into each other, the oil splashing across Chrissy’s hair and face. She raised a hand to survey the damage as another wave of tears erupted with a low moan.


SYBIL:


Good God! I didn’t see – oh where were you going? Chrissy, are you OK?


CHRISSY:


My hair! I was just going to the loo.


SYBIL:


Here, let’s get you cleaned up. I remember you once told me the benefits of an oil-and-vinegar hair mask!


ELIZABETH:


The pair found some friendly ground, but I noticed Agapanthus scowling at me. I refused to be baited. She would spew her spiteful comments eventually, but I was concerned at how the others at the table might take it. Judging from what I could see, no one there particularly warmed to Agapanthus. Especially not me.


CHRISSY:


Just show me to the toilet please. (quietly over footsteps) Oooh, tell me how is the new freezer working out?


SYBIL:


Shhh, let’s get you to the bathroom.


ELIZABETH:


Her spine curled up at Chrissy’s mention of a freezer . . . there’s nothing to be ashamed of with buying a perfect state of preservation, if you ask me. She abandoned the jug on the sideboard and reached around her friend, who pushed her sharply away as they walked onto the landing. Jeremy helped himself to another bottle of wine from the sideboard. Agapanthus lifted her empty glass in the air to summon him.


FELIX:


Didn’t you suspect something was amiss?


ELIZABETH:


I told you, I felt, no I knew, that things were not right. The lack of staff. Nobody looked happy.


FELIX:


So, why was no one asking Sybil what was going on?


ELIZABETH:


Bloody politeness. I can’t stand that stiff upper lip. Everyone did know Sybil, and she was always a shy little thing. I didn’t push her because I hadn’t wanted her to feel embarrassed. I think we were all very conscious of walking on eggshells with Sybil.


I sipped my wine, nothing like the great slugs that Jeremy and Agapanthus were taking. I thought the Italians drank a lot, but the British could be the worst of them all. There was something about Jeremy’s proficiency in table manners – he picked up the correct implement without hesitation – well, it made me wonder if the Cockney accent was a facade. Chrissy, on the other hand, was clearly overwhelmed by the dinner table.


With Sybil and Chrissy gone to the bathroom, there was an air of intimacy about how the doctor and punk seemed in each other’s physical presence. She elbowed a teaspoon from her place setting, and without looking at her – in fact, the pair were looking in opposite directions – he caught it. I thought it was time for me to put her under the microscope.


ELIZABETH:


Do you know each other well?


JEREMY:


Nah, never met her before.


AGAPANTHUS:


I’d know this chap if I’d seen him before. Tell me, Elizabeth. I was expecting to be alone with Sybil tonight, she asked for my help with something. I didn’t expect a dinner party, did you?


ELIZABETH:


Oh, so now you want to be civil with me? Aren’t you scared I will steal your husband once he arrives?


ELIZABETH:


She coughed back her wine, shocked by my frankness. She had to realise I was strong, and wouldn’t take flak from her or anyone. In the distance, I could still hear Chrissy crying and Sybil’s muffled voice trying to soothe her. It seemed quite dramatic. The doctor smiled warmly, crow’s feet the only sign of ageing on her unblemished face, her earlier spitefulness muted. Without realising, I had put a hand to my own neck, feeling the creases that hadn’t always been there. Jeremy looked down to the street, from the window at the other end of the room. It was quite a striking image, the spiky hair and general unkemptness of this musician against the elegant and polished panes of glass in the sash window. He lit a cigarette and I considered Agapanthus’s question. I lowered my voice so he wouldn’t hear.


ELIZABETH:


She’s asked for my help too.


AGAPANTHUS:


Hmm. It’s rather strange. You know this is the first time she’s invited me in?


ELIZABETH:


That caught Jeremy’s attention. He strode back over to the sideboard looking for an ashtray.


JEREMY:


Well, what I want to know is where on earth is Anthony?


ELIZABETH:


The door knob squeaked for a moment before Chrissy managed to open it, returning to the room alone, but for the embarrassment betrayed by her flushed cheeks. Sybil had gone to the kitchen at this point. But just like the rest of us, Chrissy’s eyes flew up to the ceiling. There were footsteps on the stairs above. Not high-heeled shoes. But the flat thuds of a chap’s Oxfords. A fellow who knew his way around this house. Anthony loved his shoes; I remember that much from our brief meeting in Paris. I stood to embrace him as the door opened, but it wasn’t him at all. It was a squat, sallow-skinned fop with long brown hair tied into a ponytail that hung limply over the collar of his brown suit, and a minor aristocratic lisp.


AGAPANTHUS:


There you are. Ladies and gentlemen, meet my husband. Francois Langford. How was court?


FRANCOIS:


How’d you do? What’s your name?


ELIZABETH:


He couldn’t take his eyes off Jeremy and Chrissy. At first I thought it was because Jeremy was quite a sight to behold . . . but there was more to it. If Agapanthus knew Jeremy, wouldn’t her husband know the couple too? Why were they pretending to be strangers?


Elizabeth couldn’t dwell too long on the potential link between the Langfords and the Crowleys. What happened next was to further disturb Sybil’s guests. It was the moment the terror set in.


ELIZABETH:


Then we were all very much taken off guard by a sound I had not heard in two decades. It was the insidious whine of an air-raid siren. My body reacted before my mind caught up, my heart was racing. I could not catch my breath, as the room began to spin. Agapanthus dropped her wine glass. Francois tripped over the rug as he ran to the window, pulling at the catch to stick his head out to the street. As the whine rose and fell, Sybil ran in from the landing. The last thing I saw before I blacked out was our hostess yanking a portable radio from the sideboard. Then the room went dark.


BBC NEWSREADER:


Air-raid sirens are sounding across parts of London this evening to warn people to remain indoors as a precaution, after a chemical fire broke out in Soho. All residents of Westminster, Mayfair and Marylebone should take care to close all windows and doors pending evacuation, if required, by the army. Do not go outside to drive or take the Underground. Experts are not certain just how deadly the chemical smoke is to humans and animals. Both the Metropolitan Police and London Fire Brigade have called in all members of staff, with police officers and fire teams working to restore safety to the streets of London.


ELIZABETH:


When I came round a few moments later, my skin prickling with sweat and nausea, Agapanthus had my head on her lap. I was so disorientated, my first thought was that I had been drugged. I can get paranoid. It’s an occupational hazard. I was embarrassed at fainting, but my terror at what I was hearing from the radio overwhelmed me. The slow drawl of the newsreader took me back to a time I thought had passed long ago.


AGAPANTHUS:


Here, Elizabeth, have a glass of water.


ELIZABETH:


A chemical . . . fire? How could a chemical fire mean air-raid siren?


ELIZABETH:


Agapanthus sat me upright with a firm hand. Crawling to her knees with agitation, she was shrieking. In that moment, I realised what she reminded me of, but the intensity of the noise distracted me.


AGAPANTHUS:


It’s nuclear. It’s not a chemical fire at all . . . At the hospital, they have cancelled leave for weeks now. They knew something was coming . . . dear God. Francois, we must go home now.


FRANCOIS:


My dear wife, you have been drinking too much! If it was nuclear, they would tell us. We would get the four-minute warning and chaos on the streets. Now there isn’t a peep happening outside. I have had a long day and am loath to pass up Sybil’s hospitality. The windows are all shut, God knows when we’ll eat again if we are evacuated. So, I say let’s tuck in.


JEREMY:


He’s talking sense, love. Come on. Be a shame to pass up this grub.


AGAPANTHUS:


We need to build a shelter – an attack must be imminent!


ELIZABETH:


Agapanthus grabbed the straps of her Chanel handbag, pulling out her house keys. She was ready to go. Sybil stood silently in front of the door as if to block her exit.


FRANCOIS:


You can leave if you want, but that avocado salad looks simply delicious. At least I think it’s avocado, I left my bloody glasses on the Tube and can’t see a thing.


AGAPANTHUS:


Oh yes, didn’t want to put off any potential lady friends with a pair of specs.


FRANCOIS:


My wife, the comedian, ladies and gentlemen.


ELIZABETH:


Hanging on Francois’s every word, Sybil was chewing her lip. Jeremy was standing tall, untroubled by the noise, checking his watch. The doctor glared at her husband, her eyes searching for an ally from the rest of the guests. The siren stopped. Sybil looked overwrought, tears pricking at the corners of her eyes. I could see Agapanthus was being turned off by the show of emotion, but really I’d have to say Sybil looked desperate.


SYBIL:


Do stay, Agapanthus. You simply cannot leave now. You see . . . gosh, I wanted to at least give you a decent meal before asking so much of you all. But it really is an emergency. Sybil starts sobbing.


AGAPANTHUS:


Oh, spit it out, Sybil.


SYBIL:


I invited you here to help me find Anthony. I can’t even . . . well look. He’s missing.


AGAPANTHUS:


This is terribly worrying. But we won’t be able to find him if we’re dead. So, the radio stays on and if the siren goes again, we are leaving.


ELIZABETH:


Oh, dear. When was the last time you saw him?


ELIZABETH:


Feeling stronger, I took my seat beside Sybil. Despite Jeremy’s vocalisations, his hand was shaking as he lifted the fork to his mouth. Chrissy stared at her starter but shoved the avocado around the plate. The absence of sound was chilling, it reminded me of when the raids stopped during the war. You’d emerge from an Underground station into a smoking abyss, streets pockmarked, fires burning. Or nothing. An eerie silence if you hadn’t been bombed. But I poured myself another glass of wine and sought to enjoy the meal.


FELIX:


Why did you do that? Didn’t you want to stay sober?


ELIZABETH:


Were we all about to suffocate? Where would the army take me? None of the answers to these questions came to me, so I took Francois’s cue, and decided to enjoy the setting of Sybil’s glorious home, even if the atmostphere was rather . . . emotionally charged. It wasn’t long until I was to have another reminder of how short life can be. Sybil was laughing, even though her mascara had begun to run down her cheeks. She was bubbling over with nervous energy . . . and sadness.


SYBIL:


Well, we might not have too much time, so I’d best tell you about the last time I saw Anthony. It was only five days ago. But there is something seriously wrong this time. I can feel it. We’d been at Aintree, you remember, Aggie, Francois? It didn’t go well. He lost a lot of money. Which never usually bothers him. But he wouldn’t even stay for dinner after the racing! The entire way back, he didn’t say a thing to me in the car. He wouldn’t even speak to the driver. Insisted we drive the whole way home without stopping. He’s usually very pally with everyone, you know. Well, we arrived back here, I went for a bath. I was so exhausted . . . I fell straight into bed. In the morning, he was gone. A few shirts and things were missing from his wardrobe. But no note or anything. From time to time, he would disappear off for a few days, and not tell me where. So, at first, I tried not to worry. But now almost a week has passed—
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