

[image: A Dance for the King by Anton du Beke. A glamorous couple dance on a grand staircase, with purple skies above them.]






Readers love Anton Du Beke’s sparkling fiction …


[image: Image]


‘Beautifully written’


[image: Image]


‘What a triumph’


[image: Image]


‘A story full of true emotion, heart, poise and survival’


[image: Image]


‘I was enthralled from start to finish’


[image: Image]


‘Anton Du Beke has done it again’


[image: Image]


‘A truly fabulous read’


[image: Image]


‘The story of The Buckingham just gets better and better. Couldn’t put it down’






For Hannah, Henrietta and George.
Your support and love means the world to me.




[image: Image]







London, Summer 1942







Have you ever visited the Buckingham Hotel?


There it sits, in the very heartland of London: seven storeys of glimmering white, overlooking the verdant oasis of Berkeley Square. Beyond the surrounding townhouses, London is at war. Barrage balloons are strung up in the skies; nightly, the brave boys of the RAF soar across the city, repelling Mr Hitler’s rapacious hordes. On Oxford Street, the grand department store of John Lewis remains in ruins; the craters of Piccadilly are slowly being filled in; rolls of barbed wire and sandbags have turned Horse Guards Parade, and Parliament’s approach, into a military command. London is a city that is brutalised yet defiant, its people crushed but never cowed. From the north to the south, east to the west, London endures …


But here, here in the heart of Mayfair, here sits a fortress defiant.


Come through its doors …


In the ballroom, dancers waltz and turn. On the stage, the Max Allgood Orchestra trumpets out its joyful music, heedless of bombs. In the kitchens, chefs and underlings concoct delights that show no sign of the privation of war. In the rooms and suites, guests are treated as royalty. Indeed, some of them are royalty – for the Buckingham Hotel is a home away from home for the exiled kings, queens and governments of Europe; a shining light of fortitude, a bastion of hope that goodness shall soon win out against all that is wicked in this world.


But come upstairs, into the smoky environs of the Candlelight Club.


Here sit lords and ladies, men of money and men of power; here, glasses are raised and cocktails composed; here, over ­martinis and Veuve Clicquot, brave men make the decisions that might yet turn the tide of this insufferable war.


You would not think it, not in an establishment as esteemed as this, but someone raising their glass in here tonight is plotting to sell out their king.


Someone toasting their loved ones in here imagines a future where Great Britain has fallen, becoming nothing more than a protectorate of the Reich.


Someone who waltzes in the Grand Ballroom, someone who dines in the Queen Mary Restaurant, someone who walks the halls of this hallowed institution, believes they can bring about the end of this island nation’s valiant fight.


Sometimes, the enemy is not really out there at all.


Sometimes, they’re right here.


Sitting beside you.


Clinking their glasses against your own.


Dancing in your arms …







January 1942








Chapter One



After a lifetime in the deserts of North Africa, after countless weeks at sea among the invalided and exiled, after the bombs that pulverised the port city of Liverpool where his transport came into dock, Lieutenant Raymond de Guise was grateful to be sitting in a crowded train carriage, surrounded by a hubbub of English voices, making the final approach to the city he loved.


London: the city where it all began.


He hadn’t expected to see it again – not so soon.


There had been plenty of long nights, eking out rations inside the besieged city of Tobruk, when he wondered if he’d see it at all.


If he’d ever lay eyes upon his darling wife, Nancy, or cradle their newborn son in his arms.


And yet here it was, appearing by degrees through the window. For hours now, the train had been grinding through the stations and sidings of London’s approach, stopping and starting again with frightening regularity. More than one train had been derailed in the damage from the Luftwaffe’s bombings last year – nowadays, it was part of the job for the driver and conductors to check the integrity of the tracks up ahead – but Raymond had waited a long year to see Nancy; he could wait a little longer. In his hands were letters she’d sent him along the way. Some had been lost to the oceans, some to the desert sands and the hastened retreats from one billet to the next – but some he’d carried with him across the long arc of the war, and here, right here, was the letter she’d sent when their son Arthur was born. Eight months old, now, and not once in this life had Raymond laid eyes upon him. The boy had taken Raymond’s late brother’s name, but what he smelt like, what he looked like, how he sounded or felt sleeping in his arms, Raymond did not know.


But he was going to find out.


This very day, he was going to find out.


The train juddered to a halt.


Raymond heaved a sigh. Some of the other travellers – none of whom looked as if they’d come as far as Raymond, for this train was filled with office clerks, day-trippers, railwaymen and other city workers – looked exasperated, casting aggrieved glances at the conductor, but Raymond sank instead into his letters. Nancy neither knew nor hoped for his coming. Right now, she was either at home nursing their son – or she was rallying her girls in the housekeeping department at the Buckingham Hotel, that esteemed establishment sitting on London’s Berkeley Square where she and Raymond had first been drawn together. Wherever she was, her day marched obliviously on. The longing, the yearning, was Raymond’s alone.


‘My dearest Raymond,’ Nancy wrote, ‘when Arthur babbles I am sure he is calling for his father. Sometimes, when I sleep, I am calling for his father as well …’


There was commotion further along the carriage now. One of the other passengers seemed to have provoked mirth in a group of city clerks clustered at the end of the carriage. Raymond tried to block out the noise. Here was London, right in front of him. Another half hour, another hour, and he would lay eyes upon her.


He wondered how motherhood had changed her.


He wondered how much a year in the desert had changed him.


He wondered about all the lies he was going to have to tell to explain to her exactly why he had been summoned back to London; exactly why, though his war with a rifle was over, his part in the battle went on.


‘I haven’t heard from you in two long months,’ Nancy had written, ‘but when I sleep, I still feel you beside me. And that is why I know you are out there still. That is why I know, one day, you will be coming back home …’


In her heart, Raymond thought, she had reconciled to not seeing him for years.


But tonight, she would be in his arms.


Moments earlier, further along the carriage, a youth had flurried suddenly out of sleep. He was a young man, nineteen or twenty years old, with coils of black hair and a slightly deranged look in his eyes – and, as he blurted out ‘Where am I?’, splutters of laughter rose up from a group of middle-aged clerks. His reflection in the window glass revealed a man who looked as if he’d spent the night in the back booth of some alehouse, not in a station hotel on the Salisbury plain. He wore a brown suit, which had seen better days, a shirt open at the collar, and carried a trumpet in a beautiful leather case in his hand. But it was not the fact that he was Black that drew the eye – even though he was the only Black man on the train this morning. No, it was his accent, rich and honeyed and dripping with the sounds of his native Chicago, that stirred attention.


‘We’re outside London, sir,’ the conductor said, as he passed. ‘Waiting for an inspection of the tracks up ahead. We’re being held here by the wardens until we can keep going, but it shouldn’t be long.’


The young man shook his head like a dog rising up from the river. ‘About time,’ he cheered, and shook the conductor’s hand so vigorously that the man backed away, unnerved. ‘London’s calling. London at last. London, here I come!’


The group of middle-aged clerks were still staring. The young Black man got to his feet. A more spindly kind of man would be difficult to imagine. Now that he stood, it was obvious his suit was too big for him, and that he still carried with him some of the gangliness of youth. He stood over six feet tall but was thin as a rake. Whistling, he took off along the carriage.


He was loping past the clerks when one of them called out, ‘You’re a Yank, then?’


The Black man inclined his head, his face still split by a dazzling smile. ‘And proud of it!’


‘With the army? I didn’t know you’d landed yet.’


The Black man swivelled on his heel and flashed his smile at every one of the clerks. ‘Gentlemen, I’m a musician, not a fighter. I’m a man of peace … except when I get on that stage!’


He was already sauntering on, eager to be the first off the train and into the wild promise of Paddington Station, when he heard the clerks start snorting. ‘There’ll be more like that coming,’ one of them said. ‘Trust me, we’ll be inundated. A plague like you’ve never seen. I heard, back in America, they’re not allowed to ride the same trains.’


‘It’s a good system. It rather makes sense.’


The young man stopped dead.


His smile died.


His scarecrow body seized up.


‘Oh yeah,’ one of the other clerks snorted, ‘they’ll be sending them over in droves. You think they’ll be letting them have free rein? Or keeping things nice and orderly, like they do back home?’


The young man turned on the spot, marched back towards the clerks, and seethed, ‘What did you say?’


‘That was a private conversation, sir,’ the first clerk said. ‘You’ll be learning some English manners while you’re over here. Eavesdropping is hardly the behaviour of a welcome guest, so if you don’t mind—’


‘Move over,’ the young man said, ‘I want to sit down.’


The clerks looked at him, horrified. ‘There’s not a seat to be spared.’


‘I don’t know, I reckon I could fit. Might even sit on one of your laps, if you’ll have me.’ Without hesitation, he started inveigling his way between two of the clerks.


‘Sir, this is outrageous!’


‘I’ll tell you what’s outrageous,’ the young man snapped, when the clerks – finally finding their brio – jostled him back into the aisle between seats. ‘You think you’re better than me – and there you sit, on your big round backsides, just pouring dirt on others. Yes, sir, they keep my type separate where I come from. Don’t mean it’s right. Don’t mean it’s fair. But look at you, with your ruddy smug faces – you’re closer to pigs than you are good, honest men.’


‘That’s ENOUGH!’


One of the clerks had shot suddenly to his feet. Now he extended a finger and jabbed it at the young man’s breast.


‘You’re a guest in this country, not even a soldier by your own admission, and—’


‘You touch me again,’ snarled the man, ‘and you’ll see what happens.’


It was those words, ‘you’ll see what happens’, that tore Raymond out of the letter he was reading. He’d seen enough fights break out in billets and barracks to develop an instinct for the approach­ing storm. Nancy’s words – ‘write and tell me you are safe; write something I can read to our son’ – faded out of thought and mind as he folded the letter back into the little leather case where he’d been keeping them, then stood up to see a young Black man puffing out his breast while a portly city clerk jabbed him with a finger.


Each man was appraising the other, daring him to move.


Raymond marched along the carriage until he was almost on top of the altercation.


‘Young man,’ the plump clerk declared, ‘you won’t get far in this country with an attitude like—’


The Black man sighed. ‘I gave you fair warning,’ he said ruefully, then brought back his fist to let it fly.


And he might have done exactly that if only, at that moment, a shadow hadn’t fallen across him, a hand hadn’t clasped his shoulder – and, under the pressure of its fingers, he hadn’t turned round to come face to face with Lieutenant Raymond de Guise.


The young man seemed ready to brawl with Raymond too, but something in Raymond’s demeanour quelled his rage. His ability to calm another man, especially in the theatre of war, was second to no other. It might have seen him become a commander if he hadn’t received that mysterious phone call from the old hotel director, Maynard Charles.


‘We’re almost at London,’ Raymond began, fixing the man’s deep, black eyes with a benign look. ‘Perhaps it would be wiser to just go on your way.’


‘Hear, hear!’ one of the clerks exclaimed. ‘Throw the rabble out. See what a good, upstanding soldier can do, young man?’


Raymond bristled. He could sense the young man bristling too. He’d almost pierced the boy’s outrage and mollified his ire, but suddenly it was erupting again.


There was nothing else for it.


Raymond stepped in front of the young man, making his way into the middle of the altercation.


Then he cast an excoriating eye over the clerks and said, ‘You ought to be ashamed. The boy did nothing to you – nothing but happen by. It’s war, gentlemen – or have you forgotten what that felt like? We’re meant to stick together.’


Taken aback by Raymond’s waspish tone, the clerks slumped into their seats, sharing looks of outrage. Not that Raymond cared; he was already bustling the young man back along the carriage, into the vestibule at its end.


‘You ought to have let me show ’em,’ the young man said. ‘I’ve dealt with sorts like that before. They don’t got any courage, not when it comes down to it. I could have left him on the carriage floor, and no mistake.’


Raymond had to admit that he liked the young man’s bravura. He could have made something of a man like this if he’d been part of the company in Cairo. But it was different back home. Sometimes, being brave was only a whisker away from being foolhardy – and Raymond was quite certain that this young man couldn’t tell one from the other.


‘I think you timed it right. Walking away doesn’t lead to war.’


‘Hey, man, I heard they called that appeasement.’


Then the young man’s face opened in laughter so infectious that Raymond grinned too.


‘The name’s Nelson,’ the younger man said, and grasped the soldier’s arm in a brotherly half-embrace. ‘You look like you been in the wars, sir.’


‘Well I’m home now,’ Raymond replied. ‘I’m Raymond,’ he added, ‘and you’re … a trumpet player?’


Nelson was still swinging the black leather case at his side. ‘I can toot a horn, but it’s not my thing, you know? Problem is, you can’t go carting a grand piano around – so a man’s gotta find himself a second instrument. This here,’ and he hoisted up the trumpet, ‘is on loan from my uncle. Now he can play. You ought to hear him with his trombone. Lucille, he calls it. A man’s gotta have a name for his instrument. It shows he’s in love.’


Nelson was grinning wickedly; it was difficult not to join in.


But the train had started moving at last, and the conductor’s voice hollered up and down the carriage. ‘Next stop, Paddington Station! Paddington Station, coming up!’


‘You want some advice, since you’re coming to London?’ Raymond began. ‘You keep your head down, you stay out of trouble, you work hard – and you walk away from the fights. And, boy, you might just about make it in this city. That is, if the bombs don’t get you first …’


Raymond waited on the platform until Nelson had barrelled away, making certain first that the rabble of city clerks didn’t mean him some further mischief in the station. Then, and only then, did he shoulder his packs and make haste for the station entrance. Outside, the morning was growing old. A throng of passengers just disembarked from their journeys were clamour­ing for taxicabs lined up by the roadside – but Raymond just hovered at the entrance, took in his first glimpse of London in the January chill, and started to march. After so many weeks of voyaging, he was quite sick of travel – and home was just a short walk away.


Nancy, just a short walk away.


Arthur, waiting for the father he’d never known.


There’d be questions, so many questions, of that there was no doubt. But he’d received his briefing at the Liverpool dock, and there’d already been two weeks of intensive training at a military retreat off the Salisbury Plain – the kind of place that didn’t appear in military manuals, and which didn’t exist in the public record – so at least he felt well prepared. What he didn’t feel prepared for, he realised now, was the rush of feelings that had started coursing through him. When you were away at war, it was easy to enter a strange limbo state – you missed your loved ones, of course, but for a time you existed in a separate world from them, and that made it easier to box your feelings away. Now that he was in London, those rules hardly applied. Nancy was just a quick march away. His son, who knew him by blood but not by body, could be in his arms inside half an hour. His world, changing and then changing all over again.


A voice hailed him from the side of the road.


‘Sir?’


When he looked round, the window of a black taxicab had been wound down and the driver – who looked a cut above the usual London taximan, dressed in a charcoal-grey suit and navy-blue necktie – was piercing him with a look.


‘I’m walking from here,’ Raymond said, his heart filled with imagining that one holy moment when he would step over the threshold at home, that little house in Maida Vale which he and Nancy had made their own.


‘No, Lieutenant, you’re not,’ the driver replied.


He loaded the word ‘Lieutenant’ with such meaning that Raymond immediately understood this was no ordinary taxi driver. Most men might have inferred his rank from the uniform he wore, but there was a knowingness in this man’s eyes, an air of imperial command that did not befit him.


‘Sir, I’m headed home,’ Raymond insisted.


The taximan stepped out of his vehicle, picked his way round and opened up the passenger door. ‘I’ll drop you there myself, but you’ve a little detour first. Step this way, Lieutenant. It would pay to remember: your time isn’t your own; you haven’t been decommissioned, not yet.’


Seeing his family was like a mirage that kept slipping away, the closer he got. He’d known a few mirages like that in the desert. All you could do was steel yourself and accept them for what they were. So it was with a profound sense of resignation that Raymond got into the taxicab and sat there in silence as the driver took him across London, along thoroughfares at once familiar and strange, around the fortified environs of Buckingham Palace, and onto the long boulevard of Piccadilly.


The Buckingham Hotel was only a stone’s throw from here. How strange it would be to see it again.


Yet, the moment he allowed himself to imagine that that was where he was being taken – for wasn’t the Buckingham the very reason he’d been summoned back from Cairo, wasn’t it at the Buckingham Hotel that he was needed the most? – the taxicab pulled into a side street, just beyond the dazzling lights of the Ritz, that fierce rival to the Buckingham Hotel, and the driver shepherded him out.


‘The Deacon Club,’ he announced, approaching a nondescript black door between a leather goods’ shop and a gentlemen’s outfitters. ‘You’ll be attending this place a lot, sir, but mind you don’t mention it to another soul – not even your wife.’


Raymond was already aware there would have to be secrets he kept from Nancy. Such, he was told, was the cost of coming back home and spending the war in her company.


‘Come with me, sir.’


The door to the Deacon Club opened up at the driver’s touch, and Raymond followed him into a narrow hallway, where a concierge waited at a stark desk. This man, with his beak of a nose, did not have the look of a regular butler about him; his eyes told a different story – that lingering under the polite, officious façade was a well-trained, deadly sort of man. He ushered them deeper into the club, and onward Raymond came, up a narrow staircase, along hallways garlanded with portraits of days gone by – until, finally, he was ushered into a dining room with a bar, where gentlemen of dour appearance were taking their meals in abject silence or whispered conversation. Here the butler left them, and the driver – first instructing a waiter to pour Raymond a drink – said, ‘You’ll wait here, Lieutenant, while I make sure your officer is ready.’


It was too early for the whisky they poured him, but its golden hue was so appealing that Raymond allowed himself the indulgence. It slipped down like honey. There were still riches in London, then, even in this age of austerity and rationing.


Some moments later, the driver reappeared.


‘You may come through now, Mr de Guise.’


Beyond the bar was another staircase, and at the top of that another hall. Raymond was ushered through the door at its end, his whisky glass still in hand, and there the driver left him with a final knowing look.


The drawing room he had entered was not so very extraordinary. Dominated by an enormous desk, its walls lined in books – and one particularly savage bear’s head, mounted on dark, stained oak – it smelt of dust, the barbershop scent of Pinaud Clubman, and the smoke from the copious White Owl cigars which appeared to have kept the man he was visiting company through a long night.


There stood Maynard Charles: once the director of the Buckingham Hotel, now an officer with MI5; once, the man who hired Raymond to be a ballroom dancer in the fêted Grand Ballroom, now the man who was about to hire him as a spy.


‘Raymond,’ Maynard intoned, in his deep, plummy voice, ‘welcome to your new war.’







Chapter Two



In the Hotel Director’s office, at the end of that warren of passage­ways behind the check-in desks of the Buckingham Hotel, a man lay dead.


Frank Nettleton – reliable hotel page, stalwart member of the hotel fire watch, sometime ballroom dancer in the glittering environs of the Grand – had only arrived at the office to deliver Mr Knave a note. It was not in the job description for a hotel page, nor a demonstration dancer, to discover dead bodies – particularly when that body had once belonged to the eternal spirit of Walter Knave, the man who had been so calmly navigating the hotel through the choppy waters of war.


The note that Frank had been holding, just a hurried memo from Douglas Guthrie – the Scottish laird currently occupying the Continental Suite – slipped free of Frank’s fingers, then floated like a feather to the floor. ‘Mr Knave?’ Frank whispered, though it was already clear the man was dead. There he lay, in front of the desk that dominated the office, arms and legs splayed out, his face turned to the side and tinged in blue. ‘Mr Knave, can you hear me?’


The note finally touched the carpet at Mr Knave’s side. It had opened up as it fell. There lay the invitation to a dinner Mr Knave would never make. ‘I should be honoured if you were to dine with my wife Susannah and I, at a restaurant of your choosing.’ The venerable guests of the Buckingham Hotel often wanted to curry favour with management – many of these guests came time and time again, and it always reaped dividends to know the hotel director by name – but Walter Knave would not be sending an RSVP.


Frank crouched at his side. The old man had always had pallid features, but not like this. He’d run the hotel in his pomp, steering it through the unprecedented circumstances of the Great War a generation before, and only returned to his post at the outset of this fresh catastrophe.


He reached down to close the man’s eyes. He’d died with them open – but apparently, closing them was more difficult in real life than it was in the pictures. Some sort of rigor must have set in, which meant the poor old man must have met his end the night before.


Frank found a blanket on the armchair by the office fire and covered him gently. He took one last look, then hurried out of the office.


It was difficult to know who to tell. In a daze, Frank picked his way along the long corridor, round the audit office, past the Benefactors Study – and out through the doors that led to reception.


The reception hall of the Buckingham Hotel was buzzing on this early winter morning. He hurried past the ornate marble archway that led into the Grand and straight down the newly restored Housekeeping hall.


He was already at the Housekeeping Lounge, where each morning chambermaids gathered to receive their rotas, when the doors opened. Immediately, the corridor was filled with dozens of chattering chambermaids. A good number of the girls cuffed him around the shoulder and said hello as they passed – for Frank was often to be seen, of an evening, in the chambermaids’ kitchenette, high up in the Buckingham’s rafters, taking tea and toast with the girl he one day intended to marry.


There she was now: Rosa Bright, her heart-shaped face framed by hair as dark as her eyes. He’d been stepping out with her ever since he first came to the Buckingham Hotel, dancing with her in the clubs, sharing stolen moments, dreaming about the life they would one day live together. Rosa was a little older than Frank, though she seemed eternally sixteen – fiery, impassioned, and eager to embark upon every adventure life gave her. Her face lit up upon seeing Frank – ‘I can’t wait for dancing at the Midnight Rooms tonight!’ – but, when Frank did not immediately respond, she clutched his hand and said, ‘Frankie?’ Her accent had softened of late, but there was still the estuary twang of sunny Southend in her voice. ‘Frankie, what happened?’


‘I – I c-can’t say …’


Frank looked to move past, squeezing her hand in reassurance, but Rosa already knew something was dreadfully wrong; Frank had conquered his stammer, but it always crept back in when he was agitated.


‘Is N-Nancy through there?’


Rosa put her arms around him and whispered in his ear, ‘Come and find me later. I’m on the fifth floor.’


He kissed her on the cheek as she drew away, looked back at her as she hurried down the hall – and only then did he bow into the Housekeeping Lounge.


The breakfast things were still laid out across the long wooden table around which the chambermaids gathered each morning. Then he was on the other side of the Lounge, ducking through the doorway into the office.


There sat Nancy, her head in her papers, poring over budgets and rotas – all the manifold tasks that it fell to the Head of Housekeeping to fulfil. Nancy de Guise, née Nettleton, his older sister – and the only maternal figure he’d ever known, for Frank’s mother had died in childbirth, leaving Nancy to bring him up. She was a mother now herself, a working mother no less, and already carried the weight of worlds upon her shoulders – but to Frank she was the only one who would know what to do.


Upon hearing his footsteps, Nancy looked up.


She was more lined of late, weary from work and young motherhood, but immediately she knew something was wrong.


‘Frank, what happened?’


So he told her it all.


Some time later, having shed the weight of responsibility, Frank shivered in the cold out on Berkeley Square, waiting for the black cab to arrive. Standing in Michaelmas Mews, the little alleyway that led from the glorious environs of the square, around the side of the hotel and to the old tradesman’s entrance, he was not as sheltered from the January wind as he would have been if he’d stood beneath the hotel’s grand marble colonnade – but Frank had been drilled in propriety, and knew that a simple hotel page should not be seen where lords and ladies took in their first impressions of the glorious establishment. Consequently, here he waited, in the slush and biting cold, until – what felt like an hour later – a black cab came round the square and parked only feet away from where he stood.


Frank hurried out and opened up the door.


John Hastings – the American industrialist who had become the Buckingham’s principle investor and, last year, the head of the Hotel Board – hardly wanted Frank’s help disembarking, but accepted it all the same. ‘And you’re the one who found him, are you, boy?’


Frank nodded. ‘I went to deliver a note. Lord Guthrie wanted to introduce Mr Knave to his wife at dinner. I hardly thought …’ He swallowed. ‘I’m sorry, sir. I did the best I could. I covered him with blankets and – and – and …’


Mr Hastings, thirty-something and portly, stopped and slapped him on the back. ‘I’m sure you did valiantly, young man, but I’ll take it from here.’


By the time they reached the Hotel Director’s office, it was late morning and the Buckingham was alive. But the news of Mr Knave’s demise had been properly contained – a concierge stood at the door, tasked with sending away any who’d come to see the director. The concierge nodded at Mr Hastings and Frank, then stepped aside to permit them to enter.


Inside, the reverential hush was broken only by the voice of Doctor Evelyn Moore, narrating to Nancy – who stood, a willing doctor’s assistant, against the outer wall, taking notes. The good doctor, who was paid a retainer’s fee by the hotel and attended to its guests’ every ailment, crouched on the floor by the cadaver, taking measurements, making inspections, and thinking out loud. Aside from Nancy and Moore, only two other figures were in attendance: the audit and night managers, the most senior left on site. The secret would have to be revealed – and quickly, before rumour took hold – but at least the narrative might be controlled. That was as important in an establishment like the Buckingham as it was in the halls of Westminster itself.


‘Mr Hastings,’ Doctor Moore began. He was a wispy fellow, towering at more than six and a half feet, with dignified greying hair and a kindly undertaker’s look. ‘We can rule out foul play, I’m pleased to say. Mr Knave was a man of a certain vintage. Eighty-four years old this summer, and still toiling hard. His ticker hasn’t been in the finest of conditions for some time – and a man’s sense of duty can keep him alive only so long. I’m afraid he went to his maker before midnight last night. By the look of things, he’d stayed to keep up with his paperwork.’ Doctor Moore gestured to the files and papers still open on the office desk. ‘My guess is he didn’t know much about it. Here one minute, gone the next. There are worse ways for a man to go.’


Mr Hastings crouched at Knave’s side, and whispered some prayer of his own.


‘Have we notified his next of kin?’ he ventured.


‘Not yet, sir,’ the audit manager replied.


‘And do we have procedures for death?’


The audit and night managers only looked at each other glumly. In the end, it was Nancy who weighed in. ‘There are protocols for deaths in the suites.’ A hotel had to have them, and every lowly chambermaid was made aware of them from their first day on the job. Secrecy was of utmost importance, for no new guest wanted to learn that, days before, a man had gone to sleep in their suite and not woken the next morning. Death, or rumour of death, left an indelible stain that it was difficult to shake off – so secrecy was taken very seriously indeed.


‘What are they?’ Hastings enquired.


‘A judgement call is made: when can the body be removed, with the least visibility? It tends to be the dead of night, or else when dinner is being served.’ Nancy sighed, sadly. ‘Times when decorum is most easily maintained.’


‘He’ll be missed long before the day is out,’ said Hastings, thinking out loud.


‘He’s due to take luncheon with Mr Bancroft at one,’ chipped in the audit manager. ‘Mr Bancroft’s a regular guest – he’s staying with us off and on until the end of summer.’


‘Then he’s meant to address the dancers in the Grand,’ Frank recalled. ‘To talk about our plans for the ballroom this summer.’


Hastings drew himself back to his feet. ‘Then we must act swiftly. Frank, those plans will need cancelling. Blame it on sickness for the day. Can you do that, boy?’


Frank nodded.


Mr Hastings gazed around the room, fixing each of his audience with a pointed look. ‘I say it too often, but we sit at a critical juncture in the life and times of this hotel. My countrymen are coming to the war. That means they’re coming to London in their droves – and bringing with them all the might, and money, of the New World. I’m quite certain Mr Knave would understand and forgive us for thinking of the hotel in this moment. It was, after all, the work of his life to keep this establishment afloat. But the Buckingham must win this custom. I will not let the Savoy take the spoils. I will not come second to the Imperial or the Ritz. I will not let this fine man’s death derail us from our duty to each other – nor expose any weakness for those lesser establishments out there to exploit.’ He closed his eyes, kneaded his forehead, lost himself in thought for but a few moments. ‘Go back to your posts,’ he finally declared, ‘and spread the word: an all-staff meeting after the kitchens and bars have closed tonight, every soul in the Buckingham Hotel to gather in the Grand, after the last dance. And Nancy?’


Nancy looked at him and nodded.


‘I’m afraid you’re the one I trust most, so I’ll have to ask you to help with the grisliest matter at hand.’ Hastings paused. ‘I’m going to need your help to remove Mr Knave, for the very last time, from his office.’







Chapter Three



Maynard Charles had not aged considerably since the last time he and Raymond met, but that was only because nature had, from his earliest years, blessed him with the hangdog counten­ance of one much older. If anything, he had grown into his lugubrious – yet dignified – air. Now he stood in oak brown trousers and braces, an off-white shirt open at the collar, his sleeves rolled up like a man who had been attending to some unbecoming business just moments before. Evidently he’d been wearing a dark red tie at some point, because there it lay, pooled on the desk between mountains of files.


‘It’s strange to see your face again,’ Maynard began, drawing on the fat cigar in his hand, ‘and in such different circumstances. But my officers tell me you performed admirably in your initial instruction, so at least our business is already begun.’


Raymond was caught off guard. It seemed, then, that there were to be no pleasantries; that his return to active service in Great Britain was to be every bit as swift and efficient as his time at war. It would be far-fetched to call Maynard Charles a friend, but he was surprised by how urgent and brusque the older man was being.


‘They were very efficient, sir. Your officers were waiting for me at the dockside to whisk me away to their camp in Salisbury. I’d imagined I might get to go home first, sir. My wife gave birth while I was in the desert. I’m yet to meet my son.’


Maynard Charles merely arched an eyebrow. ‘I’m aware of your family situation. It is my business to be aware of every tiny detail. You need not worry, Raymond. Your son is in good health. Your wife stands on her own two feet. She always was a strong woman. You’ll see them soon enough, but I’m afraid you’ll have to wait a little longer. You’re in my service now, Raymond. King and Country comes before home and hearth.’


Raymond said, ‘They made that very clear to me in Salisbury, sir – and I don’t question it.’


Two weeks he’d been there, two long weeks of training quite unlike anything he’d done before. Basic infantry training drilled your body, but this had been the kind of training to drill the mind, to make a liar out of an honest man, to show him every underhand technique; training designed to turn a soldier into a spy.


Maynard Charles reached for the decanter on his desk. Apparently there was to be no tea this morning – for meetings like these, only brandy would do.


‘We’ve come a long way since our days at the Buckingham Hotel.’


Sometimes it felt as if that esteemed establishment, with its glorious white façade and the copper turrets that made it look as if the building itself was wearing a crown, was the centre of the world. Raymond could still remember the day he’d been summoned to the hotel – the rumour already spreading around London that the Buckingham Board had invested in construction of a new ballroom – and been shown into the cavernous interior of the Grand. ‘I should like it were you and Hélène to be my stars,’ Maynard had said. Hélène Marchmont: the glacial beauty, Raymond’s partner in dance, who had shared in his greatest accolades. Maynard didn’t understand dance; he didn’t understand song, and spectacle – nor even, really, joy – but he did understand that you had to treasure a prized investment, and Raymond was his greatest asset in the Grand. They’d worked together for nearly ten years, ending only with the onset of war – when both were called to take the King’s shilling, albeit in very different worlds.


‘Has it really been three years?’ Maynard said, with the world weariness that came so naturally to him.


‘Less, sir – though time feels very different these days.’


‘It does indeed. It slows down and speeds up at the will of this war – and now, Raymond,’ he tipped back his chin and took the brandy in one big gulp, ‘it’s changing again. You’ve been fighting your war in North Africa – but there’s war here in London as well. And I don’t mean the bombs from above …’


Now it was Raymond’s turn to take his brandy. It warmed every corner of him.


‘I know, sir. They explained my commission when I got to Salisbury. The shadow war, they called it. One fought with whispers and rumour, not guns and tanks.’


‘The war against our own,’ Maynard said, with a sigh. ‘You were still stranded in France when we first rounded up Britain’s own fascists. There were plenty who slipped the net, of course. Money always buys freedoms. And since then, I’m afraid, we have seen no shortage of men preparing for our new Nazi rulers. God willing, the story of this war will be one of Britain rising triumphant from the darkness, but there will be a litany of untold stories – stories of traitors and turncoats in our midst. It’s those stories I’m tasked with putting a stop to, before the full tale gets told.’


‘I’m ready for the fight, sir. You don’t need to doubt it.’


‘Things have moved on since the beginning. Back then, every traitor in Britain was happy to advertise the fact they hated our way of life. Mosley and his Union of Fascists. Ramsay and his Right Club. They were proud of it, waving their flags for the future they wanted.’ Maynard paused. ‘These days they play a quieter game. Sedition is not as spectacular as once it was, but it’s still sedition. Mr Churchill might have the Empire lined up behind him, but there are others working to rout him. Admiral Domville might be interned, but there are still plenty who would see him installed as Mr Hitler’s puppet if Britain was to become a Protectorate of the Reich. Don’t believe for a second that men don’t congregate in London with the express intent of bringing Mr Churchill to heel. Don’t believe there aren’t people here who want to see stormtroopers goose-stepping down Horse Guards Parade.’ Maynard smiled. ‘Which brings me neatly back to you, and our beloved Buckingham Hotel.’


‘It sometimes seems as if all roads in my life go back to the Buckingham, sir.’


‘It is the business of my department to have eyes and ears all over London. I have men working for me in places low and high. I have my men in the munitions factories and railyards; I have men in universities and churches. But, right now, I have no eyes and ears in the Buckingham Hotel – and it has become of paramount importance that this is corrected.’ He paused. ‘The Buckingham Hotel is a playground for the powerful, the wealthy, the elite.’


‘Ever since its inception,’ Raymond returned. ‘It’s what I was hired for. To win their custom with elegance and poise.’


‘Well, now you must win their confidences in the same manner – then bring their secrets back to me.’


Salisbury had been full of it: every conversational gambit and tactic interrogated in intimate detail, drilling Raymond so that he might open up hearts and minds, then plunder every secret.


‘Unfortunately, as you have seen, men of high standing are not always immune to the temptations of treachery. A certain Lord Tavistock has been using the Candlelight Club of late, hosting his nefarious meetings. His are the purse strings behind various fascist causes we seek to undermine. Or take a trip over to the Savoy. I’m breaking protocol here, Raymond, but I do it to impress upon you the importance of our crusade: a certain young US diplomat was recently intercepted trading thousands of private communiqués between the leadership of this nation and the White House. So you see, I need a man on the ground. You’re of more use here than you ever were in North Africa. There are a hundred others who can serve in your stead out there. Only you can give me what I need in the Buckingham Hotel. That playground of princes has become a sorting house for spies.’


At that moment, the door of the little drawing room opened and a lean, angular man, with dark, darting eyes shuffled in, a pile of papers in his hands.


‘Ah, Mr Charles, I see I’ve kept you waiting.’


‘Not at all, Mr Croft,’ Maynard replied – and, standing, sought to introduce the man to Raymond. ‘Mr Croft, meet my old compatriot, Raymond de Guise. Raymond’s been fighting the Boche between Tripoli and Tobruk much of this last year, but as you know, his skills are needed elsewhere.’


‘Well, Mr de Guise,’ smiled the man named Croft, offering Raymond the limpest handshake of his lifetime, ‘I’m the one tasked with bringing you home without questions.’


Raymond wasn’t sure he understood. ‘I’m already home.’


‘Oh yes, but there’ll be people asking why. Not just your family and friends, though you’ll be required to keep them in the dark as to your true purpose. There are authorities to satisfy. The conscription board, for one. I have your replacement papers here.’ Mr Croft splayed out the papers he’d brought with him and started detailing them to Raymond and Maynard, one by one. ‘An honourable discharge, so that your history shows you as the hero you’re going to be. How confident are you at keeping a cover story, Raymond?’


Raymond’s eyes darted around. He was about to reply when, suddenly, Maynard Charles waded in: ‘When I first approached Raymond to be my star dancer in the Grand, I was under the impression he was the minor son of some French aristocrat. Raymond de Guise, you see. Little did I know, back then, that he was really one of the sons of Whitechapel – a rabble rouser in the East End, who’d simply been tutored for the ballroom by a Frenchman. It was that Frenchman who convinced feral Ray Cohen he should become the debonair de Guise. Yes, I’d say Raymond here is adept enough at sticking to a story.’


‘Well,’ Croft said, guardedly, ‘this one mustn’t be exposed – not even to your nearest and dearest.’ And he moved on to another set of papers. ‘Your medical report, from doctors stationed at the barracks at Kasr-el-Nil.’


Raymond hadn’t once been to the field hospital, except in the service of injured friends.


‘Mr de Guise,’ Croft went on, ‘you are now completely deaf in your left ear, and the hearing in your right has been impacted as well. You’ll find the details of the incident in which you sustained these injuries on pages three and four. Memorise it before you leave this room. You’ll be telling the story over and again, and I’ll be testing you on it before the day is done.’


Raymond’s eyes roamed over the paper. Something about a bomb overturning the military convoy in which he’d been travelling.


‘You understand why?’


Raymond nodded. ‘You need an injury that gets me discharged, but doesn’t require me crippled for life.’


‘I need you dancing,’ Maynard Charles chipped in.


Raymond nodded. ‘Deafness at this scale might easily impact my timing in the ballroom, but I think I could make it look real.’


‘A champion, triumphing against the odds,’ smiled Mr Croft, warming to his theme. ‘I’m sure an artiste of your calibre can sell that story. Count yourself fortunate: one of my colleagues suggested a little surgical adjustment, to make one of your eyes blinded and milky. You might have ended up wearing a patch.’


‘I need him handsome,’ Maynard cut in. ‘People spill secrets to the beautiful. It is an unfortunate facet of human nature, but we distrust those to whom we’re not attracted.’


Raymond looked up from the paperwork. ‘Nancy’s bound to see through it.’


‘You’re to see that she doesn’t,’ Mr Croft snapped, and stood to leave. ‘Come downstairs when you’re finished, Mr de Guise. I’m afraid there are some more tests we have to work through before we can set you loose. I need to know how well your story holds up. I need to poke and prod at it from every angle. We’ll have you back to that wife of yours by day’s end, I’m sure, but not until we’re satisfied your head’s where it needs to be.’


As soon as they were alone, Maynard softened.


‘I know it’s going to take some adjusting to, Raymond, but you truly will be a valuable asset.’


‘I hope so, sir.’


‘You’ll never be able to say what you did for King and Country, but there’s a certain pride in that. You’ll come to feel it in time.’


Raymond nodded, ‘How am I to get back into the Buckingham, sir? Things have moved on since I left the ballroom. The troupe is different now. It has new leadership, new direction.’


‘Make overtures, as soon as you can, to the management at the hotel. Use your wife if you must. Bully and cajole them, if that doesn’t work. Use your nous and find a way. But I expect you to be dancing again long before this winter beats its retreat. I expect you to be dancing, listening, and reporting to me – and me alone.’ Maynard Charles reached out and gripped him by the hand. ‘I know it won’t be easy, Raymond. We are under no misapprehensions about that. Much has changed in London since you left. Your home, your work, your old world – much of it will feel unfamiliar in the weeks and months to come. But this is how you serve, Raymond. Find a way back into the ballroom. Find a way back into the glitz and the glamour of the lifestyle you left behind.’ Maynard released his hand. ‘Welcome back to the war, Raymond. Welcome back to the dance.’







Chapter Four



Max Allgood, the fêted – though still, he liked to think, improb­able – leader of the Buckingham Hotel’s orchestra, was proud of his jowls. Though it hadn’t been scientifically proven, he devoutly believed that the quality of a trombonist’s musicianship correlated directly with the quality of his jowls. Right now, as afternoon ticked towards evening in his new lodgings at No 62 Albert Yard, he was admiring both the girth of his jowls and the polish of his trombone in the upright mirror. He’d be glad to get back to playing tonight. The Christmas festivities at the Buckingham Hotel already seemed a long time ago, and the first slow weeks of January had passed in a blur. There was spring to look forward to, a ball for Midsummer’s Night – his first full year in charge of the orchestra in the Grand Ballroom. So many things had slipped through Max’s fingers on his rise to the top, but he meant to make this year count.


He put Lucille to his lips.


Her song rang out, through the open window, over the rooftops of Lambeth. London sat under a grey shroud as evening drew near, but Max’s music spoke of long summer nights, raucous dancing out under the stars. He’d been determined to bring something American to the music of London ever since he was summoned to the Buckingham. The news that the Americans were at last joining the war, and that platoons of them would soon be coursing into London, only gave him yet more conviction: the future was the jitterbug, the jive, the wild jazz and swing he’d played in the bars of the Bowery, Chicago, New Orleans.


So engrossed was he in making Lucille take flight that he didn’t hear the engine, at first. Indeed, it wasn’t until a car door slammed, and he heard a familiar voice remonstrating with its driver, that the music died, and he carried Lucille to the attic window, there to look down upon the street below.


Albert Yard had been devastated in the bombings of two Christmases ago, and the scars could still be seen up and down the street – but the ugliest thing on show was the young man who, having climbed out of a taxicab, was now ungraciously explaining why he didn’t have the money to pay for the fare.


Max was still watching him, his heart growing heavier with each volley from below, when the bedroom door opened up – and in marched his cousin Ava. She was a big woman, bold in both body and soul, and the floorboards quaked where she trod. She’d been his companion across the ocean, across the dance halls of the Continent – the mastermind, he wasn’t embarrassed to admit, of their ascent at the Buckingham Hotel. Max was as talented a trombonist as any who had ever played, but his musical flair was matched by his business ineptitude. Ava, meanwhile, had an acumen honed in the less salubrious quarters of New York.


She jostled Max out of the way, looked down out of his window, and stoutly shook her head.


‘Here comes trouble. You’d think he might have the good grace and gratitude to not cause a situation before he’s even put his foot through the door. Nelson!’ she cried out, her voice big and brash, as loud as Lucille. ‘Nelson Allgood, you stand to attention down there! That man don’t deserve your cursing.’ Then she withdrew her head from the window and declared, ‘Fish some farthings out o’ your pocket, Max. We’ll bail him out of this one, but after that he’ll have to pay his way.’


Max waited until his cousin was gone, then placed Lucille tenderly back in her case. ‘I see he’s brought my trumpet, at least,’ he told her. ‘You don’t need to get jealous now, Lucille, but it’ll be good to have Tommy back. You got to keep your family around.’


With Lucille happily at rest, Max waddled – he’d been a little bow-legged ever since birth – out of the bedroom and down the attic stairs, following Ava to the ground floor. It had been mere weeks since he and his cousin had taken up residence here, and the truth was he still felt like a guest – so, when he passed Mrs Orla Brogan in the hall, he bowed down to her like a good lodger should. The Brogan family were stalwarts of the Buckingham Hotel, with two of their children working there – the others were out in Suffolk, where they’d been sent at the start of the war – and had been happy to take lodgers into the big, empty house. They’d told Max, more than once, to treat the place like his own – but if they’d seen the way he used to live, back in Chicago and New York, they might have thought twice about that particular instruction. Max might have been the leader of the orchestra at the grandest hotel in London, but he’d grown up in lice-infested flophouses, done a long stint in a juvenile penitentiary, and slept in too many barns and bus stations to mention. The road to the top was not as gilded for a Black musician from New Orleans as it was for an upper-crust Englishman born to titles and wealth.


Ava was already out of the front door and into the gathering dark. By the time Max waddled through, she had managed to placate the taxi driver – though Nelson still fumed, bouncing from foot to foot, by the kerb.


‘See, I told you we were upstanding. I told you you’d get paid. Uncle Max,’ Nelson called, as Max shambled past, ‘these people got no respect for an upstanding man. Pay him his fare, won’t you? I promised him double if he’d only stop yapping.’


‘You did what?’ sighed Max, who wasn’t remotely surprised.


‘I got to get that devil off my back. This is new beginnings, Uncle Max – but it’s same old attitudes, everywhere you turn!’


Max could smell the liquor on his breath – so, he sup-­
posed, it wasn’t really a new beginning after all. The boy was supposed to have come in on the morning train; they’d thought him delayed, but evidently it was an alehouse in London town that had delayed him. Thank God some ne’er-do-well hadn’t taken off with the trumpet.


Max palmed every coin he had in his pocket to the driver and tried not to grizzle too much at his nephew as he retreated into the house. ‘Same old attitudes sure is right,’ he muttered. ‘You know, Nelson – you ever heard what the English say? You always bring the weather with you.’


Nelson slumped through the front door. ‘What do you mean, Uncle Max?’


‘It means … you’re the storm; wherever you wander, the rain comes down. But I suppose you ought to come here,’ and he opened his arms. ‘We’ve missed you, boy.’


Max was still holding Nelson in a bear hug when Ava came back through the door, dusting her hands down. ‘Good riddance to bad rubbish,’ she said, as the engine of the taxi flared outside. ‘Was he that rude to you on the journey, Nelson?’


‘Oh, worse,’ Nelson grinned, emerging from his uncle’s arms. ‘These English don’t know manners. They just know the idea of it. It’s like they practised being polite so much they’ve forgotten who’s real people and who’s …’


Nelson blanched, for another face had appeared in the living room now: Orla Brogan, pale and white, with a great basket of laundry in her arms.


‘I beg your pardon, ma’am,’ he ventured, bowing ridiculously low. ‘I didn’t mean nothing bad against your countrymen. I’m sure there’s good English too.’


Orla rolled her eyes. ‘Oh, you don’t need to worry about that. I’m Irish.’ She walked on through, deposited the laundry in the kitchen, and peeked her head back round the corner.


‘So this is home?’ Nelson said, taking in the cluttered front room, the staircase tucked behind, the great hearth where the embers of last night’s fire still glowed. ‘You know, I figured that, when I finally came to join you, I’d be getting my quarters at the Buckingham Hotel.’ He eyeballed his mother and uncle searchingly. ‘I figured I’d have some palace of a suite. There’d be a chambermaid to turn down my bedcovers. Maybe a concierge to feed me grapes.’


Ava clipped him round the ear; she’d been doing that ever since he was knee-high, and it didn’t look like she’d be stopping it any time soon. ‘Things changed,’ she said, ‘but you can be grateful for this place. We sure are.’ She made sure Mrs Brogan had heard before she went on. ‘The Brogans have put a roof over our head – and yours – and all they ask for is a little in board, and that we pool our rations. It’s a very nice living – nicer than you’ve had this past year, I shouldn’t wonder, sleeping on floors and in closets, by the look of you. Billy works up at the Buckingham with his sister Annie – they can get just about anything we might need, even off ration. Don’t ask me how – the job comes with perks – but that Billy, he’s got the golden touch.’


In the kitchen doorway, Orla Brogan smiled, ‘We wouldn’t even have this house without our Billy.’


‘So you’re to treat the place with the same respect you’d treat your own.’ Ava paused. ‘On second thoughts, you’re to treat the place with more respect than you’d treat your own – much, much more.’


Nelson had the look of a curious dog about him as he prowled the edges of the room, seemingly sniffing every corner. ‘It’s better than Bristol,’ he said. ‘Better than those digs in Manchester when I was playing at the Ritz.’


Max’s eyes goggled. ‘You played piano at the Manchester Ritz?’


‘I stepped in for some lag who’d had too many whiskies.’


Max said, ‘You smell like you’ve had too many whiskies, and it’s not yet five o’clock.’


‘A little toast to coming to London town, that’s all it is!’ Nelson beamed. ‘The Manchester Ritz is a swish ol’ place, Uncle Max. Almost every dance band worth anything’s played there. I’m just not sure they were ready for these …’ And he lifted up his hands, to wiggle his fingers.


So, thought Max, he’d not lost any of his obnoxiousness since they’d been apart. Nelson had been playing in clubs and dance halls wherever he could, anywhere that might pay him enough for his supper – and, if he was lucky, a roof over his head – but hard times hadn’t drilled the bad manners out of him.


‘I’ll bet it’s not nearly as fine a gig as the Buckingham Hotel. Now, there’s a place you’ll remember. They don’t pay you in rum at a place like that.’ Nelson looked from his mother to his uncle with a radiant smile. ‘So, when do I start?’


There was silence in the front room. Max slumped into one of the armchairs, kneading his brow wearily. Not even Ava could meet her son’s expectant eyes. As for Orla Brogan, she had decided that now was the right moment to get on with that laundry.


‘See, there’s been a problem with that,’ Ava began. ‘Max, why don’t you tell the boy?’


‘Me?’ baulked Max, who wished suddenly he had Lucille back in his hands.


Nelson’s smile was suddenly a little less radiant. ‘You’re starting to sound like those dance-hall managers I been dealing with. They always deal bad hands. Ma, what’s going on?’


Ava just looked at Max – and Max had never been able to weather that demanding look for long, so at last he said, ‘I gotta get there soon. We’re playing tonight. Nelson,’ and he stood up, making for the door, ‘we can talk about it later. I won’t be back until midnight, mind – and that’s gambling on the sirens not singin’ …’


Max was hurrying for the stairs to collect Lucille from above, but Ava slipped suddenly into his path. ‘The boy deserves the truth.’


‘You ain’t holding out on me, are you, Uncle Max? I thought we had a deal? You and Ma get yourself settled up at that hotel, and then you find a place for me so’s I can follow. That’s what you said, isn’t it? And – and I know for a fact, a god damn fact, that your old pianist’s on the out. He left before Christmas, and you had to fill in, Uncle Max. They’re talkin’ about it everywhere. Max Allgood put down Lucille and tinkled the ivories for the Christmas Ball. Well? Didn’t you?’


Max had the heaviest of hearts. ‘It’s not been simple, boy. Now’s not the right moment.’


Nelson’s eye had started twitching, just as it did when he heard those clerks making certain vile inferences on the Paddington train. ‘Then what in the name of hell did I come here for? No, Uncle Max – no, you owe me. You can’t flake out on a promise. You said you’d make me a star.’
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