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            CHAPTER ONE

          

          
            41.69344° N, 8.50343° E

          

        

      

    

    
      Nine miles east of the tip of Capu di Muro, a luxury motorised yacht ploughed steadily through the calm summer waters of the Mediterranean. To the east, dawn had already claimed one side of the sky, its first light touching the snow-capped peaks of the Corsican mountains. Within minutes, it would claim the other. The night air had cooled; a light north-westerly drift gently stirred the surface. The morning mistral was yet to begin.

      Aboard the 150-foot, Antibes-registered yacht Lazy Lady, all was peaceful. Its British and American guests still slumbered in their finely appointed cabins, as did most of its five-man French crew, save for two already on duty.

      On the bridge, a resolute young sailor stood at the helm, his eyes scanning the water and the sky ahead, his view of the world reduced to two tones of blue: sea and sky. The quiet throb of the engine pulsed through every fibre of the craft and up through the wheel he was holding. Every so often, he would glance to his right and check that his compass heading was true.

      Then something stirred in his stomach.

      It was that rushed plate of veal ragù he had consumed nine hours earlier at their last port of call in Corsica. He’d had his doubts about it even before his first bite.

      Sweat began to form on his forehead. He was hot and uncomfortable, yet he still had another hour to go before his shift was over. He knew of but one way to cure the turmoil in his stomach. With his hands gripped to the metal wheel, he glanced around for something to hold the contents he knew he had to bring up. There was nothing. He could shout for help. But he was a proud man and had no wish to look weak in the eyes of his shipmates. This was his inaugural trip aboard the yacht and he wanted to make a good impression.

      Then the solution presented itself. Like countless mariners before him, he would need only a few seconds to leave the wheel, rid his body of the unwanted meal over the side, then slip back into the wheelhouse and continue at the helm. A second wave of nausea took hold of him.

      It was now or never.

      He turned to his left, slid open the door of the bridge, and hurriedly stepped out onto the deck. The blast of cool morning air was no help, heat still rising in his face. With both hands secured to the nearest rail, he angled his head downwind and then threw up over the side of the boat into the frothing waters below. His senses returning, he wiped his mouth with the back of his hand.

      As he was about to turn back to the bridge, he saw something on the horizon off the port bow. It was odd enough to make him pause. Was it a wave – one with a strange shape? But a closer look revealed that it was man-made. It was a yacht. Its mast, limp and broken, hung at a sickening angle.

      Unsure whether it was a derelict, he debated altering course. The Mediterranean, he knew, was littered with boats of all sizes that had been abandoned for some reason or other. He hesitated – he should call the captain first. But with possible life at stake, he hurried back into the bridge and took the helm, steering the enormous craft in its direction.

      A few minutes later, his view improved.

      It was indeed a small yacht. The boat was dead in the placid water and listing heavily to port. At least a ten-degree list, he thought, its bow so low in the water that its tip was already beneath the surface. The vessel would no doubt sink within the hour. Or sooner, perhaps, depending on the pockets of air still inside its hull and the sea state.

      Instinct told him this was not some abandoned craft from months past, but one that had only recently got itself into trouble. He decided to investigate further.

      His left hand pulled back gently on the throttle, while his right eased the helm to port. The engine noise rose in pitch. The luxury motor yacht inched nearer to the doomed craft. Close enough to see all its details, he narrowed his eyes and scoured the vessel for movement, for a sign of life.

      A flash of yellow told him it was a life preserver. A closer look revealed a figure wearing it, curled up on the cabin roof. The figure – a male? – was not moving. With his eyes glued to the stricken yacht, the door to the bridge slid open. The captain, a tall figure in officers’ whites, entered. Already appraised of the situation, he nodded toward the badly listing boat, and said, in French, ‘Let’s get in even closer.’

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER TWO

          

          
            NAPOLI CENTRALE

          

        

      

    

    
      There are moments in life when one questions the nature of what one does for a living, and whether it’s worth the toll it takes on the body. But Dickie Felton adored what he did.

      ‘Damn the pressure,’ was his maxim.

      Solving problems, large or small, was his forte. It was why he was one of Britain’s best tour managers.

      But he was physically, if not mentally, weary after five weeks of touring around Europe with further dates of the string quintet he was chaperoning still on the horizon. The thought of a few days off after their two performances on the Isle of Sardinia was a pleasurable one. It would also be a chance to catch up with correspondence and look over the final leg of their tour in Spain and France.

      Luggage at his feet, puffing on a cigar, he was standing by the exit door of a train as the ageing Italian rolling stock slowly rattled into Napoli Centrale. The train from Bari on Italy’s east coast was late. Delays always rankled his military disposition. Dickie had reached the rank of Lieutenant Commander by the time of his demob from the Royal Navy in late 1946. He had rather enjoyed his time in the Navy, but had been eager to get back to civilian life.

      He was a fastidious dresser, neat in everything he did, always perfectly attired, regardless of circumstance. Of average height, with hawk-like features and receding red hair, he cut a precise, controlled figure.

      He glanced at his Rolex Oyster watch, held on his wrist by a lizard-grain brown leather strap. After five years of war and ten years of Civvy Street, it still had not lost a second of time. Like him, the watch was still going strong. Its hands read six o’clock.

      The original arrival time had been two hours earlier.

      The train finally shuddered to a screeching halt, brakes hissing as it did so. Dickie picked up his things, threw open the door, and stepped down onto the platform and took in a lungful of air. It was warm and tinged with smoke and oil. The grimy, high-ceilinged station echoed with noise.

      Not far behind him, the members of the Collison String Quintet clambered down from the somewhat worn and shabby rolling stock they had been confined to for the past nine hours. The four musicians, three men and one woman, looked exhausted but relieved.

      With bulky instruments and suitcases in hand, they wearily made their way down the busy platform which was filled with travellers. Past porters lugging trolleys filled with packages, and freight waiting to be loaded for the trains’ return journey.

      Since their viola player, Eric Chelsom had taken ill in Turin and had departed back to London, they had technically been a string quartet. After a flurry of telegrams and phone calls, a fifth player had been hired back in London and was set to join them here in Naples for the rest of their tour.

      As Dickie walked at their head, he peered hopefully down at the end of the platform. He had expected to see a figure holding a viola case and looking expectantly in their direction. But at the gate, there were only two waiting ticket collectors, and a steady stream of people beyond shuffling past in either direction.

      He ran over in his head the telegram he had sent. His instructions were clear he was sure of it. The correct train and time of arrival had been given. Then it dawned on him – of course – they were late. He wondered if their replacement viola player was sat somewhere in a waiting room. He was just about to turn to the others and ask them to wait so he could do a quick recce of the station, when, from behind a hoarding, a man came into view. He was holding a small suitcase in one hand, and more importantly, a viola case in the other. Relief flooded Dickie’s chest: they were a quintet again.

      He increased his pace and strode ahead. He gave his stub to one of the ticket collectors and held out his hand to the waiting viola player.

      ‘Clifford Merrick?’ said Dickie, briskly.

      The man gave a wry smile and then shook his hand.

      ‘No—Laurence Darke!’ he said loudly over an ear-splitting train whistle.

      The man was tall and languid, with the physique of a sportsman. Dressed in a beige suit, his straw trilby sat at a casual angle on a head of dark brown hair. There was a flair of self-possession in his deep-set, blue-green eyes – the quiet confidence of a man at ease with the world around him.

      Dickie looked momentarily puzzled. ‘I’m sorry?’

      ‘Merrick took another job. The LSO. A tour of the United States I believe. Peggy gave me a call. I was free. And here I am. She did say she’d send you a telegram, but…’

      Dickie processed this for a second and then, with tension draining from his face, he grabbed Laurence’s hand again and shook it firmly.

      ‘Jolly good show. Glad to have you on board, Laurence.’

      ‘Please, call me Larry. Yes, I’m looking forward to it.’

      Dickie looked at him again, eyes narrowed.

      ‘Have we⁠—?’

      Larry finished his sentence for him. ‘Ever met?’

      ‘Yes.’

      ‘I don’t think so. But I do know Aubrey. He’s still with you, right?’

      ‘He is. First violin.’

      ‘I thought so. I played with him in the early days of the RPO,’ he smiled to himself at the memory. ‘I read in the papers that he acquired a Strad. Is that right?’

      ‘It is, yes.’

      ‘Lucky beggar. And one of the rarer ones too: the Tears, no less. Some stinking rich chap, from Europe.’

      ‘Very rich. Yorgi Vassilakis. Greek Shipping magnate. Mad collector. Wants it to be heard, he said. No use to anyone sitting in a glass case.’

      Larry let out a soft whistle. ‘Well, I hope the thing’s insured.’

      ‘Oh, it is. Fully insured by Lloyds of London.’

      Dickie, looking eager to leave, then said that he and Aubrey could talk about the programme for that evening once they reached the venue.

      Larry turned and eyed the busy crowd that had now begun to inhabit the platform.

      ‘Where is he then? Our Mr Aubrey?’

      But someone had already spotted him and was approaching at speed. Dressed in a light green princess coat and matching pillbox hat, she had dark, neat hair and startling, vivid blue eyes. Along with a suitcase, she was carrying a cumbersome cello case.

      She came to a halt opposite him.

      ‘What are you doing here?’ said Diane Arundel, her eyes widening in amazement.

      ‘I could ask the same of you,’ he replied coolly.

      Her face, with its perfect cheekbones and full lips, was touched with lipstick and a light dusting of powder. Shock and annoyance flickered across it.

      But Dickie, trying to spot Aubrey among the crowd milling on the platform, had missed the exchange and was just about to begin his own introductions.

      ‘Diane, this is⁠—’

      ‘I know, Laurence Darke,’ she said quickly.

      Dickie looked thrown for a second.

      ‘You know each other?’

      ‘You could say,’ said Diane, a touch puzzled.

      ‘Diane is my ex-fiancée,’ said Larry, his eyes never leaving her.

      ‘Really?’ answered Dickie, momentarily lost for words.

      Diane shuffled her cello case and placed it between herself and Larry.

      ‘Did you know I was with them?’ she said.

      Larry shook his head. ‘You being here is as much of a surprise to me as it is to you, I can assure you of that.’

      Dickie looked from Diane to Larry, his tone conciliatory.

      ‘I do hope we both can be professional about this?’

      ‘Of course, Dickie,’ said Diane. ‘I know I will,’ she added, with a slight emphasis on ‘I’.

      Larry shrugged, then glanced at Dickie.

      ‘Really, it’s all water under the bridge for me—it was three years ago, after all…’

      Diane gave Larry a hard, complex stare.

      ‘Water under the bridge?’ she muttered.

      ‘What’s going on?’ said a rather imposing figure just behind Diane. Like her, he too was holding a cello case. His voice was deep, but dull. He stood well over six feet, broad-chested, with a strong chin, small eyes, and a wide forehead.

      Diane nodded in Larry’s direction.

      ‘Laurence Darke. Our new viola player,’ she said with little enthusiasm.

      The giant looked puzzled for a second.

      ‘Oh. I thought it was Clifford Merrick?’

      ‘Apparently not,’ answered Diane.

      He set his cello case down and faced Larry.

      ‘Good to meet you,’ he said earnestly. ‘Hugh Bretton.’

      ‘And you too, old boy,’ he replied.

      The two men shook hands.

      Behind the sizeable form of Hugh Bretton came the last two members of the quintet. Both were in their mid to late thirties.

      Victor Gomm was a solidly-built man of medium height, with oiled light brown hair, a sharp face, and sunken, unreadable eyes.

      At his shoulder was a slim, sandy-haired man with a boyish air and a small, delicate nose. Fair-featured, Aubrey Kilcot looked the most unruffled of them all.

      On spotting Larry, he came to a stunned halt.

      ‘Who’s this?’ he gasped, open-mouthed.

      Larry gave a wide smile.

      ‘Hallo Aubrey...’

      ‘What are you doing here?’ said Aubrey, suddenly seeing the viola case.

      Aubrey exchanged an excited glance with Dickie.

      ‘Other chap couldn’t make it,’ said Dickie.

      ‘Oh, marvellous!’ said Aubrey, turning back to Larry, the two men sharing a firm greeting. ‘What fun, eh?’

      ‘Glad to see you, old man,’ said Larry.

      ‘Look here,’ said Victor, addressing Dickie. ‘Could we not get a drink first? I haven’t drunk anything since that damnable awful coffee they served in the buffet car—if you could call it coffee. And that was positively hours ago.’

      All eyes turned to Dickie as they waited for his response – they were all parched. A decision made, he took a breath and said,

      ‘Sorry, Victor. Normally, I’d say yes, but we’re rather late. I think we should let our promoter know we’ve arrived. Once we’re settled at the venue, we’ll have dinner.’

      Victor’s mouth tightened, followed by a snort of air.

      ‘If we must,’ he muttered.

      Dickie smiled and then clapped his hands. The heads of the five musicians turned in his direction. Over the noise, he explained that, as usual, they would take two taxis. He slipped his hand into his pocket and handed a folded-up piece of paper to Hugh. It contained the name and address of the theatre – as he always did – just in case their driver got separated in traffic or even found themselves lost, as had happened on more than one occasion. Dickie, ever the diligent manager, liked to take precautionary measures. He also reminded them that after the concert, it would be a short walk to the port. They had berths on the overnight ferry to Sardinia and the final two concerts of the Italian leg of their tour.

      ‘Right, ladies and gentlemen. If you would kindly follow me.’

      Dickie marched off in the direction of a sign for the outside taxi stand. Diane fell into step behind him with Hugh at her side, their cellos carving a path through the crowd. Tucked in behind them, a few paces back, walked Victor.

      Larry, taking up the rear, walked alongside Aubrey.

      As they wove their way through a steady stream of workers, soldiers, students, tourists, and locals with baskets, Larry and Aubrey chatted about their time together and old colleagues.

      The line of people ahead of them began to slow, reducing their pace into a shuffle. What they couldn’t see was that a cart laden with fruit had ground to a halt, its front wheel broken off.

      A voice behind them said,

      ‘Do excuse me, sorry for interrupting…’

      Aubrey, the nearest, spun round to find a man, not much above five feet, his face flushed with exertion. In his fifties, he was dressed in a light sports jacket, flannels and a rumpled Panama hat. There was a professorial air about him, his hair ruffled, a grey goatee beard coming to a point just below his chin.

      The man continued,

      ‘I saw the instruments and heard your accents. You are not by any chance… the Collison Quintet, are you?’

      ‘Yes. We are, as a matter of fact,’ replied Aubrey, proudly.

      ‘Thought so,’ he beamed. ‘I saw you in Venice at the Teatro La Fenice last year. Wonderful, wonderful concert. Your selections were sublime, and your playing…’

      ‘Oh, thank you.’

      ‘Are you giving a concert here?’

      ‘We are. Tonight,’ said Larry.

      The man tutted softly and glanced between them. ‘Oh, that is a shame. That would have been marvellous. Sadly, I’m just about to leave.’

      ‘Well, I’m sure there’ll be another time,’ said Aubrey.

      ‘I do hope so, I really do.’ A new thought seemed to cross his face. ‘Look, I know you must be in a rush, but…’ he broke off in mid-sentence.

      ‘Yes?’

      ‘I was wondering if you could do me a kindness?’

      ‘Of course, what is it?’

      ‘I’m going to be travelling for a while. I won’t be back in Blighty—I’m sorry to say—for a few months. I have a letter I was going to post here. Thing is, I don’t really trust the Italian postal service, you understand. And what with you being British, I was wondering if you could mail it for me when you returned home? Which I’m sure will be a lot sooner than I will.’ He dug his hand into his jacket pocket and drew out a letter. ‘I know it’s a bit of an imposition, but it’s a missive to my elderly father.’

      ‘Absolutely. It’s really no trouble.’

      ‘Thank you,’ he said and handed the letter to Aubrey.

      ‘Oh, and let me give you some money for the stamp.’

      The man began to root through his jacket pocket.

      ‘There’s no need,’ said Aubrey. ‘I’ll furnish it with one.’

      ‘No, I insist,’ he said, still actively looking for his money.

      ‘Please. Let me do it. It’ll be no trouble.’

      The man stopped and gave him a relieved smile.

      ‘Well, if you are sure—that is awfully kind of you.’

      ‘Think nothing of it.’

      ‘Now you won’t forget; will you?’

      ‘I’ll post the thing the minute we land at London Airport.’

      ‘Thank you, sir. Anyway, must dash—train to catch and all that.’

      With a wave, he smiled and then disappeared into the throng.

      Aubrey slipped the letter into his pocket, and then, along with Larry, ran to catch up with the others, now exiting through the neoclassical arches of the station and out into the Piazza Garibaldi and the line of waiting taxis.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER THREE

          

          
            THE TEARS

          

        

      

    

    
      ‘Well,’ said Dickie, ‘for a first performance, I think Laurence gave a good account of himself.’

      ‘He does prefer being called Larry,’ said Diane, pulling her princess coat closer against the sharp breeze off the sea.

      ‘Noted,’ replied Dickie.

      ‘He seems a decent enough chap,’ said Victor, pressing his straw trilby down more firmly on his head to combat the wind.

      ‘Agreed,’ said Dickie. ‘He’ll fit in quite nicely.’

      He rubbed his hands against the late-night chill and leant his elbows back on the stern rail of the ferry.

      Dickie, Diane, Hugh and Victor were grouped along the aft promenade deck, watching the lights of Naples recede into the night. What could still be seen of the city in the far distance was a thin, faintly pulsing orange strip against the blackness. The ship pressed westward at eighteen knots. Ahead was only darkness and, eight hours hence, the Port of Cagliari. The MV Stella del Mare had left at a quarter to twelve. Once a troop carrier for Mussolini’s Italian Army, it was not the handsomest of vessels, but it was solidly built and rode the thickening waves with determined alacrity.

      Hugh cleared his throat, his review imminent.

      ‘He did go a little astray though—that passage in the Beethoven. Did anyone notice?’

      ‘I did,’ said Diane.

      ‘Bar 136.’

      ‘That is quite troublesome, even for me sometimes. Allegro molto.’

      ‘First-night nerves,’ intoned Victor.

      ‘I suppose so,’ replied Hugh. ‘But he did sound a little rusty.’

      Victor flexed his shoulders and suppressed a yawn.

      ‘Right. See you all in the morning,’ he muttered, and walked off down the deck before disappearing inside.

      Hugh turned and gave a tired smile to Diane.

      ‘I think I’ll join him. It has been a long day.’

      ‘Fingers crossed you get a good night's sleep, darling,’ she said hopefully.

      Hugh's face stiffened. ‘The snoring, you mean?’

      Diane smiled winsomely and nodded.

      He shook his head moodily.

      ‘This is the last time I share with Victor.’ He looked at Dickie, who raised his eyebrows in return.

      ‘Not to worry,’ said Dickie soothingly. ‘If it happens again, I’ll pair him with Aubrey or Laurence—I mean, Larry.’

      ‘Thank you,’ said Hugh grimly.

      Hugh gave her a chaste peck on the cheek and then walked off.

      Dickie took in a deep lungful of sea air and stretched his hands across the worn wooden rail.

      ‘You sleepy yet?’ he asked.

      ‘Strangely, I’m not. If I’m truthful, I’m always a little nervous on sea journeys. Have been ever since I was a child. My first was an awful crossing to Ireland—I was eight. I thought we were doomed for sure.’

      ‘Hopefully this crossing won’t be too rough.’

      Her face filled with concern. ‘I do hope so.’

      A companionable silence fell between them. The only sound was the rush of the waves as the ship ploughed through the black froth.

      After a few moments, Dickie turned to her.

      ‘A promenade around the deck before we turn in?’

      He offered his arm, which she took, and they set off at a slow pace.

      They had not gone far when Dickie said,

      ‘I bet Hugh was a bit surprised—an old flame turning up like that?’

      ‘He was rather cross when he found out,’ she said, smiling to herself.

      Dickie suppressed a laugh and shook his head.

      The levity passed.

      The subject dropped.

      But Dickie still looked intrigued.

      ‘I hope you don’t mind me asking—you and Larry—how did it…?’

      Diane sighed and rubbed her forehead.

      ‘I’m sorry, I shouldn’t have asked,’ he said regretfully.

      ‘No. It’s fine. Really…’ She gathered herself and began to explain how they had first met in 1951, both finding themselves in the same orchestra session. She and Larry had been hopping from one session to the next when their paths crossed. She explained that she was at once irritated by him but also deeply fascinated. Naturally, she fell for him and they became an item. After a year or two, he proposed and they became engaged. She was blissfully happy, and then one day, it all fell apart.

      With the wedding day already picked out, he told her that he had been offered a position with a company that did a lot of work in Europe. So much so that he would be gone for long periods of time. He said it entailed stays that varied from job to job: three months, six months. She asked him what it was that had torn him away from the world of music. He told her it was a sales position. A sales position?! Selling what, she asked. Refrigerators, he said. She immediately sensed he wanted out. And she was right. He called it off and had the audacity to tell her she was free to meet other people as he did not wish her to wait for him. And then the kicker – he said that when it was over, this sales job of his, if she was still free and willing, he would like to marry her!

      Dickie nodded, pondering all he had heard.

      ‘Having him here must be quite awkward for you, I can see that. But rest assured, after these Sardinian dates and the handful in Spain and France, the tour will be over and you’ll never have to see the man again.’

      ‘Good,’ she said, her lips pressed thin.

      
      Larry lit a cigarette and stretched out his legs. He was sitting on a rickety-looking wooden deck lounger on the starboard-side promenade, staring out at the rail and the blue-black beyond.

      He ran his fingers through his hair, let out a deep sigh and then leant back and gazed up at the firmament. It was a clear, cloudless night. Stars twinkled from one side of the sky to the other. He closed his eyes as his mind drifted back eleven years to nights over France when he would leap into the black, not knowing what waited for him below: friend or foe.

      The sound of someone clearing their throat broke his reverie. He opened his eyes and saw Hugh standing over him. Unhappy at the inequity of it, Larry got languidly to his feet.

      ‘Hallo, Hugh.’

      The hulking cello player regarded him for a moment, gathering his thoughts. Then launched into it.

      ‘I'm glad I've got you alone.’

      ‘Really?’ Larry knew the speech that was coming. He could see it in the tension on Hugh’s face.

      ‘Yes,’ he said, trying to sound casual but looking all the stiffer for it. ‘I thought it best to let you know the lay of the land, so to speak.’

      ‘And what’s that?’ said Larry, feigning puzzlement.

      Hugh paused. He looked like a man about to go over the top into no-man's-land. Steel filled his eyes.

      ‘That Diane… is mine.’

      ‘Is she?’

      ‘Yes,’ said Hugh, a little too quickly. ‘We plan to get engaged when we’re back home. Married next autumn.’

      ‘Congratulations, then.’

      Relief filtered into Hugh's eyes.

      ‘I didn’t want you getting any ideas that you could win her back.’

      ‘Nothing of the sort, old bean. You’re welcome to her.’

      Hugh's jaw stiffened, a flare of annoyance crossing his face at Larry's choice of words.

      Larry noted this and said,

      ‘She's an incredible girl. You're a very lucky man.’

      Hugh visibly relaxed, the faint smile of the victor curling his lips. He held out a hand. It was so large Larry wondered how he managed to play such a delicate instrument as the cello.

      They shook.

      ‘I’m glad we’ve had this chat,’ muttered Hugh.

      ‘Me too,’ he replied, trying not to sound too earnest.

      Another thought seemed to play across Hugh’s eyes. He opened his mouth to speak, but then closed it again. With a firm nod, he left and strode off down the deck.

      Alone, Larry walked over to the rail and leant his elbows on it. A memory of his and Diane's first meeting surfaced – one that brought immediate dislike on both sides. In his mind's eye, he studied the details of her face: her expressive blue eyes, the lightly freckled skin, the pleasing curve of her jaw that framed her full lips.

      He cast the thoughts from his mind and tossed the remainder of his cigarette over the side. He glanced at his watch. It was half past twelve.

      
      Situated deep in the ferry’s bowels, Larry made his way down the stairwells and narrow passages before finding his cabin. It was swelteringly hot below decks. The lower he went, the greater the heat.

      On opening the door, to his consternation, the tight berth was bathed in darkness. His bunkmate Aubrey, he assumed, was already asleep. Unfamiliar with the room’s layout, he vaguely remembered where he had put his own case, but as for Aubrey’s things, he was clueless. A memory came to him. They had shared a room before: Aubrey was notoriously untidy.

      Warily, he stepped inside and fumbled for the light switch to the right of the door. The wall light, when it came on, was harsh and yellow. Aubrey, bedded down in the lower bunk, opened his eyes, squinting against the sudden brightness, and then propped himself up on one elbow.

      ‘Sorry, Larry,’ he breathed. ‘My fault. Should’ve left the light on. It was a bit selfish of me.’

      ‘Not at all. I’m sorry I woke you.’

      Aubrey let out a deep, weary sigh and swung his legs out from beneath the thin, dark grey blanket. He sat up and stretched his shoulders.

      ‘I wasn’t really sleepy anyway,’ he muttered. ‘I thought if I went to bed I’d drop off, but… not to be, it appears…’

      Larry felt a twinge of guilt and said,

      ‘Give me a moment, and I can turn it off again.’

      ‘No. You get yourself properly situated and then we’ll turn it out.’

      Larry smiled to himself as he pushed his suitcase and viola case away from Aubrey’s things, which lay scattered about the small room. He had also forgotten – how could he have done that? – how much Aubrey reminded him of his younger brother Frederick. An easygoing chap with a mildly eccentric air. It was a painful memory, a sting to the heart. Frederick had been killed late in the war when his plane crashed on take-off. As he had done many times, Larry gently closed the door on the thought and took off his jacket and tie.

      He was on the verge of changing the subject when Aubrey did it for him.

      ‘So what have you been up to since I saw you last?’

      Larry gave a silent laugh.

      ‘That would take all night. Not a lot of playing, funnily enough.’

      ‘Oh, really? What then?’

      He waved it away. ‘Oh, it’s too boring for this hour of the night.’

      ‘You must’ve been doing something?’

      ‘Last thing I did was the Scottish Radio Orchestra. That was back in January of this year. I left in May…’

      ‘So a man of leisure then?’

      ‘Up until now, yes…’

      As their smiles lingered, a second surge of tiredness took hold of him. But Aubrey, his eyes brighter, looked even more awake now.

      ‘Look,’ he said, ‘before you get settled—and I know I’ll forget if I don’t give it to you now—but there’s a new piece I’d like to include in the programme. It would go between the Vaughan Williams and the Mozart.’ He got to his feet, grabbed his suitcase, and opened it. From its trove of scores, he pulled out a sheet and handed it to Larry.

      ‘It’s by Haydn—Michael, not Joseph. His String Quintet in C major.’ His eyes widened suddenly. ‘Of course—not now, it’s late. But when you do have a moment, I’d love your thoughts on it.’

      ‘Yes, of course,’ said Larry, a little bemused at Aubrey’s timing.

      ‘Do you remember that time—it was at Glyndebourne, I think⁠—’

      ‘The dog?’ Larry began to laugh at the memory.

      ‘Yes. An open-air performance of The Magic Flute. It raced onto the stage⁠—’

      ‘Terrified the soprano—poor dear. She was right in the middle of her Queen of the Night aria too, hitting those high Fs when that thing started to attack her!’

      ‘The dog seemed fascinated with her dress for some reason. If it hadn’t been for Tim Mowbray grabbing it by the collar, she would’ve ended up on the floor.’

      Larry laughed, the image of a rather large lady in evening dress trying to sing and escape a circling, crazed, yapping dog vivid in his mind.

      ‘Whatever happened to Tim… Do you still see him?’ asked Larry.

      ‘Tim? No. He’s in Canada now. Emigrated with his wife. Wonderful chap.’

      ‘Yes, he was…’ agreed Larry.

      The collegiate glow of shared memories hung in the air for a few moments.

      Then Aubrey broke the silence.

      ‘Have you spoken with Dickie about staying on after the tour?’

      Staying on? thought Larry. It hadn’t even occurred to him.

      ‘No… we’ve not had that conversation yet.’

      ‘Dickie thinks Eric will be available for our dates in Scotland in autumn. But Larry… the man is really quite ill. Dickie, of course, only sees the positives and thinks he’ll be up and about in a few weeks. Eric needs to convalesce. I did tell him that I
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