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			23rd November 1962

			Sir,

			I received your package this morning. You were quite right to suppose that this volume would interest me, and it was generous of you to send it on approval before listing it in your catalogue. The price you mention is quite acceptable.

			Your deductions about the identity of the author are correct. Under her pseudonym, she is now of course an accomplished writer with admirers all over the world. It touched me deeply, however, to be reminded of her early years behind the counter of the shop on Archangel Lane. They seem so very long ago, those months after VE Day and before the Big Freeze, when we were all so full of hope and optimism. The recent cold weather brought them to mind again – though thankfully none of us are now obliged to eat snoek or cadge chocolate from visiting Americans.

			She has used my name, fragments of my biography and some details of the police cases in which I played a very minor role, but I feel I must make it clear that this is a work of fiction and not an account drawn from life. The possibility of confusion may be why she chose not to publish these three stories – although those who admire her present output will find clear echoes in her novels Prescription for Murder (1953), ‘And Cut . . .’ (1955) and Blood Sisters (1960). She now resides in California, where I believe she is adapting the latter for the motion pictures.

			

			The binding is excellent and of a standard rarely lavished on unpublished typescript material (I confess I recognise the work of the firm). For the record, however, I should point out that I did not suffer from scarlet fever as a child, that the kingdom of Scutari would appear to be some lightly fictionalised version of Albania under King Zog, and the character of Jack Blunt is entirely the author’s invention. I think also that she has misremembered some of the details of the chocolate ration: unlike me, she never had a sweet tooth.

			I include a cheque made out for the quoted amount. Will I see you at Chelsea for the ABA meeting? I hear Walker acquired the library at Hessingdon. I fear he paid too much: I visited in the thirties and the place was damp even then.

			Yours sincerely,

			Book

		

	
		
			

			

			10th December 1962

			 

			Dear Nora,

			I hope that you did not greet the arrival of this package with dismay. One can’t be sure, after all these years. I picture you by a swimming pool, with a portable typewriter and rattan furniture, thinking, perhaps, of this letter as an intrusion from our small and smoky world into your wide and sunny one. I know you will have recognised the handwriting. You were always complaining about it.

			We have followed your career, of course. How clever of you to take the bones of those early cases and rebuild them as entirely different animals. Transplanting them to America was the cleverest part, I think. I always thought your gas station attendant in Prescription for Murder was modelled on poor Mr George Harkup. And the concierge in Blood Sisters – transparently poor old Edmund Kind.

			Now, though, through a quirk of circumstance, I have had the opportunity to inspect your earliest drafts. I’m not sure how they came into the possession of the dealer who sent them to me – another mystery we might solve? – but he was very good and discreet about the matter.

			They’re juvenilia, I know, and perhaps it was wrong of me to read them at all, but I’m afraid my curiosity got the better of me. As you will recall, it often did. I can see that you wrote them on the shop typewriter. I still use it. This ‘e’ is unmistakable.

			

			If I was a younger man I would quote Oscar and say that there’s only one thing worse than being written about, but I am an old man, and I haven’t the words to express how it felt to have those days recalled to me, in all their giddy speed and interest; all their pain, too.

			I confess I considered destroying them. Consigning them to the flames. My instincts, however, prevented me from doing so. The smell of burning paper is the worst smell in the world. So I write, dear Nora, to return these stories to you. They are your property, not mine. But my secrets are here. And even after all these years, I keep them close.

			My fate is in your hands.

			Yours ever,

			Book

		

	
		
			

			Slightly Foxed

			

		

	
		
			

			Chapter One

			Jack feared that the light would dazzle him. The view from his cell window had offered as much sunshine as the porthole of a submarine: victory in Europe had brought no more. Removing years of grime – the residue of the Blitz, the tidemark of London pea-­soupers – had not, to his disappointment, proved a priority of the first six months of the Labour government. His final night in HMP Whitechapel brought little sleep and the prickling realisation that the world beyond its walls was as unknown to him as a Sanskrit manuscript.

			Prison suits some people. It did not suit Jack. He did not relish the company of the habitual housebreakers and smash-­and-­grab men who traded stories like old actors in the green room. Nor did he care for the conchies, who, assuming he was one of their number, tried to engage him in discussions about the unintended consequences of Versailles. Of the racketeers and coupon-­fiddlers, he preferred the ones who declared there was nothing wrong with eating horse meat to those who had some elaborate story about how they’d been sold something in waxed paper under false pretences. He was grateful that the trunk murderer of Surrey Green did not take a shine to him, as he had done to other unfingermarked young men on their landing. He did not curry favour with the warders.

			

			His separateness hardly made his confinement pass more quickly, but it saved him from a beating. Prisoners without loyalties earned no rewards and received few punishments.

			‘I hope you enjoyed your stay with us, sir,’ said the warder.

			‘I’d recommend it to my friends,’ said Jack. ‘But I don’t have any.’

			‘You’ve got one,’ said the warder. He tapped the suitcase containing the meagre belongings with which Jack had come through the door. A ticket bearing Jack’s name was tied to the handle. Beside it, fixed with glue like a luggage label, was an envelope. Jack tore it open. Inside was a picture postcard of Shakespeare, yellow and faded, as if it had spent the inter-­war years unbought on a rack outside a newsagent in Stratford-­upon-­Avon. Jack flipped it around.

			158 Archangel Lane, WC2.

			Keys rattled in old locks. The iron hinges of the prison door yawned open and discharged Jack into freedom. He had no need to blink or shade his eyes. Someone had stolen the sun from England.

			 

			London bus routes, Jack was relieved to discover, had changed little since the bolts had been thrown behind him. The number 15 still ran east to west, from Stepney Methodist Church past St Paul’s Cathedral and the Aldwych to Charing Cross. The streets through which it moved, however, had been made strange by war. On the Whitechapel Road, rubble gathered in drifts. The teeth had been knocked out of the City. Once-­elegant buildings leaned on wooden crutches. The ghosts of air-­raid sticky tape haunted the windows of Fleet Street. The Royal Courts of Justice, he noticed, had survived without a scratch. As the bus rattled past, he averted his gaze from its entrance and read the newspaper vendors’ boards clustered on the other side of the street. The Foreign Secretary had given a speech. Famine was imminent. Where, Jack wondered? In Germany? In England? Across the whole world?

			

			Jack had not expected peacetime London to dazzle him with Technicolor, but he had hoped for more visible signs that the Allies had actually won the war. One of the warders had told him that in Berlin they were stripping wallpaper to make broth from the paste. Londoners, he noticed, also had a lean and hungry look. As he stepped off the bus, he caught a glimpse of himself reflected in a barber’s shop mirror. Perhaps he had it too.

			The sign for Archangel Lane was thick with soot and placed slightly too high on the wall. At first Jack walked straight past it. Retracing his steps, he found himself in one of those unironed creases of the capital; a byway that seemed to have escaped demolition because Edwardian developers had failed to notice its existence. Not that it was quiet: its narrow space was lined with small businesses, some thriving, some dying, some persisting in that state of commercial purgatory indicated by a faded window display scattered lightly with dead bluebottles.

			The inhabitants, Jack discovered, were friendly. This put him on the back foot. In prison, common pleasantries were not so common, a smile was usually the portent of bad news, and only the screws wore hats. When Mr Eric Wellbeloved, the butcher of Archangel Lane, caught his eye and tapped the brim of his straw boater, Jack found the gesture hard to read. Mr Wellbeloved was a beast of a man, with flanks that would have borne subdivision into rump, beef and brisket. His eyes, heavily lashed, blinked in Jack’s direction, then refocused on the window. The morning’s offers – liver, kidneys, lights – written up in strokes of white paint, vanished under the impact of Mr Wellbeloved’s wet cloth. Beside him, his assistant, Enid Clegg, was manoeuvring a great slab of pig onto a hook. She was a slight woman, but the carcass seemed to hold no difficulty or mystery for her; she moved it as easily as a demonstration dancer taking the floor for the paso doble. She did not look up as Jack passed.

			

			‘Afternoon,’ said a man in a leather apron.

			‘Afternoon,’ said Jack.

			Mr Toovey, the cobbler, with a row of tools in his top pocket and a smear of Meltonian shoe cream on his right ear, was holding out his hand. It took Jack a moment to understand that he was asking to see the postcard of Shakespeare. Mr Toovey took it, read it and pointed down the street. Jack followed his gaze along the row of shops. The tailor’s had an offer on made-­to-­measure morning suits: its proprietor stood in the window like one of his own dummies. The chemist was shuttered. It might have been closed for lunch; it might have been abandoned by its owners before the war. Beyond it was a wallpaper shop alive with floral patterns – the colour plate in the black and white magazine of Archangel Lane.

			At the end of the street, Jack saw a woman who seemed to be waiting for a pantechnicon to take her to a new home. She was sitting on the kerb surrounded by a collection of mismatched domestic objects – a painted coal scuttle, a Victorian washstand, a set of bentwood chairs. Was this the person he was supposed to meet?

			

			‘Bit lost, love?’ she asked, as Jack realised that these objects were the stock of her junk shop, and that Mrs Acres was hoping for custom, not removal. She did not ask to see Jack’s postcard. She seemed to know that a visitor arriving on Archangel Lane with a suitcase and an uncertain air was unlikely to be looking for Mr Quillian the tailor, or Mr Harkup the chemist, and still less a Victorian washstand, however reasonably priced.

			‘158, is it?’ she asked.

			Jack followed her nod to a shop that, like the entrance to Archangel Lane, he had entirely managed to miss.

			It was a bookshop. The bottle-­green paintwork had seen better days, but the glass in the windows had survived the war unpatched. A stuffed fox and a bust of Edgar Allan Poe peered out, as if to put off browsers who might have been attracted by the discounted volumes piled on a pair of wooden trolleys parked on the pavement. These books were protected by an awning, but the air was damp, and Jack felt he could almost see them swelling. The sign above them also drew his eye. The name of the shop seemed to contain a grammatical error of the kind that, while common among bakers and fruiterers, seemed an offence against a business that dealt in the printed word.

			Book’s.

			Jack stood in front of the glass and shrugged his shoulders. The jacket was two sizes bigger than the trousers, and both had the sour smell of clothes that have been stored for a long time in the unheated backroom of a charitable institution. He sniffed the cuffs, then his own hands. He worried that his skin carried the odour of prison – cabbage, carbolic, cold sweat – and that this would be obvious once he left the air of the street. He straightened his sleeves and pushed open the door. The bell clattered unmusically.

			

			 

			A man who has spent many months staring at whitewash and brown glazed bricks may feel overwhelmed by the plainest domestic interior. One old lag, a walnut-­faced recidivist who forgot to put the stocking on his head before walking into the Charing Cross Bank and demanding a stack of used oncers, had told Jack that on his release he had been given a headache by the striped paper on the wall of his mother’s parlour.

			Jack felt some of this pain as he entered 158 Archangel Lane. It is hard to describe the sensation to someone who has not experienced the shift from prison plainness to the plenitude of ordinary life, but had you asked him, as his eyes moved from shelf to shelf, clocking green Penguins and Victorian yellowbacks and atlases in obscure scripts, Jack would have told you to think of eating rich cuts of unfamiliar meat – jellied, curried, spiced – after a long diet of oats and water.

			The room was stuffed with books of every description. They lined the walls, crammed the groaning shelves, stood in tottering leathery stacks in every corner, their bindings plum, scarlet, buff. Jack squinted at the titles. His fingers gripped the handle of his suitcase. He could smell dust, ancient paper, the faint aroma of baking. Was the ticking of the clock really so loud?

			

			It was at this moment that he noticed he was being observed. From a basket beside an unlit fire, a Labrador of a certain age regarded him with large lugubrious eyes, utterly unmoved. Jack nodded to the animal and might have made some greeting, had his attention not been distracted by the violent movement of the baize curtain that divided the floor of the shop from a domestic space at the rear.

			An angular blur of three-­piece porridge tweed moved across his field of vision. The man did not turn to face his visitor but had clearly noticed his presence because, as he sped from the kitchen to a set of wheeled library steps on the far side of the shop, he slapped a book into Jack’s hands. Jack took it as he might have caught a football hurled in his direction.

			‘Hold that, would you?’ said the man. It was a command, not a request. ‘What can you tell me about it?’

			Jack realised that he was not simply required to hold the book, as you might hold the umbrella of someone looking for a bus ticket, but was being asked to examine it. To appraise it. He flicked through its pages and regretted the action immediately. The paper was parched and friable and a small fragment of the frontispiece fluttered to the floor.

			‘Looks old,’ he said, hoping that more would occur to him.

			‘It is,’ said the man. He was now at the summit of the library steps and dancing his finger along a run of obscure-­looking periodicals. ‘Fairly indifferent Jacobean poetry. Calfskin binding. Worth a couple of bob. Three if we were just that little bit closer to the Museum.’

			

			‘What are these brown spots on the pages?’ asked Jack.

			The man descended the steps so quickly that Jack feared he had offended him with an accidental insult – but at least he was no longer talking to the back of his head.

			The man’s reddish hair flopped forwards over a pair of round, amber-­coloured spectacles. A beard, almost equally red, gave force to the jaw without betraying any history in the services. It was not a naval style, nor one of those unruly bohemian tangles grown by demob-­happy Army and RAF men. Through it flashed a smile of such shocking width and intensity that Jack felt the sudden shadow of prison on his mind. He had no idea whether this man wanted to embrace him or kick him back onto the cobbles.

			‘You get straight to the heart of the matter, Mr . . . ?’

			‘Jack,’ said Jack, a little too slowly. ‘Just Jack.’

			The man took back the volume of fairly indifferent Jacobean poetry and spread his fingers over the page, indicating the tea-­coloured speckles as an astronomer might indicate the distribution of stars in a galaxy.

			‘That’s called “foxing”, Jack just Jack,’ he murmured. ‘It’s what time does to books. To all of us, really. In the profession we say it’s “slightly foxed”. Interested?’

			‘There’s a mistake,’ said Jack.

			This was not the expected answer.

			‘A mistake?’ repeated the man.

			‘On the door,’ said Jack. ‘The sign.’

			The man narrowed his eyes. ‘What about it?’ he asked.

			

			‘Well, it’s wrong, isn’t it?’ said Jack. ‘There’s no apostrophe in “books”.’

			‘There is,’ said the man.

			‘There isn’t,’ said Jack.

			‘There is,’ insisted the man.

			‘There isn’t!’ protested Jack, wondering if this would come to blows.

			‘There is!’

			‘There isn’t!’

			‘There is,’ said the man, looking strangely satisfied by this exchange, ‘if your name is Book and you happen to own the shop. Which it is and I do.’

			Book held out his hand. Jack took it. It was his first handshake in over two years, and its warmth left him speechless.

			‘My name’s Book,’ said Book. ‘Book’s books. Confusing, I know. Or is it handy? I can never decide. Anyway. I’m Book and I run a bookshop. This one, obviously. You must be here about the job. Tea?’

			 

			The handshake led to a chair in the back kitchen, the moan of a kettle on a dirty gas ring, and the sight of Mr Book risking his eyebrows by peering into the hot interior of the stove.

			‘Not quite there yet,’ he said. Close enough, though, for him to keep the scorched floral oven glove on his hand.

			The business of tea-­making, Jack discovered, was also a test. Book indicated a battered caddy and a brown earthenware pot of the sort into which a Mad Hatter might have stuffed a dormouse.

			‘How much?’ asked Jack, digging the spoon into the loose leaves.

			

			It was as if Jack had asked for a prompt for the first line of the Lord’s Prayer.

			‘Where were you dragged up?’ Book roared. ‘One for each person and one for the pot!’

			The appearance of the Labrador through the baize curtain seemed to erase the offence from his mind. The animal padded into the kitchen and stood sentry by his master, expressing loyalty both to the man and the smell of hot dough that spilled from the oven.

			‘Well, Jack just Jack,’ he said. ‘This is Dog.’

			‘Dog?’ queried Jack, feeling that he might be about to step into another grammatical minefield.

			‘Just Dog,’ said Book, beaming downwards. He gave the animal an affectionate pat with his uninsulated hand, then turned his attention back to the stove. A moment later he had extracted a baking sheet loaded with dark brown biscuits and was peering at them as if they were the result of a complex scientific experiment.

			‘Ginger snaps,’ he said. He tipped them onto a cooling rack and set it down on the kitchen table. ‘I can never be bothered to wait, can you?’

			Book pinched a biscuit between thumb and forefinger and was about to dunk it in his tea when he noticed that his cup was empty. Jack took the hint and poured. Steam rose agreeably. Book added milk from a bottle on the table and took an immense gulp.

			‘Oh God,’ he breathed, ‘that’s better. I must have my tea. Without tea I am merely unreconstituted dust.’

			Jack raised his own cup to his lips. Either he had grown accustomed to the tepidities of prison catering, or Mr Book’s mouth was made partly of asbestos.

			

			‘Now,’ said Book, ‘I have a little hobby on the side and I find it’s taking me away from the shop more and more. And Nora – you’ll meet her soon, I’m sure – can’t be here all the time. So I require assistance.’ He took another gulp of tea. ‘Board and lodging come with the position and the remuneration is reasonable but not extravagant. Have a ginger snap, why don’t you?’

			Jack picked up a biscuit. Doing so, however, clarified his sense of unease. There were processes, mechanisms, whirling and moving around him, carrying him along, and he had no understanding of the nature of the machinery or the character of its operators. Did the consumption of a ginger snap constitute a contractual agreement?

			‘Look,’ he said, shifting in his chair, ‘this isn’t really my sort of gaff. I thought they’d maybe send me to a factory or something.’

			‘They?’ said Book.

			The clock ticked. Dog received a biscuit from his master like a communion wafer. Jack again sensed that an odour might be clinging to the fabric of his suit.

			‘You do know where I’ve come from, don’t you?’ he said.

			Book closed his eyes and raised a hand in protest.

			‘No need to mention it again!’ he said. ‘What are you hoping for now you’ve got the job, Jack just Jack?’

			Jack contemplated his shoes. ‘I want to keep my head down,’ he said. But as soon as he uttered these words, he looked sharply upwards. ‘I’ve got the job?’

			

			‘If you want it,’ said Book, removing crumbs from his beard. He seemed to consider the matter settled. Perhaps, thought Jack, he should do the same. He had adjusted to the forced routines of an East End institution enclosed by railings and barbed wire. Archangel Lane was similarly separate from the world, but the regime appeared liberal and the food smelled sweet. He bit into his biscuit. The ginger tasted of liberty.

			Before he had swallowed, the door jangled violently open, and a woman burst into the shop. With her came some of the colour Jack had hoped to see on the other side of the wall, conveyed in a bold floral-­print frock and matching pillbox hat, both of which, though well made and perfectly fitted, gave the impression of having been put on, or put back on, in a hurry. Their wearer, a handsome woman in the foothills of her fifties, was pink with excitement.

			‘Darling!’ she exclaimed. ‘You must come at once!’

			The woman noticed Jack, getting to his feet, putting down his teacup, negotiating a mouthful of biscuit.

			‘Oh,’ she said. ‘Hello.’ She was friendly. But it was obvious, Jack thought, that this woman knew he was not a customer.

			‘Trottie, this is Jack just Jack,’ said Book. ‘Jack, this is Trottie. My wife.’

			Jack returned the greeting, then felt himself falling down the agenda of the conversation. Trottie had information. Book was keen as a knife to know it.

			‘The bombsite,’ said Trottie. ‘The men clearing the bombsite – you know, where Inkerman Street used to be. They’ve found something. In suspicious circumstances.’

			

			Book’s eyes were illuminated. ‘My favourite kind of circumstances!’

			Jack did not need to be told to follow him from the shop. He had a job. Running after Mr Book was part of it.

			 

			The Blitz and its younger brother, the Baby Blitz, had carved great wounds into the body of London. The planes came first, in the autumn of 1940, scattering bombs like wheat. In the East End, spirits and oil bled from dockside warehouses and formed a burning lake that might have pleased Milton; clouds of hot pepper scratched the eyes of the men from the Auxiliary Fire Service. In the West End, the Café de Paris took one in the belly and the patrons of the Walsingham Hotel slept in the basement and hoped the management was telling the truth about the strength of the ceiling above their heads. Later, in the spring of 1944, the rocket bombs arrived in their hundreds, with a low whistle followed by a silence that told the hearer to prepare for death. One broke the back of Selfridges; one made a tomb for 168 in the New Cross Woolworth’s; one turned Inkerman Street into the surface of the moon.

			Newspaper reports ascribed its destruction to an exploding gas main. By 1944, however, readers knew what lay between those lines – the impact of a cigar-­shaped black and white missile launched from somewhere in the Netherlands. Inkerman Street was reduced to a carcass, its standing walls and chimney stacks sticking upwards like the ribs of a rotting whale. Two years on, a barricade had been erected to discourage the curious, but little had been cleared or repaired. Rosebay willowherb had colonised empty windows and doorways. Pools of filthy standing water reflected the grey sky back at itself. On the corner of a surviving rooftop, the rusting form of an anti-­aircraft searchlight gazed down sightlessly. There was little to illuminate. The street had lost its population, except for the odd shrapnel-­hungry child, and the dossers who occupied the empty body of the old Crown and Anchor, who lit a fire each night in the roofless saloon and toasted each other with meths.

			

			Today, however, the place was crowded. The inhabitants of the surrounding courts and alleys had arrived to inspect an unexpected new feature. A patch of Inkerman Street had sunk like a sponge cake in a draughty oven, revealing a large hollow space below. The depths of the pit were obscured by shadow and fresh falls of earth, but the visible part offered a lecture on the tissues of the city. Cobbles gave way to layers of clinker and broken brick, shiny red London clay and exposed innards of cellarage.

			A trio of uniformed police constables had formed a human cordon around the crater to protect the reckless and the incurably nosy. Their sergeant, a long-­limbed man with oiled black hair and a long face like a carnivorous horse, surveyed the scene impatiently. Had these rubberneckers nothing better to do than stare into a hole in the ground? Perhaps, thought Sergeant Morris, some of them had got wind of what had been discovered inside.

			His fears were confirmed when Book and Trottie appeared from behind a pile of rubble and walked confidently – shamelessly – to the edge of the crater. Behind them was a young man whom the sergeant did not recognise. He was hanging slightly behind, his eyes downcast. He was holding a suitcase. Morris knew instinctively that this was a person who wished to avoid conversations with policemen.

			

			‘Morning, Sergeant,’ said Book, pleasantly.

			‘I was wondering if you’d turn up,’ said Sergeant Morris.

			‘I’m like a bad penny.’ Book smiled.

			‘Well, you know my feelings,’ said Morris.

			‘And you have made them exquisitely plain,’ replied Book, fumbling in his jacket pocket and producing a creased paper from a little leather wallet.

			‘I have a special letter . . .’ Book began.

			‘From Mr Churchill,’ said Morris. ‘Yes, sir. I suppose you’ve got Stalin and Roosevelt tucked away in there too.’

			Now that Book had reached the edge of the pit, he could see it contained one of his closest friends. Six feet beneath the surface of the street – a height below which, in mysterious defiance of Metropolitan Police regulations, he fell considerably short – was Detective Inspector Bliss, a man with mild clear eyes and an expression as crumpled as his raincoat. For a man occupying a sinkhole in the middle of a bombsite, he looked remarkably cheerful.

			‘Oh, hello, Book!’ he trilled. ‘Thought this might be up your street.’

			‘Almost literally,’ said Trottie.

			Bliss was not alone in the hole. Beside him stood a familiar and mountainous figure wearing a battered metal helmet painted with a bold black letter ‘W’. Mr Baseheart had been the district Air Raid Warden since the first week of the war, when he had gone door to door delivering leaflets explaining how to distinguish the smell of mustard gas from phosgene. The local ARP had been disbanded at the beginning of the year, but Mr Baseheart had found it hard to relinquish the role, and continued his rounds on the pretext that he had yet to receive his final payments and gratuities.

			

			‘I covered it with a tarp,’ said Baseheart, indicating a dark shape at his feet. He had one of those rough tubercular voices, like someone rolling ball bearings in a tin bucket.

			‘Start at the beginning, Inspector,’ said Book, ‘and leave nothing out, especially if it’s salacious, gory or vaguely scandalous.’

			‘Bit of a puzzle,’ said Bliss. ‘The borough has been promising to clear this rubble for months. But Mr Baseheart got a bit impatient.’

			‘Civil defence,’ said Baseheart, ‘doesn’t stop just because the fire is out.’

			‘Inkerman Street caught it in ’44, didn’t it?’ asked Book.

			‘Oh yes,’ said Baseheart. ‘Terrible pounding. You remember that raid, sir?’

			‘How could I forget?’ said Book. ‘Trottie and I ended up cheek by jowl in the Anderson shelter with a man from the Pru.’

			‘He had lovely fingernails,’ sighed Trottie.

			‘And terrible halitosis,’ said Book. ‘Those shelters weren’t meant for sharing. Still, we don’t have to worry about that anymore. Though you’re still looking out for us, Mr Baseheart. Will they want that uniform back, do you think?’

			‘There’s still work to do,’ said Baseheart. ‘And I like to drop in on old Brenda.’ For a moment Book imagined some elderly diehard refusing to evacuate from a half-­demolished home; then he realised that this was a nickname for the anti-­aircraft searchlight. Brenda was his pride and joy.

			

			‘Once it’s been shook up, the ground doesn’t rest easy,’ said Baseheart. ‘Chimney of the Crown and Anchor lasted until Christmas gone. Then it came tumbling down. And when that happens, I mark it on my little map. Send the gen off to the War Office.’

			‘What do they do with it?’ asked Trottie.

			‘Add it to their big map,’ said Baseheart.

			‘So here he was,’ said Bliss, ‘marking his map. When – lo! – what did he find?’

			‘Lo! What?’ asked Book.

			Bliss grabbed the edge of the tarpaulin and threw it back like a stage magician whipping away a tablecloth.

			Book’s first thought was of the ruins of Pompeii. Not just the images familiar from newspapers and scholarly publications, depicting the victims calcified in their houses, but quieter reports, given by old friends and associates, of Allied bombs raining below Vesuvius in the mistaken belief that a dead Roman city had become a German ammunition dump.

			The pit contained bones. Skulls, ribs, vertebrae. Not laid out for the afterlife. Not laid out with any kind of order or decorum.

			‘Tossed together like a skeletal salad!’ exclaimed Book, and with powder-­monkey speed, he clambered down to join Bliss and Baseheart in the pit.

			‘How many, do you think?’ he said, dividing crania by tibia.

			‘Dozen?’ guessed Bliss. ‘Baker’s dozen?’

			The inspector looked sternly towards the ARP warden. ‘Quite why Mr Baseheart didn’t tell the authorities about his discovery forthwith is another matter. Some kiddies who were playing here let us know.’

			

			Mr Baseheart’s interest in defence clearly extended to his own actions. ‘I told you,’ he said, unapologetically. ‘I’ve got a theory.’

			This was too much for Sergeant Morris. ‘Obviously they caught it in the raid, didn’t they?’

			Book peered up with the air of a lecturer taking a comment from the auditorium. He ignored Morris, however: Jack had shifted forwards to the edge of the crater and was now standing just as close.

			‘What do you think, Jack?’ asked Book.

			The attention gave Jack a mild lurch of horror. Everyone was now looking at him. Book had undone his right to remain silent.

			‘Well,’ he said. ‘Yeah. That’s what must have happened. The air raid killed them. Died two years ago and now they’re all rotted away.’

			‘A logical assumption,’ said Book, patting his pockets.

			Bliss looked keenly at the lean young man. ‘Who’s this?’ he asked.

			Trottie had spotted Book’s cogs turning. The question was ignored.

			‘So you don’t think they died in the raid?’ she asked.

			‘Inkerman Street was already empty before the raid, wasn’t it, Mr Baseheart?’ asked Book.

			‘Scheduled for demolition,’ Baseheart confirmed, a little smugly.

			‘So there was nobody living here,’ said Book. ‘In which case, who are these people?’ He sank to his haunches and began poking at a ribcage with an HB pencil.

			

			‘They could be anybody,’ said Morris. ‘Cockneys. Empty house wouldn’t be a bad place to shelter.’

			‘For a dozen people?’ snorted Book. ‘And what about clothes?’

			‘Clothes?’ repeated Morris.

			‘All flesh is grass!’ Book’s eyes were fixed on the bones, but he had the sergeant’s blood in his nostrils. Jack realised that he had been spared what Morris was now about to endure. ‘No, no, no, Sergeant. The raid was only two years ago. Even if the flesh was gone, their clothes would still be intact.’ He was back on his feet. In his eye was a jeweller’s loupe. In his hand was a small round object. ‘I think Mr Baseheart and I are thinking along similar lines,’ he said. ‘And this would appear to be the clincher.’

			He tossed the object to Bliss. It was a coin. An old coin.

			Bliss turned it between his fingers. ‘I knew a Carol once,’ he said. ‘Lovely girl.’ Book squinted at him. Bliss looked again. ‘Why,’ he said, ‘it’s the unmistakable bonce of King Charles the Second.’

			‘Is there a year?’ asked Trottie.

			‘Year of our Lord 1665,’ said Bliss.

			‘I didn’t know there was a graveyard here,’ said Trottie.

			‘Plague pit,’ said Book.

			Mr Baseheart’s moment had arrived. ‘It started with the rats,’ he said, ‘and then Samuel Pepys worrying that his wig was infected, and then all the burial grounds were overwhelmed. So they dug great big pits to dump the corpses in.’ He gave a little twitch of pride. ‘I’m a bit of an archaeologist,’ he said. ‘On the side. Strictly amateur, you understand.’

			

			‘So why didn’t you tell us straight away when you found them?’ asked Morris.

			‘Because I knew I wouldn’t get a chance like this again! Just wanted a bit of time to excavate them.’ This time Baseheart appeared contrite. ‘I’m really very sorry, Inspector.’

			‘Yes, well,’ muttered Bliss, ‘I suppose there’s no harm done.’

			‘I’m not sure about that,’ said Book. ‘These bones might still be . . . lively.’

			Bliss looked at the coin in his hand and returned it hurriedly to its finder. ‘You mean it’s still catching?’ He wiped his fingers on the lapels of his raincoat.

			‘The jury is out,’ said Book, airily. ‘But I think it’s very unlikely.’

			Bliss seemed unwilling to wait for the verdict. He scrambled out of the pit. Sensing that others might have noticed his anxiety, he then made a show of helping Book up out of the hole. Baseheart, despite his bulk and years, ignored the inspector’s outstretched hand. The bombsite was his natural habitat. He mounted the shifting rubble with the agility of an oystercatcher in the moving tide.

			Book passed the coin to Jack. ‘Might be worth a bit,’ he said. ‘You can look it up when we get back home.’

			Odd word, that, thought Jack. Home. He thought of remarking on it, but Book had already walked past him to join Trottie, who was talking to one of the bystanders – a wiry teenager with dark, observant eyes and hair pulled tight to her scalp.

			

			‘Hello, Nora,’ said Book, as indulgently as a department store Father Christmas. ‘Why am I not surprised to see you here?’

			‘Did you know,’ she said, ‘that in the Middle Ages, they used great catapults to toss plaguey corpses into besieged cities? To deliberately infect people?’

			Nora’s Uncle Yusuf owned the Istanbul restaurant on Archangel Lane: he announced the specials with similar gusto.

			‘That’s horrible, Nora.’

			‘I know!’ enthused Nora.

			‘And it’s a split infinitive,’ said Book. ‘Will the horrors never end?’

			They stood and watched the sad, slow business of exhum­ation. The closed ambulance, when it arrived, could only get as far as the junction with Archangel Lane; the toppled chimney stack of the Crown and Anchor allowed no further access. The crew was grateful to Morris and his constables, who helped them gather the bones from the pit in handfuls and stack them on a stretcher. It took seven journeys before the remains were cleared, during which time a light drizzle began to fall. Water droplets made the bones look deliquescent, as if something was escaping from them. On the final journey from pit to ambulance, one of the crew members stumbled over a broken paving slab. A skull jumped from the canvas, bounced in the mud and rolled back towards the crater. Jack’s instincts were sufficiently quick for him to scoop it from the ground. He looked like Hamlet, standing on some rain-­lashed escarpment of Elsinore, with Book, Trottie, Bliss and Nora as his audience.

			

			The shriek of a police whistle cut through the drizzle.

			A whey-­faced officer was running towards them over the rubble. He was breathless and young, and he brought news of death. Not the kind that has been sitting patiently beneath the earth for hundreds of years, but the kind that is new and fresh and bleeds in the daylight.

		

	
		
			

			Chapter Two

			Death has a process. The last breath, the last sight, that mysterious moment of extinguishment none of us can report. The end of ordinary business inside our tissues and organs, which fall idle like machines in a factory, before decay brings new kinds of industry. And beyond all this, the medical, juridical and bureaucratic work to which the flesh cannot but choose to submit.

			In the case of Mr George Harkup, late of Archangel Lane, this work began quickly. For this he was indebted to the skeleton population of Inkerman Street, who had ensured that their little patch of London was thick with uniformed constables. Anyone sitting in Mr Harkup’s little flat above his chemist’s shop would have been able to monitor its progress. The sound of the whey-­faced constable’s whistle, the thunder of boots on the stairs, the hubbub of a crowd of onlookers blessed to have been provided with two sources of sensational interest in one day, gave way to the business of more cool and expert interest. Inspector Bliss and Sergeant Morris entered the premises, checked the gas in the kitchenette, the knives in the drawers, the cabinet in the tiny bathroom. They found no signs of forced entry. No latches or bolts were broken; the folded newspaper used to block a draughty window remained undisturbed. No third party betrayed their presence. One half-­drunk cup of tea had been abandoned on the draining board. Last night’s washing-­up lay unattended in the sink, a smear of sardine sauce dry above the waterline.

			

			Under the inspector’s direction, the police photographer aimed his viewfinder at details worth documenting. A flash bulb fizzed over the twisted arrangement of Mr Harkup’s cold limbs; the telltale bottle lying on the hearthrug. The camera came in close for a shot that would have dazzled Mr Harkup, had he still possessed the faculty of sight. His eyes were wide and black; his face contorted as if its muscles were trying to escape to some better place.

			Book did not enter. Not for want of asking. He had to be content standing among the crowd.

			‘Suicide, I heard,’ he said, as Bliss and his sergeant emerged from the shuttered shop.

			‘Heard from who?’ asked Morris.

			‘Your colleague on the doorstep,’ said Book, immediately regretting the admission. As Morris fumed, Book reflected on the specific violence of that common English expression about guts and garters. He wondered if the annals of English crime contained any example of the outrage.

			‘All right, Sergeant, all right,’ said Bliss. ‘Mr Book is always welcome to give us the benefit of his wisdom.’ He pressed some recent examples upon Morris – the case of a bogus university man who had betrayed himself with a duff quote from Cicero; a thief who had made off with the wrong Benin bronze – but the sergeant was too preoccupied with the loose tongue of his immediate subordinate and was already crossing the street to tighten it.

			

			‘It’s a bad business, Book,’ muttered Bliss. ‘Very bad. Poor sod. But Morris has a point. It’s a common or garden suicide. I can be flexible, as you know. When something a bit more . . .’ He groped for a word that could encompass nine-­bob Latinists, Igbo artefacts and piles of diseased bones.

			‘Recherché?’ suggested Book. ‘Outré? Anything with an acute accent?’

			‘Unusual, Book,’ said Bliss. ‘Anything unusual. But this is a meat and potatoes job. Nothing that the sergeant and I can’t polish off in an afternoon.’

			Book was not dissuaded. ‘Who found him?’ he asked.

			‘Charwoman,’ said Bliss. ‘Ada Dredge.’

			‘Dredge,’ mused Book. ‘That rings a little bell.’

			Bliss nodded towards a woman sitting disconsolate on a bentwood chair outside Mrs Acres’ junk shop. Her raw eyes were staring into space.

			‘Been doing for Mr Harkup for donkey’s,’ said Bliss.

			‘Ding dong,’ chimed Book, putting a face to a name and an occupation. Now, he realised, he had seen her many times, shuffling over the cobbles in a floral overall.

			‘Was there a note?’ he asked.

			‘No note,’ reported Bliss.

			‘How did he do it?’ asked Book.

			‘Prussic acid.’ Bliss said it quietly, with his eye on Morris.

			‘Nasty,’ said Book. ‘And old-­fashioned. They put it in a Madeira cake and gave it to Rasputin. For some reason it didn’t have much effect. Perhaps he ate a lot of apple pips and developed an immunity.’

			

			‘Where do you get this stuff from?’ said Bliss.

			‘Nora, of course.’

			‘And where does she get it from?’

			‘My shop,’ said Book. ‘It’s all on the shelves if you know where to look.’

			 

			Jack had not wanted Trottie to carry his suitcase up to his room. She was not his landlady and not his mother. There were, he imagined, rules to such situations, and he did not know them.

			‘It’s just up here,’ she said, as they reached the second landing. ‘I hope he’s cleared it out a bit. Paper things tend to migrate around here.’

			The room, he saw, was smaller than his cell in Whitechapel. There was, however, a neat bed with a sprung mattress and an eiderdown covered with a crocheted blanket. The window, which was unbarred, gave a good clear view of the rooftops towards the white art deco citadel of the Walsing­ham Hotel. He gazed up to the sky. The clouds, he saw, were beginning to disperse. He looked down into the lane. The police were not.

			‘Don’t worry,’ said Trottie. ‘I’m not that fond of some of them myself.’

			‘Who?’ said Jack. Was he really so transparent?

			‘I’d watch out for Sergeant Morris,’ she said. ‘He’s a bit of a pill.’

			‘Me and coppers don’t always get on,’ said Jack. ‘I’ve been away, you see . . .’

			Trottie waved away the explanation. ‘No need to worry about that,’ she said. ‘You’re here now. You must stay with us, mustn’t you, now you’ve got the job.’ She began listing the local amenities. She told him about the little restaurant run by Nora’s uncle, who made cheap meat pleasant by wrapping it in a queer sort of unleavened bread; the Covent Garden café where they did a suet pudding called a baby’s head, which was excellent if you ignored the name. She told him which cinemas would take payment in lemonade bottles and named the pub where they put the least amount of water in a pint of wallop.

			

			‘You live over the shop, then?’ asked Jack.

			‘I have the premises next door,’ she said. ‘Book has his books, I have my wallpaper. This darling little room is between the two. Now, did you need a toothbrush?’

			‘Why are you being so helpful?’ asked Jack.

			‘Why not?’ said Trottie breezily. She looked at him for a moment. ‘I’ll let you settle in.’

			‘That feller opposite,’ said Jack. ‘Those bones. Is it always like this?’

			‘Well,’ said Trottie. ‘Stay and you’ll find out.’ She gave him her warmest smile, then disappeared to the landing below. Jack realised that she must have passed through a door connecting the bookshop and the wallpaper shop. He sank down on the bed and felt the springs move beneath him. An unfamiliar sensation after two years on a hard block of horsehair. He pushed a finger through the hole in the middle of a crochet square.

			Below, the doorbell clattered.

			Book shouted up the stairs. ‘Jack! Pile of newspapers on the first landing. Third stack from the right from the bathroom door. Charing Cross Dispatch. Under two volumes on Eleanor of Castile and a wilting aspidistra. Fetch it for me, would you?’

			

			‘Okay,’ said Jack. ‘What happened over there?’

			‘Suicide!’ called Book. ‘Would you put the kettle on? We’re going to have company.’

			 

			Company was Mrs Ada Dredge, a once-­fastidious woman who now seemed to be losing a war of attrition with life. She took the armchair in the back kitchen with pitiable grati­tude. Her eyes were red from crying. This, and the recent loss of her reading glasses somewhere on the District Line, obliged her to hold Book’s special letter as far away from her face as she could reach.

			‘Oh well,’ she said, passing it back to Book. ‘Seeing as it’s from him. He came to me in a dream once.’

			Mrs Dredge, it emerged, was sensitive. ‘I’ve pierced the veil a few times,’ she said. ‘And I know what the leaves mean.’

			Jack settled a cup of tea beside her. ‘I’ll put this here,’ he said.

			‘You can read it later,’ said Book. Mrs Dredge responded by digging into her shopping bag and producing a metal tin commemorating the coronation of George V. ‘I brought a coffee and walnut for Mr Harkup,’ she said. ‘You may as well have it.’ She handed the tin to Book. ‘Used my last drop of Camp for that.’

			Book took the tin graciously. The job of cutting the cake was delegated to Jack.

			‘This was your usual char day, was it?’ asked Book.

			‘Oh yes,’ said Mrs Dredge. ‘Every week, regular as clockwork. But I saw him yesterday, too. Popped round to get some bandages. My boy was injured in the war, you see. He needs constant attention. His dressing.’ She produced no further details.

			

			‘What time was this?’ asked Book. ‘The popping round?’

			‘Six,’ said Mrs Dredge, uncertainly. ‘Six-ish.’ She was thinking of her moment of dread discovery: Harkup on the hearthrug, dead as a turbot in a fishmonger’s window. She felt the tide of tears rolling in. ‘Doesn’t seem possible,’ she whispered. ‘He was so full of life.’

			The wave crashed. Mrs Dredge issued a great wet gulping sob.

			‘You’re doing very well,’ said Book. ‘And was he?’

			‘Was he what?’ said Mrs Dredge, dabbing her eyes with a handkerchief.

			‘Full of life?’ said Book. ‘When you saw him? In good spirits, I mean.’

			‘Not really,’ said Mrs Dredge. ‘I’d say there was something on his mind. But why he’d want to go and do a horrible thing like that to himself . . .’

			The waters burst again. Book waded in.

			‘Did Mr Harkup have any vices?’ he asked.

			The question was confusing. Disturbing. ‘Vices, sir?’

			‘Alas, dear lady,’ said Book. ‘We must investigate all angles.’

			Mrs Dredge frowned. ‘Man of very regular habits, he was,’ she said. ‘Church every Sunday. Always took the wine and the wafer. Kept all his accounts in very neat order. Lovely straight columns. I think that was the soldier in him. He did play dominoes, though. Every Monday and Thursday night in the Bull. With Mr Baseheart and some others. Does that count as a vice?’

			‘I hardly think so,’ said Book.

			

			Jack presented him with a doorstop slice of cake on a willow-­pattern plate. Book looked at it as if it were the north face of Mont Blanc.

			‘Did Mr Harkup have any family?’ asked Jack. Book raised an eyebrow. 

			Mrs Dredge stiffened. Her sensitivity, it seemed, was not limited to the supernatural realm. ‘My mother always said, if you can’t say anything nice about someone, don’t open your trap.’

			‘There was bad blood?’ asked Jack.

			Mrs Dredge did not reply. Book pushed on down the path that Jack had opened. ‘There’s a daughter, isn’t there? Were they estranged in some way?’

			‘I wouldn’t like to say,’ she replied. ‘It doesn’t seem right, what with Mr H not cold in his grave.’ Harkup’s corpse now reappeared to her: a grimacing thing on the floor in front of the gas fire. A great wail escaped her lungs. Book’s eye-roll was even less voluntary. He plunged his fork into Mrs Dredge’s coffee and walnut like an ice-­pick.

			‘Heavens, this cake!’ he exclaimed, smacking his lips at a volume to match its maker’s howls. ‘It’s absolutely first class. But then, I’d expect nothing less from Miss Lyons Corner House 1921.’

			Mrs Dredge flinched. The allusion astonished her tears away. ‘Fancy you knowing that!’ she exclaimed. ‘It was 1922, though.’

			Book apologised for the error. He put down his plate on a copy of the Charing Cross Dispatch to conceal a photograph of the young Mrs Dredge in a starched white cap and black ribbon, beaming beside a potted palm.

			

			‘I bet you made a fabulous Nippy,’ he said.

			‘A fabulous Gladys,’ corrected Mrs Dredge. ‘We weren’t Nippies until ’26.’

			‘I’ll take the note,’ said Book.

			‘Never felt so glamorous!’ enthused Mrs Dredge. ‘I had my hair bobbed. And the Lord Mayor winked at me.’

			‘Fancy,’ said Book.

			‘Worked there for years, I did,’ said Mrs Dredge, now luxuriating in a warm bath of nostalgia. ‘So I got very good with the baking. All done on the premises. Mr H used to love my pineapple upside-­down.’

			Her lip began to tremble. Book observed it, and cut in. ‘It really would be most helpful to know why he and his daughter Sarah no longer saw eye to eye,’ he said.

			‘Merula,’ corrected Mrs Dredge.

			‘Merula, that’s right,’ said Book, taking his prize.

			‘Well,’ said Mrs Dredge, ‘seeing as you’ve been so kind, sir.’ She seemed about to divulge some delicate secret. ‘She was a cow! A horrible, money-­grubbing little cow!’

			‘I see,’ said Book.

			‘Apple of his eye, she was. After the wife passed on. But she knew how to twist him round her little finger. Nothing was too much for his little princess! And then she has the gall to run off with him!’

			‘Him?’

			‘Mickey,’ hooted Mrs Dredge. ‘Mickey Hall. Right ne’er-­do-­well. Up to all sorts in the war. Spiv stuff, you know. Black market. He’s a motor mechanic. They have a garage. Out Mile End way.’

			‘Mile End,’ said Book. ‘Charming.’

			

			‘And now Merula will inherit the lot,’ rumbled Mrs Dredge. ‘Don’t seem right, do it?’

			‘No,’ agreed Book. ‘It don’t.’

			Book became aware that something long and sudden was happening on the step of the shop. It was Sergeant Morris, peering at this conversation through the glass, and already foaming with disapproval. He burst through the door.

			‘What the hell do you think you’re doing?’ he asked.

			‘Your witness, I think, Sergeant,’ said Book.

			 

			The February sun died quietly that afternoon. On Archangel Lane, the police moved gravely from door to door. One by one, the shopkeepers turned their signs and submitted to questions about the last movements of Mr Harkup. Mr Wellbeloved and Mr Quillian both expressed regret for not having felt more suspicious about the closed shutters of the chemist. Mr Toovey wept. Mrs Acres said that Mrs Dredge had had a lot to put up with: Mr Harkup was not the sort of employer who ran his fingers over the wainscot and tutted, but he always kept his eye on the clock. Mr Baseheart, though not a witness of any sort, insisted on making a statement, and amplified the opinion of Mrs Acres. Mr Harkup, he said, was a little Hitler, who sometimes abused his powers of discretion.

			Book, keeping an eye on these activities through the window of his shop, noted the departure of Morris and his gaggle of constables. One remained behind to guard the door of the chemist. The removal of the body, however, had yet to occur. Bliss, he calculated, was now alone with the corpse. Much to his relief, the constable on the door proved biddable, and his calculation correct.

			

			‘I’m just thinking,’ said Bliss, as Book entered. ‘I’m not sitting shiva. Dr Calder will get him soon enough.’ The light had faded from the room. Harkup’s body was a pale bundle lying in the gloom. Bliss was sitting in an armchair by the cold fire. He stood up to flick on the electric bulb. Book, he saw, was wearing his smartest three-­piece suit.

			‘Off to the pictures?’ asked Bliss. ‘They’re running a Sandra Dare at the Rialto.’

			‘The opera,’ said Book. ‘Your tiny hand is frozen, that sort of thing. Speaking of which, may I?’

			Book pulled back the sheet covering the corpse. The passage of the day had not made it more beautiful: the electric light now added a yellowish tinge. Book traced his hand over the cold bowl of Harkup’s skull and found there was blood on his fingers. He pulled out his handkerchief and wiped his hand clean.

			‘There’s a daughter,’ he said. ‘But they didn’t get on.’

			Bliss was looking out of the window. ‘We’re endeavouring to trace her.’

			‘She has a garage in Mile End,’ said Book.

			‘Oh,’ said Bliss. ‘Right. Thanks.’ He sounded tired.

			Conscious that his visit might soon be cut short, Book turned his attention from the body to the room. A sideboard, too big for the space, drew his eye. It was ranged with dozens of little ornaments, most of them blue-­green in colour. A little elephant held up a clear glass marble representing the world. A wise mandarin bowed to a turtle. A cicada preened on top of a smooth pomegranate.

			

			‘Mrs Bliss goes in for something similar,’ said Bliss, noticing where Book’s attention lay. ‘Little knick-­knacks. She sends off from the Daily Express.’

			‘These are jade,’ said Book, peering closely. ‘Rather fine. Mr Harkup was a connoisseur.’

			He picked up a small carved equine figurine and turned it over in his hand. As he put it back, he noticed that the dustless area beneath the ornament was wider than its base.

			Bliss put out the light. It was time to leave. They descended the staircase and walked through the pharmacy. The shutters were drawn. Book could see all the medicines rowed in bottles and ampoules but could not read the labels in the gloom.

			‘Do you think it was suicide?’ he asked.

			‘You have doubts?’ replied Bliss, locking the door of the shop.

			‘I do,’ said Book.

			‘What’s your theory?’

			Book did not divulge it. Baseheart and Wellbeloved were walking in the lane. The butcher appeared to have joined the ARP warden on one of his ceremonial laps of honour. They were looking up at the rooftops, pointing out gaps in the guttering, cracks in the brickwork. Baseheart offered a polite ‘Good evening’.

			‘Oh, Eric,’ said Book. ‘Black Lamb and Grey Falcon.’

			‘Eh?’ said Wellbeloved, thinking fuzzily of meat and game.

			‘That book for Sheila,’ said Book. ‘It’s arrived.’

			The butcher’s face broke into a wide, childlike grin. ‘Oh,’ he said. ‘Smashing. She’ll come over tomorrow for it.’ He and the warden moved on, taking their conversation to the end of the lane.

			

			‘So?’ asked Bliss, softly. ‘What is your theory?’

			Book watched Baseheart and Wellbeloved disappear from view. ‘Patience, Inspector! Patience!’ he whispered. ‘The two most powerful warriors are patience and time.’

			‘Who said that?’ asked Bliss.

			‘Tolstoy,’ said Book.

			‘Oh.’ Bliss sniffed. ‘Couldn’t get into him. Tried that one where she chucks herself in front of a train.’

			The light snapped on in the wallpaper shop. For graduates of the blackout, the sudden appearance of a radiant yellow square in the gloom of the street still brought a faint churn of anxiety. Put that light out.

			The window of Trottie’s premises was stacked with paint tins and samples, but it did not obscure the view of the shop completely. He could see Jack standing in the doorway that led to the stockroom. Trottie was at the counter, wearing a new frock that he had seen on her sewing machine the previous morning. They were talking. There was a bottle of gin between them.

			‘See you in the morning, then,’ said Bliss.

			 

			Trottie’s dress was not made from a pattern: she had seen it wrapped tightly around Carole Landis in a copy of Picture Post and deduced its structure like a palaeontologist producing an iguanodon from an incomplete fossil. The fabric was unfussy wool-­weight rayon, pleated, but not so extravagantly as to draw the jealous eye of those who knew the rules on controlled commodities. The pattern, however, gave two fingers to austerity. Its colour and form owed something to the prints displayed in Trottie’s shop, but Jack had never seen roses of such eye-­popping pinkness beyond the cinema screen. He did not, however, think of the headache experienced by the man who had robbed the Charing Cross Bank: the sensation it caused was entirely different. He tried to avert his eyes and focus his attention on a display of new wallpaper samples. These were also sizzlingly bright.

			

			‘Too much?’ asked Trottie.

			‘No,’ breathed Jack. ‘Not at all. You look amazing.’

			‘I meant the paper,’ said Trottie, not remotely displeased. ‘Book says it’s an affront to good taste. But I don’t know. I think it has a certain something, don’t you?’

			Jack attempted to construct an opinion about wallpaper, a task nobody had ever asked him to perform.

			‘Since you mention it,’ said Trottie, ‘I did make the dress, too. I’m good at knocking things together,’ she said. ‘Always have been. Wireless sets. Wardrobes. Heads. I was in the Land Army. And the International Brigades. Gin?’
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