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About the Book

On a sultry afternoon in the summer of 1936 a woman accidentally interrupts an attempted murder in a London hotel room. Nina Land, a West End actress, faces a dilemma: she’s not supposed to be at the hotel in the first place, and certainly not with a married man. But once it becomes apparent that she may have seen the face of the man the newspapers have dubbed ‘the Tie-Pin Killer’ she realises that another woman's life could be at stake.

Jimmy Erskine is the raffish doyen of theatre critics who fears that his star is fading: age and drink are catching up with him, and in his late-night escapades with young men he walks a tightrope that may snap at any moment. He has depended for years on his loyal and longsuffering secretary Tom, who has a secret of his own to protect. Tom’s chance encounter with Madeleine Farewell, a lost young woman haunted by premonitions of catastrophe, closes the circle: it was Madeleine who narrowly escaped the killer’s stranglehold that afternoon, and now walks the streets in terror of his finding her again.

Curtain Call is a comedy of manners, and a tragedy of mistaken intentions. From the glittering murk of Soho’s demi-monde to the grease paint and ghost-lights of theatreland, the story plunges on through smoky clubrooms, tawdry hotels and drag balls towards a denouement in which two women are stalked by the same killer. As bracing as a cold Martini and as bright as a new tie-pin, it is at once a deeply poignant love story, a murder mystery and an irresistible portrait of a society dancing towards the abyss.


About the Author

Anthony Quinn was born in Liverpool in 1964. Since 1998 he has been the film critic of the Independent. He is the author of The Rescue Man, which won the 2009 Authors’ Club Best First Novel Award, Half of the Human Race and The Streets, which was shortlisted for the 2013 Walter Scott Prize.
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‘So here it is at last, the distinguished thing!’

Henry James (attrib.)


1

STEPHEN SQUINTED TOWARDS the cloudy sash windows. He knew he ought to have them cleaned, but he liked the way they lent the day outside a soft and mysterious murk. It didn’t seem to matter that you couldn’t really see out of them. He picked up another charcoal stick and turned back to the sketch, while Lady Trevelyan talked on.

‘. . . though I really don’t know how Tom puts up with the beastly things the newspapers say about him. It isn’t as though any of the others have a better plan for running the country – Tom’s only fault is that he sees what’s wrong and jolly well says it! Of course at the root of it is jealousy. To have that sort of breeding and education and accomplishment, well, it’s bound to raise the hackles of little men. And such a handsome fellow too! – I don’t believe I’m the first to notice his resemblance to Douglas Fairbanks . . .’

Stephen wasn’t sure how much more of this he could stand. He possessed an intensity of concentration that only a rare breed of irritant could disturb. Alas, it seemed that Lady Trevelyan, with her high, hectoring voice, belonged to that unhappy genus. His attention had wandered again from his drawing. He dipped his head behind the easel and yawned extravagantly.

‘Hmm?’ he said, hearing a sudden interrogative note from the other side.

‘I said, do you not admire him?’

‘Er, Douglas Fairbanks?’

‘No, you silly man – I mean Tom – Sir Oswald Mosley!’

So that’s who she was talking about. Why did he call himself Tom if his name was Oswald? ‘To be honest, Lady Trevelyan, I’ve no opinion about him one way or the other.’ He gave a little shrug. ‘Though I don’t greatly care for that moustache of his.’

‘No opinion? But, Mr Wyley, you must read the papers . . .’

He sneaked a glance at the wristwatch he had been careful to fasten on the frame of his easel. ‘Ah, yes, the papers – I always start to read them, and little by little I . . . fall behind. By the time I’ve caught up the news has changed, and then I think, why bother?’

Lady Trevelyan gave one of her dismissive laughs and pressed on with her encomium of ‘dear Tom’. Stephen, eager to conclude the session, spent two minutes vigorously cross-hatching with a pencil before snatching the paper from its mount and presenting it for inspection.

‘It’s just a study, of course,’ he explained. ‘A little throat-clearing before we start on the canvas.’

He watched her expression twitch with delight as she contemplated his handiwork. The sketch, with its artful editing of the sitter’s double chin and the softening of her snouty nose, was designed to please. He could have given a masterclass in portraiture as flattery. It was why so many of them came to him. Lady Trevelyan, like all the others, made no mention of Stephen’s cosmetic dexterity: that was an unspoken part of the contract, as was his fee. Their brief acquaintance, however, had inclined him to wonder about the money. The ratio of guineas earned to hours confined in her company was already looking to be a poor deal.

‘Lady Trevelyan, I do beg your pardon,’ he said, interrupting her absorption in the sketch. ‘I’m rather late for an appointment across town. But we shall meet soon’ – he gave the bell-rope a tug – ‘to begin the serious work.’

Mrs Ronson, the housekeeper, was prompt in bringing his guest’s coat, though neither she nor Stephen were able to do much about Lady Trevelyan’s parting monologue, a disordered flurry of society gossip begun as she was almost, agonisingly, out of the door, and extended for several minutes on the landing. In the end Mrs Ronson practically had to strong-arm her down the staircase before Stephen could safely close the door. Consulting his watch again, he found that he actually was running late, with no time to change. Exasperating, really, after he had gone to the trouble of booking the hotel. Not very debonair to show up late and ungroomed.

Five minutes later he was taking the stairs two at a time, having squirted on a bit of cologne and straightened his tie’s hurried knot in the hall mirror. He’d fix it on the way. Something else was bothering him as he descended to the pavement and broke into an awkward half-run: the shoes. They were pinching with a vehemence he could almost have taken personally. He had bought them the previous day in a new shop on the Brompton Road, failing to notice the tightness across the uppers. Damn. He should have gone to Lobb. The August day, the last of the month, was sultry but overcast, with that granular quality of light that seemed to anticipate rain. Turning into Royal Hospital Road, he flagged down a cab and, once inside, tried to compose himself. His reflection played hide-and-seek in the window. He was vain (he knew) of his toffee-coloured hair, brushed back from his forehead. His handsome, symmetrical face lacked only (which he didn’t know) a small quirk of individuality that might have rendered it truly interesting. He fiddled with the knot against his collar and, having moulded it to his liking, speared a tiepin through the yielding silk.

Stephen Wyley had been lucky in most things, and had learned not to mind being resented for it. Born just late enough to have escaped the Great War – he turned eighteen the week before the Armistice – he was able to take a place at Oxford left unclaimed by one of those young men ahead of him in academic distinction, now stretched cold beneath a field in France or Belgium. He proved to be no scholar, preferring to refine his talent for drawing, and after graduating went to study at the Royal Academy. Around the same time he found himself the beneficiary of a small inheritance – or, as some called it, a small fortune. A friend on hearing the news remarked that Stephen could not supply his future biographer with a title: The Life of Wyley.

It enabled him to buy a flat in Chelsea which he furnished from the proceeds of the small oils he had begun to sell. His natural affinity was for landscapes, but that changed when a Scottish grandee of his acquaintance commissioned a large portrait of his three children. The Daughters of Fitzroy Traquair, shown at the RA in the summer of 1931, was the making of his name. The Burlington Magazine hailed him as ‘the British Sargent’, and the Telegraph sent a man to take his photograph. Before long Stephen was a sought-after guest at the houses of collectors, artistic patrons, titled worthies. The invitations began to pile up. Gratified at first by his social elevation, he soon came to distrust. He was clear-sighted about his technical skills, considering himself to be a distinctive painter of nature but merely an adequate portraitist. That estimate proved at odds with his rising acclaim. In his cups he would say that he only took commissions from people he despised, because they were too stupid to see what an inferior talent he was. His reluctance to turn them away hid a deeper insecurity: he hadn’t enough money to stop pleasing others, and had far too much to feel pleased with himself. In retrospect he realised that being discovered was not entirely a blessing; he had never quite possessed himself since.

The cab had crawled to a halt amid shoaling, honking traffic at the top of Sloane Street. This was getting him nowhere. He paid the driver and stepped out, making a beeline for Knightsbridge Tube. His shoes felt ever tighter as he skittered down the escalator towards the platform, almost deserted in the mid-afternoon lull. He was thinking about her again as the train burst out of the tunnel, its updraught warm and frowsy against his face.

They had met nearly four weeks ago at a friend’s private view in Bury Street. Stephen was stooging around when he spotted her gazing in rapt concentration at one of the still lifes. She was slim, on the short side, with brown, shoulder-length hair framing a strong, full-lipped face. Her dark eyebrows were plucked and shaped. He thought he had seen her somewhere before.

‘If you stand there much longer your eyes are going to burn a hole through it.’

She looked round, unstartled, and gave him the once-over. ‘I’m sure Henry will forgive me,’ she said coolly. Her voice was low, with a pleasing hoarseness at the back of it.

‘You like his work?’

She nodded. ‘I bought one of his a few years ago – square, about so big, of a ceramic jug with primulas. And I’m pleased to see he’s now on the way to being quite unaffordable.’

Stephen smiled. ‘I remember that ceramic jug. Well . . . if I’d known Henry had such discerning clients I’d have brought along a few pictures of my own to hang here.’

‘You paint?’ she said, a thin note of scepticism in her voice.

‘Stephen Wyley,’ he said, extending his hand, which she took.

‘Nina Land. Your name is . . . familiar to me.’

‘That’s odd, because your face is familiar to me. Have we met before?’

She shook her head decisively. ‘I would have remembered. Perhaps . . . you’ve been to the theatre recently?’

He frowned, rummaging in his memory. ‘Hmm. I saw a thing the other week called The Second Arrangement, at the Strand. Rather good.’

‘Ah, glad you thought so – I was in it. Hester Bonteen . . .?’

He narrowed his eyes appraisingly, and then the clouds parted. ‘Yes – the lover!’

Nina held up her palms in a gesture of c’est moi. Stephen continued to stare at her. ‘Well – may I say – I was impressed. Really. The scene where you read the letter from him . . . the lady sitting next to me was in tears.’

‘But not yourself . . .’

‘I thought I should be a man about it,’ he replied. She gave a slow smile, and he read in her expression a quickening interest. Stephen held her gaze, before saying, ‘I always wonder about acting – I mean, how you do it night after night, the same thing. Doesn’t it become –’

‘A bore?’

‘Yes. Just so.’

‘No – because it’s a different crowd every night.’ She paused. ‘They don’t know what you’re going to give them. Before I go on, I think of someone out there in the dark, looking at me for the first time, not knowing what to expect. That’s the challenge – the excitement. It doesn’t matter that you’ve given the performance before – it’s new to him. Or her. You’re creating this very intimate connection with complete strangers. So you see’ – she gave a little laugh – ‘you can do certain things over and over without it ever becoming a bore.’

Stephen nodded. ‘Like – having a cocktail, for instance.’

‘Among other things,’ she said, her eyes still on him. He sensed the moment there to be seized.

‘Well, speaking as a complete stranger, what d’you say we sneak out of here?’

‘What for?’

‘A cocktail,’ he said casually.

She screwed her mouth into a pout that implied he’d misread her: much too forward of him. He was about to back away in apology when she said, ‘Why not?’

The cocktail led to dinner, which led to a nightcap at his club, and thence to a taxi to her lodgings off Baker Street. She didn’t invite him in, but there was sufficient meaning in their kiss goodnight for them to know that this would not be the end of it. Two lunches together followed. The next week they had a late supper at the Ivy, right after she came offstage. The kiss afterwards lasted rather longer than the first one. That was when they decided upon this afternoon’s assignation.

At the kiosk outside Russell Square Tube he bought a Times, his favoured shield of respectability. The Imperial’s monstrous Gothic facade of egg-and-bacon terracotta peered down on him. As he went through the hotel’s revolving doors he made a quick reflexive scan of the foyer, not feeling quite imperturbable. The desk manager asked for his name, and Stephen almost blundered into giving his own.

‘Ah yes, Mr Melmotte,’ the man said in echo. ‘Your wife is already in residence. Do you have any luggage?’

Stephen shook his head, smiled, and went off to the lift. The busy anonymity of the clientele – travelling salesmen and pie-faced couples from the provinces – put him at ease. Ordinarily he would have preferred the Cadogan, or Claridge’s, but there was a greater likelihood of running into someone he knew there.

He got out at the fourth floor and followed the rising numbers along the corridor. The door to the room – their room – was hung with a notice, DO NOT DISTURB. He hesitated, reading an ulterior meaning in the words. It wasn’t too late to turn back. And yet the gravitational pull of desire mixed with curiosity was strong: he had to risk it, or else wonder till the end what might have been. He tapped so quietly on the door he felt sure she wouldn’t have heard, but then from within came the soft pad of footsteps on carpet, and the door swung open.

‘Hullo,’ said Nina with a wry grin. ‘That knock sounded like a small boy come to the headmaster’s office for a thrashing.’

‘Mm, it was a bit feeble,’ he admitted. They kissed rather awkwardly on the threshold, and he walked in. He was pleased to see they had given them a suite and put flowers on the table, as he had requested. She had opened the windows, through which the faint drone of traffic from the street drifted up. He sauntered over and peered down at Russell Square, at the plane trees and the beetling pedestrians, all heedless. Behind him she rattled the ice in her glass.

‘Thirsty?’ she said brightly.

‘Parched.’

She began tipping ice cubes into a tall glass like her own, then dousing them in Scotch. She brought it over to where he stood, still gazing out of the window. He handled it absently, then took a deep swallow. A dry little chuckle escaped her.

‘Having second thoughts?’

He turned round, jolted by her intuitive stab. ‘Why d’you say that?’

‘You look rather distracted.’

‘Actually, what’s bothering me,’ he said with a wince, ‘are these bloody shoes. I think I’d better –’ He went over the bed and plumped down on the edge.

‘Here, let me,’ she said, kneeling down and tugging at his shoelaces. With brisk authority she plucked one foot then the other out of their leather vices. They came off with a sucking gasp.

‘Phew! That’s a relief.’ He began to rub his tortured feet. ‘I think this one’s given me a blister . . .’

‘They did seem rather tight,’ she said, raising herself next to him on the edge of the bed. Then, turning her back, she pointed to the zip on her dress. ‘Now. Perhaps you could help me get out of this.’

Afterwards, as they lay there, the sweat cooling on their skin, Nina propped herself up on an elbow. He sensed her watching him, so he kept his eyes on the ceiling. Presently, she picked up his wrist between her fingers, and after a few moments said, ‘Well, pulse is normal. Respiration seems fine, too.’ Then she gave his forehead a soft tap with her knuckle. ‘Anything to worry about up here?’

‘Nothing,’ he replied with a nervous half-laugh.

‘Nothing? Not even a little something?’

‘Maybe . . . a little something.’

She nodded, content not to push it any further. She traced a meditative finger around his collarbone and shoulder, then said, ‘By the way, why “Melmotte”?’

‘Oh . . . from a novel I’m reading. The Way We Live Now. Melmotte’s a city financier, with a shady past.’

‘A scoundrel?’

‘Of course.’

She leaned over to the bedside table and looked at her wristwatch. ‘D’you have a cigarette?’

For answer he slipped out of bed and padded across to the sofa where his clothes were strewn. He checked inside his jacket, and then realised where they were: he could see the packet now, on top of his paraffin heater, back at Tite Street. ‘Damn.’

He picked up the telephone and listened to it ring at reception. After a minute or so, he hung up. ‘Hopeless. I’ll have to go down to the bar.’ She watched him bend down and pick up his shoes. ‘Oh God,’ he groaned.

‘I’ll go,’ she said, throwing back the covers and springing out. ‘Save you crippling yourself.’

He tossed the shoes away, and gave her a look of rueful adoration. ‘Darling, you’re a brick.’

‘I know,’ she said, wriggling into her camisole. ‘Aren’t you lucky?’

The impudent glance that accompanied this remark made him laugh. He folded himself onto the sofa, admiring the unselfconscious speed with which she dressed. The acting life, he supposed. When she had gone he picked up her thin mulberry-coloured cardigan, jumbled among his own apparel, and held it to his face. He inhaled a scent of Jicky, tobacco and indefinable notes of her. The thing inflamed him with a sudden tenderness towards its owner. Then a noise at the window diverted him: a pigeon was clockworking along the ledge. The window was still ajar, and Stephen went over to shoo it away: the last thing they wanted was a bird in the room. He leaned out for another look at Russell Square, subtly altered from earlier, the traffic thickening towards rush hour, the light becoming bluish-grey. The lamplighters would be out soon.

It was odd, he thought, how people changed when they were out of their clothes. Prior to this afternoon, Nina had revealed a character of Olympian self-possession. That first night, while he had been all charm, she had been cool to the point of unfriendliness, wrong-footing him with her conversational feints and jabs. If he hadn’t felt such an overpowering physical compulsion he might have been inclined to shake hands and walk away. True, she had warmed up a little in the half-dozen times they had met since, but he still caught in her eyes a hawkish scrutiny that froze him in his tracks. Before today he wasn’t absolutely sure that she even liked him. So it was a surprise that, this afternoon, in bed, she had been geniality itself. Whatever else you were in bed, you could not be ambiguous.

He’d known a few theatre people in his time, and had found them to be garrulous egomaniacs and needy bores. Nina seemed different; she wasn’t fragile and she didn’t go fishing for praise, however willingly he would have bestowed it. Perhaps she had become adept at concealing that mad streak that so afflicted her profession – she was an actress, after all –

The door opened, and the moment he saw her he knew something was wrong. The colour in her face had fled, and her eyes were glassy with shock. She took hesitant steps into the room, like a sleepwalker. Stephen came away from the window.

‘My dear, what on earth is it?’

She looked at him, distracted. ‘I’ve just seen something . . . quite upsetting –’

‘What? What did you see?’

He walked her over to the sofa and they sat down, knee to knee. ‘Light one for me, would you?’ she said, handing him the cigarettes. ‘. . . I’d just got out of the lift and was coming up the corridor when I heard this awful frightened’ – she shook her head – ‘pleading. A woman’s voice. It was coming from one of the rooms, before you turn the corner. So I stopped, went back, and this time I heard it more clearly. She was saying, begging, No, please, and then a low muttered voice, a man’s – I knew he must be hurting her. I mean, really hurting her.’ He offered her the lit cigarette, and saw her hand tremble as she drew it to her lips. ‘Well, I knocked at the door, and the noise just – stopped. I said something like, ‘Is everything all right?’ and put my ear close. Silence. Then I said, quite loudly, that I was going to call reception and ask them to come up. Seconds later I heard a scuffle inside, and hurrying footsteps. The door flew open and a young woman dashed out – face white as chalk, tears, hair all over the place – sobbing, simply terrified. Before I could do anything she was past me and haring down the corridor.’

‘Good God,’ Stephen murmured.

Nina stared straight ahead, concentrating. ‘There was no use chasing after her, so I walked in, rather scared, and saw a man pulling open the curtains. He turned round as he heard me, with this furious scowl – he just shouted Get out, so I did.’ She dragged long on her cigarette, then looked at him. ‘It was horrible – the sound of him attacking her . . .’

‘Obviously a maniac,’ said Stephen, quickly getting dressed. ‘Come on, you’d better take me there. We can’t have his sort running round the place.’ Within a minute he was ready, his shoes unlaced. They came out into the corridor, and with a little tilt of her head Nina indicated the direction. The hotel, an Edwardian relic notable for its scale rather than splendour, had corridors as long as runways. Nobody else was about as she led him onwards. They turned at a right angle, and he saw her counting off the rooms. At the one whose door was ajar, she stopped. Room 408.

‘It’s this one.’

‘Sure?’

She nodded, but grabbed his hand as he made to enter, whispering, ‘What are you going to do?’

He gave a considering look. ‘Have a word.’

Stephen gave the door a perfunctory knock and felt himself squaring his shoulders as he walked in. It was a mirror image of their own suite, without the grace notes of flowers and the Scotch. One curtain had been left closed. The bed looked rumpled, though possibly not slept in. He cleared his throat. ‘Hullo?’ He heard Nina stepping close behind him. It occurred to him that the man, whoever he was, would take against strangers barging into his room. He opened the door to the sitting room, craned his neck within – also empty.

‘Well, there’s nobody here.’

She raked her gaze about the room, frowning at the window. ‘It was this room. He was standing right there. Honestly.’

‘I’m sure he was. But he’s scarpered.’

They stood there for a few moments, uncertain, then returned to their room. Stephen lit a cigarette and poured them each another tall Scotch. ‘Down the hatch,’ he said, putting the glass in her hand. Nina stared at it absently, then set it down untasted. He waited for her to speak.

‘What d’you think we should do? Tell the desk manager?’

Stephen wrinkled his nose in demur. A doubt had wormed into his mind. ‘Tell him what? I mean, all you saw was a woman bolting out of a room. It might just have been – I don’t know – a lovers’ tiff.’

She looked aghast at him. ‘What?’

He tried to sound a reasonable note. ‘I’m only saying – you may have misinterpreted –’

‘Why on earth would you doubt me? I’m not a hysteric. I know what I heard, and it was no lovers’ tiff, as you call it.’

Stephen, alarmed at the sudden adversarial tone, held up his hands in a pacifying gesture. Averse to arguing in general, he was particularly keen not to cross someone whom he had spent an afternoon getting close to.

‘I don’t doubt you,’ he said. ‘I’m just thinking of our . . . situation. If we make a report, they’ll ask for our names. And there’ll be no pretending then. D’you see?’

Nina looked away, considering, then gave a reluctant nod. He was right. They weren’t supposed to be at this hotel in the first place. Her gaze drifted, wistfully, to the disordered bed they had lately shared.

‘If only I hadn’t insisted on going down for cigarettes . . .’

Stephen shook his head. ‘I should have gone myself. Then none of this would have . . .’ He fell silent, not sure where that line of thought might be tending. If he had gone down to the bar instead, then presumably he would have overheard the disturbance on the way back. But would he have stopped, like her, and interrupted it? He could not altogether convince himself he would have done.

Nina checked her wristwatch. ‘Nearly six. I ought to be on my way.’

‘Surely we’ve time for another drink?’

She shook her head. ‘I’m afraid not. Dolly can’t stand ’avin’ to rush me.’ This last sentence she cockney-cawed in imitation of her dresser, the redoubtable Dolly. In an effort to rekindle the earlier mood he snaked an exploratory arm around her waist and lowered his face towards her. She smiled rather sadly, and detached herself from him.

‘I’m sorry, darling. That business with the girl has shaken me up, I don’t mind telling you.’ Stephen must have looked slightly crestfallen, because she gave a comical wince of apology as she took his hands in hers. ‘You must think me an awful ninny.’

He took her self-deprecation more seriously than was intended. ‘I don’t think that at all. Actually, I think you’re smashing.’

She raised a cheek for him to kiss, laughing, which made him feel less sore about being fobbed off. Having swiped a brush through her hair and attended to her make-up in the mirror, she was ready to go. They were just crossing the foyer when a voice ambushed them.

‘Wyley!’

Stephen looked round, his heart plunging, and took a moment to register the floridly handsome face, the blazing eyes and confident leading chin. What abject timing he had today, he thought.

‘Gerald – hullo.’

‘Fancy running into you,’ the man drawled, his eyes already sliding away from him to Nina, bright with expectation. With a casualness he didn’t feel, Stephen said, ‘Nina Land – Gerald Carmody. Gerald and I have known one another for years,’ he added.

‘Ah, Miss Land,’ said Carmody, ‘I’ve been lucky enough to see you onstage. The Dance of Death – at the Lyceum? Remarkable!’

Nina gave a queenly tilt of her head at this suavity. Carmody was now shooting inquisitive looks between them, and Stephen realised he would have to be quick with an explanation.

‘Nina has agreed to sit for a series of portraits I’m meant to be doing – of the leading lights of theatreland.’ He looked to her for confirmation of this lie.

‘He says I have a very sculptural head,’ Nina explained, unblinking.

Carmody craned forward excitedly. ‘Leading lights? Then you should do me! You know I’m trying to raise funds for the Marquess in Drury Lane?’

‘Why’s that?’ said Nina.

‘I’m the manager, for my sins. Our last run was a disaster, and with the rent at two hundred and fifty a week it’s touch-and-go whether we can hold off the bank.’ He gave Stephen a narrow-eyed speculative glance. ‘As a matter of fact I’m organising a dinner for a month or so, a charitable thing to whip up some cash for the old place. We’ve already got Larry and a few others on board. I’m hoping to tap prosperous fellows like yourself.’

The prompt was too brazen to ignore. ‘If I can help in some way . . .’ said Stephen, aiming for vagueness.

Carmody’s voice rose in enthusiasm. ‘Well, that would be marvellous!’ He was already taking a pen from his breast pocket. ‘Are you still down at Chelsea?’

‘Best way to reach me is through the gallery. Dallington’s, on Bury Street.’

‘Capital. I’ll send you a note about it.’

Nina gave a polite cough and said that she had to dash, allowing Stephen an excuse to get away. They shook hands with Carmody and hurried out of the hotel into Southampton Row. A cab picked them up almost immediately. Once settled Stephen gave vent to a groan.

‘Hellfire. That was awkward.’

‘How d’you know him?’

‘I hope he didn’t see us coming out of the lift . . . Hmm? Oh, we were at Oxford, though I didn’t know him well. Still don’t – we occasionally bump into one another. He’s had quite a career.’

‘Wasn’t he an MP?’

Stephen nodded. ‘One of the youngest ever to be elected. Was tipped for the Cabinet, I think, but made a lot of enemies. The party kicked him out.’

‘He soon got his claws into you,’ she smirked.

Stephen grimaced. ‘Yes – worrying, that. Much as I’d like to help his theatre, I’d rather not get involved. Carmody’s a dangerous sort.’

‘Dangerous?’

‘Well . . . the company he keeps. He was once – and still may be – very thick with Mosley. You know he runs the weekly magazine for the blackshirts?’

‘Oh dear,’ said Nina. ‘He doesn’t look the type.’

Stephen thought of asking her how she imagined the typical blackshirt would look, but instead turned a brooding face to the office buildings of Holborn as they slid by the cab window. He could pretend to himself that Carmody would forget all about it, that it was merely a part of his chancer’s routine. But he suspected a streak of tenacity in him. Nina seemed to pick up on his troubled silence.

‘Don’t worry about him. He’s probably just trying to make himself look grand – I’ll bet he’s never met Larry in his life!’ The taxi had pulled up at the foot of the Aldwych’s long curve. ‘I’m going to hop out. But before I do, Mr Melmotte’ – she leaned across him – ‘give me a kiss and wish me luck.’

Stephen happily obliged, then watched as she sauntered up the pavement, straight-backed, hands in her coat pockets, all confidence. He could almost imagine her to be whistling. What a girl she was!

On arriving home at Elm Park Gardens he let himself in, and cautiously interrogated his reflection in the hall’s gilt mirror for evidence of his afternoon. He was fussing with his tie again when the drawing-room door opened and Cora appeared, sheathed in an exquisite emerald-coloured gown. Her face was pale and creased in anxious concern.

‘Darling – I thought you’d forgotten about dinner,’ she said. ‘You’ve got ten minutes to get ready.’

Stephen smiled at his wife. ‘I hadn’t forgotten. I’m just going to get out of these shoes.’
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ON THE WEDNESDAY Nina awoke to an unplaceable sense of foreboding. From downstairs she could hear Mrs Keeffe, the landlady, chatting away to one of her boarders. And that smell . . . honestly, who could think of eating kippers at this hour? She turned over in her bed, trying to get comfortable on the lumpy mattress. What was it? she wondered, picking through the previous night for clues to this lowering mood. Not the show – she had just torn into it onstage, they all said how marvellous she’d been, even Dolly. Then they’d gone to the Ivy for a late one, and she’d got tight, but not terribly so, not roaring like ten men. So was it the other business, the eventful afternoon at the Imperial? No, that wasn’t it either, but now that she had it in mind she would indulge herself for a few moments thinking of his face, his lovely hands with their tapering fingers, and his sweetly earnest compliments. I think you’re smashing . . . Fancy! as Dolly would say.

Too bad he was married. He hadn’t tried to conceal it, or not for long anyway. And she had exercised her own small deception the night they had met at the gallery, pretending not to know him when she was quite familiar with his work as a society portraitist. Having truanted from the gathering and agreed to dinner, she had to wait until pudding for him to confess that the lady he’d told her about at the theatre – the one who had blubbed at her performance in The Second Arrangement – was in fact his wife. Nina had muffled the stab of disappointment by asking questions about her, to which he replied in an even, perhaps rather neutral tone. She – Cora, was it? – had been a secretary at the Royal Academy when Stephen was there. Good family, stockbroker class, large house on Richmond Hill. They had two children, a girl and a boy, both at school; after that they had talked of other things. It was only when Stephen telephoned her the very next day to invite her to lunch that she felt the first vibrations of his seriousness.

The question of whether she ought to have resisted didn’t really trouble her. She had fielded the attentions of married men before, without notable pain on either side, and this time seemed no different. Both of them knew what they were doing. Nina wasn’t interested in Stephen’s wife, and even if she had been, why on earth would they spend the small time they had together talking about her? He had charm – a charm born irresistibly of shyness – but he was plainly not to be trusted, in anything. His behaviour at the hotel, for instance, now that she thought about it, was far from exemplary – quite apart from dishonouring his marital vows. When she had suggested reporting the incident to the desk, his immediate instinct had been to protect himself. But didn’t that girl need protecting too? It came back to her now, the whimpering (‘please, no’) she had heard in the hotel corridor, the door flung open and the girl’s face in front of her, goggle-eyed with terror as she bolted past. Nina shook her head as though to empty it of the offending image. It was horrible, quite horrible . . .

And yet even that wasn’t the thing, naggingly stuck there like a thread of meat behind a molar. She looked at her alarm clock, and thought she might as well get up: at this hour there would still be hot water for a bath. Wrapped in her dressing gown she darted across the landing and into the bathroom, locked the door and turned on the taps, listening to the pipes clank and whinny as the tub filled. Once satisfactorily immersed, she lit a cigarette and rested her head against the porcelain roll-top.

She had been at Mrs Keeffe’s boarding house for nearly four years. It was an unlyrical Victorian red-brick on Chiltern Street, and she had hated the place the minute she walked in – hated the linoleum floors, the mournful furniture, the dingy microbial wallpaper, the bedraggled aspidistra in the window. But four years ago it was a rent she could afford, and the house was only a hop, skip and a jump away from the West End. She had never got to know any of the other guests, and even to Mrs Keeffe she spoke only when she had to – the occasional encounter on the stairs, or that afternoon her mother had visited –

That was it – the foreboding – it was lunch with her mother, today. Worse, lunch with her mother on her birthday. How old was she now? Nina calculated it at fifty-nine, though that was certainly not an age Mrs Land would admit to. Her company didn’t count as an ordeal, exactly, though it did demand on Nina’s part a careful management of irritations brewed over a lifetime’s exposure to her mother’s brittle vanity and pettish grievances. Having the example of such a mother had made her determined not to be remotely like her, and the vigilance it entailed was faintly exhausting. Whenever she explained this to friends she realised how undaughterly she must sound. Her mother’s life had not been an easy one, both through her own failings of character and the operations of fate, and Nina knew she ought to feel sorry for her instead of harping on her tiresomeness. The result of these guilty ruminations would be a birthday gift whose extravagance her mother would unsuspectingly take as her due.

She crushed her cigarette on the saucer and climbed dripping out of the tub. The heat of the bathwater had steamed up the mirror, presenting an irresistible tabula rasa. With her finger she traced a dainty pair of initials, NL + SW, and encircled them with a heart. ‘Silly,’ she snickered after a moment, and wiped it clear. She stared at her reflection, warily amused by her towel-turbaned head: it reminded her of the genie she had played in panto at the Eastbourne Hippodrome. Below it her face glowed pink. She had turned thirty-two in April, supposedly in the prime of her acting life, yet she knew how precarious was the ground beneath her. A string of bad notices, an unsympathetic director or a stone-cold flop could disable you, to say nothing of that pack of younger, brighter, hungrier actresses snapping at your behind, taking your work. That was the trouble – you were always worrying about the one at your back.

She had just descended to the hall when a door behind her moaned on its hinges and Mrs Keeffe sidled into view. She was a mousy-haired widow of uncertain age whose slight stoop made it look as if she were trying to peer up her interlocutor’s nose. Nina occasionally wondered what she wore under her never-changing floral-patterned housecoat, though felt it would be no hardship at all to remain ignorant on the subject. Her landlady treated Nina with a mixture of disapproval and respect, the former born of an older generation’s understanding of the word ‘actress’, the latter encouraged by a vague perception of her lodger’s glamorous life: Mrs Keeffe had once seen her being dropped off outside the house in a Rolls-Royce.

‘Didn’t hear you come in last night,’ she said, addressing a point some distance over Nina’s shoulder.

‘Ah – we had a late one,’ Nina replied.

Mrs Keeffe gave her head a little shake. ‘Well, I hope someone brought you to the door. ’Snot safe for a lady’ – she gave Nina a lightning once-over – ‘out on her own in the West End.’

‘Whatever d’you mean?’

‘You don’t read the paper?’ Her mouth formed into a perfect ‘O’ of prim dismay. ‘Been another murder – girl found outside a hotel.’

Another murder? Nina was not aware there had been a first. ‘And the police think it’s the same . . .?’

‘Oh yes. Same man. Strangles ’em,’ she added with a ghoulish twinkle.

‘How awful,’ said Nina. She had walked home alone last night. ‘A friend dropped me off anyway – in his car.’

‘You don’t wanna know what he does to them . . .’ continued her landlady.

‘No, I’m sure I don’t, Mrs Keeffe,’ she said, opening the front door and turning to offer a little wave. ‘If anyone calls, I’m out all day. Goodbye.’

By the time Nina reached the restaurant in Maiden Lane her mood was on another downswing of agitation. Her mistake had been the bookshop on the way. She had already bought her mother’s birthday present on Regent Street – a vertiginously priced bottle of Patou’s Joy – and, with a few minutes to spare, had popped into Foyle’s for a browse. She had chosen a couple of books – Elizabeth Craig’s Bubble and Squeak for her mother; South Riding by Winifred Holtby for herself – and was taking her little chit to the payment desk when she spotted it in the shop’s selection of new books. It was a compendium of reviews by James Erskine, theatre critic of the Chronicle, and carried the ominously punning title Withering Slights. She plucked the top one from the little stack and, with a hollowing sensation in her chest, riffled through the index. And there she was, unarguably, Land, Nina, 91–2 – a reprinted review of her first-ever starring role, in a play called Fire in the Hole. Her eye sought out the paragraph she had read in the paper four years ago:

It is difficult to judge whether at this age Miss Land’s horse-faced looks are going to turn to beauty, or else settle into something gaunt and hard. There is no doubt she can act, though she tends to be elusive in the emotional passages: does true feeling rage beneath that cold exterior or is she merely benumbed? She is glamorous but ungainly, does not know how to walk, and has not acquired enough sense to avoid showing her plain legs. Yet there is a quality – a disconcerting sultriness – that draws your eyes to this coltish creature and prevents you from noticing others. If I sound hesitant, it is only because I write this with my fingers crossed.

She could recall it, almost word for word, and the outrage that followed. Ungainly? Plain legs? Horse-faced? His words of praise offered no balm to his strictures, keen as paper cuts. Yet back then there was comfort at least in knowing that the review, however mortifying for a day, would be forgotten by the next, when Erskine would have someone else pinned beneath his critical microscope. Now the thing had been resurrected for all to read, ambered forever between hard covers. At the time she had written in furious complaint to the Chronicle, explaining to the editor that she did know how to walk, and what credentials did their ‘esteemed critic’ possess to judge whether etc., etc. Thank God common sense had prevailed: she had torn the letter into pieces. Admitting the hurt would be to hand victory to the swine. But it did hurt – it rankled.

Across the room she spotted her, ensconced at a banquette. Nobody ensconced herself quite so comfortably as her mother. She was talking to the maître d’ in a simpering manner that Nina knew of old; it involved a good deal of giggling and tapping of the man’s forearm. As she approached the table she felt herself to be interrupting something, though her mother greeted her with a small squeal of delight that seemed half genuine and half display for the diners nearest to them.

‘Darling!’ she cried, as Nina leaned through a cloud of Floris to kiss her powdered cheek. The maître d’, with a courtier’s air of ingratiation, bowed to her and stepped away.

‘Hullo, Mother – happy birthday,’ she said, amused by her mother’s false surprise at her proffering gifts. What – for me? she seemed to say. Annabel Land carried the slightly tense demeanour of a one-time English rose who had not yet accepted the fade of her bloom, and probably never would. In fact (Nina had to admit) she looked good for her age, with a clear-eyed gaze, a hard, high bust and only the smallest wrinkles at her eyes and mouth. She maintained an astonishing confidence in her own attractiveness: that her twenty-odd years’ seniority to the maître d’ might be an obstacle to flirtation would never have occurred to her. She expected men to take her at her own estimation, which was high. She hardly glanced at the Elizabeth Craig cookbook, seeming to sense the richer prey awaiting in the Dickins & Jones box.

‘Oh, you shouldn’t have!’ cooed Mrs Land, eagerly clawing at the sleek package and prising out the bottle of Joy. Having dabbed a little of the perfume on her wrist, she plunged into an ecstacy of inhalation. Nina, watching, raised her just-filled glass without comment. Her mother, not content with this silent toast, picked up her own glass. ‘Happy birthday to me!’

Nina gave an involuntary laugh: the line was so very characteristic of her. Mrs Land, an only child born to doting parents, had been raised on an inviolable idea of her own deserts; producing children of her own had never encroached on that principle. As a girl Nina had not been encouraged in a similar indulgence of her will, though when she was five she had wanted to be an admiral in the British Navy. She had imagined that, as reward for her valour on the high seas, the King would set her up in one of the grand mansions on Piccadilly, or Park Lane – the sort they were knocking down nowadays.

Interpreting her daughter’s laugh as simple affirmation, Mrs Land handed over the tasselled menu. ‘I’m going to have the lobster mousse, then the grouse,’ she declared brightly. ‘They do game so nicely here.’

Nina sensed her mother’s cheeriness might not be entirely due to the birthday fuss. ‘How’s Felicity?’ she asked, wondering if her older sister was pregnant again.

‘Fine, fine. John’s doing awf’ly well at the Treasury.’

‘And Bee?’ Bee was her younger sister, and her mother’s favourite. Mrs Land sighed.

‘Still hasn’t settled at the school, poor darling. The headmaster’s a perfect brute, she says. Oh, she asked me whether you could get her a box at the play for a Saturday in October.’

‘Quite probably – if she can pay for it.’ Bee (her actual name was Elizabeth) was a teacher, like her mother, and had inherited from her, if not the application, then certainly the sense of entitlement.

‘You can’t get a box . . .?’

‘Not for free,’ said Nina crisply.

‘Well, just two in the stalls, then.’

As lunch proceeded in its desultory way, she wondered how long it would take her mother to ask how she, Nina, was getting along. Whereas most civilised people she knew regarded conversation as a form of tennis – you put a few questions over the net, then your opponent would lob a few back – Mrs Land was strictly in the business of receiving rather than serving. By the time Nina had finished her fillet of plaice she was low on supplies of chat, and so decided on provocation instead.

‘I’m thinking of going up to Liverpool,’ she said. ‘To visit Pa’s grave.’

Mrs Land tucked in her chin sharply. ‘Why on earth would you do that?’

‘Because I’ve never seen it.’

‘There’s nothing to see. They put him in an unmarked grave.’

‘Yes, I know. I thought it might be time to have a headstone made.’

From the disbelieving look on her mother’s face Nina knew she had hit a nerve. Charles Land was for years unmentionable in the family. During a lonely and incompatible marriage to their mother he had worked, amid long absences, as a freelance journalist, a sheet-music salesman and a director of a short-lived railway company. Three years after the birth of his youngest daughter he chucked in everything and cleared off; he was last heard to be on his way to America. He got as far as Liverpool, where instead of taking ship he disappeared into a rackety life of drink and debt. Letters from him arrived intermittently at their home in Westbourne Park (the shabby-genteel side), then petered out, and they were left with only rumours of his whereabouts.

When, some years ago, Mrs Land received a letter from a vicar in Toxteth telling of her husband’s death – he had been living in a home for vagrants – Nina was surprised by her own grief. She had been six or seven when he left, but she could remember a tall, rather strapping man with a ready laugh (he had been most amused by her naval ambitions) and had nursed a curiosity about him undaunted by her mother’s pursed silences. At some point, maddened by an obscure impulse to see his resting place, Nina had written to the vicar, who had replied in a kindly, reserved manner that Charles Land was buried in a plot at St James’s Cemetery, Toxteth. She had been undecided over what to do about it ever since.

Mrs Land’s mouth tightened pointedly. ‘I’d say it’s a ridiculous waste of your time and money.’ Seeing Nina’s philosophical shrug, she added, ‘What d’you think you owe to him?’

‘Well, my existence, I suppose . . .’

Her mother’s scowl looked about to set firm when the maître d’ reappeared to clear their plates, and she reverted to flirtatious gaiety. After another perusal of the menu, and another consultation with the waiter, Mrs Land decided she would have the crème brûlée. Nina had a cigarette. By the time coffees were served the good mood had been restored, and the matter of the headstone forgotten. Talk had turned to her mother’s recent dinner invitation from their friend and benefactor Mr Dorsch. He was a German-born businessman who, having settled with his family in Westbourne Park (the fashionable side), had more or less saved the Lands from destitution after their father had scarpered. He had sponsored Nina and her sisters through their time at St Paul’s Girls, an education that would have been beyond their means even if Charles Land had stayed put. It was understood that Mr Dorsch’s patronage sprang from the very high regard in which he and his wife held Mrs Land, whom they had employed as piano teacher-cum-governess to their own children. The wife, Monica, had died three years ago.

‘But Mr Dorsch has asked you to dinner before,’ said Nina warily.

‘Not since Monica passed away. And Eric was very particular about it being a dinner à deux.’

‘I see. And do you have reason to think he may . . .?’

Her mother’s studied little laugh confirmed it: Mr Dorsch, or Eric as he had become known, was on the market again, and she had put herself at the front of the queue. Nina’s immediate instinct would have been to advise caution – to Mr Dorsch. The thought of that kindly, urbane gentleman linked with her mother for life was a consummation devoutly to be avoided. But of course she betrayed no such misgiving.

‘I suppose he’s still doing his charitable works,’ was all she did say.

‘Oh yes. Eric is a great philanthropist,’ replied Mrs Land, with a rather complacent nod. ‘He’s one of those people who only thinks of others.’

Nina found herself biting back a tart reply as Mrs Land scooped the last of the crème brûlée into her mouth. She lit another cigarette and watched as her mother rearranged her handbag to accommodate her birthday gifts. This involved taking out that day’s Daily Mail, with a below-the-fold headline on which Nina’s eye happened to fall. SECOND TIEPIN MURDER: GIRL FOUND OUTSIDE HOTEL. It was the one Mrs Keeffe had been telling her about this morning. She idly craned her head around to read:

The body of a young woman was discovered yesterday morning near Russell Square, Holborn. She had been strangled and left in a service yard at the rear of the Imperial Hotel. The pathologist estimated that she had been dead for about six hours. According to a police spokesman, the victim’s tongue had been pierced by a metal pin, a grisly signature that links it to the murder of another young woman in the Haymarket last month. continues page 3.

Nina felt a sudden panicky acceleration in her heartbeat. It was the reference to the Imperial which had done it. If the girl had been found yesterday morning that meant she had been murdered the same day she and Stephen had been there. And now she thought again of that unpleasant scene in room 408, and the scowling man she had interrupted. Could it possibly be the same? – a sudden clarified memory of the terror-struck girl flashed in her mind’s eye. How had it not registered before?

‘Oh God,’ she said in a half-whisper.

Mrs Land looked up. ‘What’s the matter?’

‘Nothing – I’ve just been reading that grisly story – the murdered girl . . .’

‘Oh, isn’t it dreadful?!’ cried Mrs Land. ‘They say he stabs a tiepin through their tongues.’

The note of relish in her mother’s voice was very like her landlady’s that morning. People loved to know ghastly details. And they loved even more to let others know.

‘Mother, I’m sorry, I just have to make a telephone call,’ said Nina, rising from the table. She hurried, unseeing, through the dining room and found the phone booth in a side corridor. The air within felt unpleasantly warmed from the chaotic emotions of recent usage. In her diary she found the number of Stephen’s studio at Tite Street, and recited it to the operator. On the fifth ring he picked up, his drawled ‘Hullo’ echoing as though from a deep well.

‘Stephen, it’s me. Have you seen the paper today?’

‘Um, no. I think the Standard’s lying around.’

‘Have a look at it. Please – it’s important.’

Hearing her troubled tone, Stephen leaned across his sofa and plucked the paper off the floor.

‘What’s on the front page?’ she asked him.

He considered. ‘Some story about a murder . . .’

‘Read it out to me.’

He did so, his voice curious at first, then slowing into realisation as he read down the column: ‘. . . the Imperial Hotel, Russell Square. Hmm.’ He fell silent; she could almost hear his mind working.

‘You understand, don’t you?’ she said. ‘Same day.’ A tap on the glass behind made her jump. A man was outside, waiting to use the telephone. Blast. ‘Stephen, there’s something I need to tell you. May I come to the studio?’

‘You mean now?’

‘Yes, right now.’

He looked at his paint spattered hands. He had actually been blazing away, hard at it, but of course he assented, just before the line went dead.

Half an hour later a cab was depositing her at the foot of Tite Street. She had almost bundled her mother out of the restaurant in her haste (Mrs Land had looked rather put out), waving a distracted goodbye before half sprinting down to the Strand. In the cab she tried to compose herself, but only by degrees did the frantic flutter of her heart subside. She wanted to be able to talk to him about it coolly, rationally.

His housekeeper let her in with barely a glance. Nina had worried at first that it might look odd, a young woman turning up unannounced in the middle of the afternoon, but then she realised that Stephen would have models and all sorts trooping up and down the stairs here. She was just another in his regular cavalcade of guests.

His smile when he opened the door did something to reassure her: they would be in this together. He took her coat, and asked if she wanted a drink.

‘Thanks, no. I had a couple at Rule’s – to get me through lunch with my mother.’

‘Ah, and how is the sainted Mrs Land?’ asked Stephen, as though he knew her.

‘Same as ever,’ Nina said, ‘only more so.’

As she stood at the window, irresolute, Stephen sidled up and reached out to pull her close. But she withdrew from him and instead went to pick up the Standard, with its unwelcome freight of significance. She sat down to read through the report again, then looked in anxious appeal to Stephen.

‘It’s him – the man I saw in the room. It has to be him.’

Stephen narrowed his eyes a little. ‘You can’t be certain. Look, there’s a lot of men out there mistreating women, all the time. But very few of them are murderers. Hardly any! The man you saw – well, no doubt he’s a brute, but it doesn’t follow that he’s –’

‘Stephen, listen to me,’ she cut in abruptly. She patted the sofa, inviting him to sit next to her, and took a deep breath. ‘There’s something I didn’t tell you – something I’d forgotten myself, I was in such a state, you remember? The girl – the girl he was hurting – when she ran into me –’

‘Yes?’

‘I saw . . . marks.’

‘What d’you mean, marks?’

‘On her neck – bruises, the sort you would get from someone’s hands trying to . . . throttle you.’

His frown had turned quizzical. ‘You didn’t say that at the time. I mean, how could you forget something like that –’

‘I know, I know. But I did see them! It happened so quickly, I didn’t take them in. Or, I don’t know, probably I wanted to put them out of my mind. It just seems to me too great a coincidence that there would be another maniac lurking around the hotel ready to strangle a girl.’

He said nothing. He only stared at her, frowning slightly, as though he were making a decision about her. Then it dawned on her, with a chill.

‘You think I’m making it up, don’t you?’ she said, trying to keep her voice steady.

He shook his head, and waited a beat before replying. ‘No, I don’t think that. On the contrary, you should probably go to the police. If you’ve seen the killer, they’ll want to know about it.’

Nina bit her lip, pondering the implications. The responsibility of it had loomed in her vision, disconcerting her. After some hesitation she said, ‘I’m not sure, really, how much help I can be . . .’

‘But you did see him,’ he said gravely.

‘Yes – though only for a matter of seconds.’

‘Would you be able to pick him out again?’ asked Stephen, sounding to his own ears like an investigating officer.

‘Yes. No. I don’t know,’ she said with a helpless shrug.

They held each other’s gaze for a few moments. Then, with a decisive air, Stephen stood up and went over to his long work desk. He returned to the sofa carrying one of his larger sketch pads and a charcoal stick. He sat down at an angle to her, and, readying himself, brushed back a lock of hair from his forehead.

‘What are you doing?’ she said.

‘You’re going to describe his face to me. And I’m going to sketch it.’

‘Really?’ she said uncertainly.

‘Why not? The police use artists all the time for this. They work with the eyewitness to make an approximate study of the suspect. Well, then – that’s in my line, and I can’t imagine I’d be any worse at it than they are.’ He saw the doubt in her gaze. ‘Just think of it as a “wanted” poster, like in the Wild West.’

He flourished his charcoal stick like a conductor with his baton, and she laughed. ‘Right,’ he said. ‘Let’s start with an outline of his face. Was it round, or long, or squarish?’

‘Long, I suppose,’ she said, and watched as his expression focused, his hand quick and assured as it moved the charcoal around the paper. In a coaxing tone he invited her to describe the features, and, not wanting to let him down, she found herself recalling the contours and creases of the face with greater precision than she had expected. Principally it was the man’s eyes – narrow, with very dark irises – that came back to her, and as she directed Stephen’s marks and shadings she began to feel a strange empowerment, as if she were a spy, furnishing the vital coordinates of a secret location. And she loved to watch Stephen work, his faraway look of concentration, the tip of his tongue absently hovering between his teeth – the everyday oddity of his left-handedness.

After ten minutes of this concerted effort Stephen, finishing with a few darting flurries, stood up and held the drawing a little distance from her.

‘Well?’

Nina squinted at it for some moments, then gave a slow nod. ‘That’s really rather good.’

‘Don’t sound so surprised!’ He laughed.

‘Yes, but you usually draw from life, not from someone describing it.’ She leaned forward to scrutinise his handiwork. ‘I couldn’t swear it, but there might have been something fleshier about the lips . . .’

He returned to the sketch and worked it over a little – erasing, adding, refining – before he handed it back to her. The mouth had been plumped, as required. It briefly amazed her that something in her mind’s eye should take on this vivid material form.

‘That’s him,’ she said. ‘Or as close to him as I can remember.’

Stephen opened his cigarette case, from which she plucked one and lit it. They smoked for a meditative minute, the sketch lying on the coffee table between them. Nina felt an inward shudder as the stranger’s eyes, sump-black, seemed to fix on her. She stood up, and wandered over to the mirror at the fireplace. She addressed Stephen’s reflection in it.

‘May I ask you something – does my face look “gaunt” or “hard” to you?’ She couldn’t even bear to mention ‘horse-faced’.

Stephen blinked at the question. ‘Er, no. Neither. Why do you ask?’

She hesitated, then said, ‘Oh, just something a critic wrote about me when I was doing Fire in the Hole.’

‘Tsss. What rot. Should like to aim some fire up his hole, the blighter.’

Nina laughed. ‘Ah, my defender!’

He felt pleased at having said the right thing, and made a mental note to avoid any reference to the words ‘gaunt’ and ‘hard’ in her presence. Nina had returned her attention to the drawing. ‘So – when do we take it to the police?’

Stephen paused now, looking shifty. ‘I’ve been thinking about that . . .’

‘Oh?’

‘I can’t go to the police. They’ll ask me why we had a room at the hotel . . . If that comes out, it’s all over with Cora.’

Nina’s brow closed into a frown. ‘But it’s important – it might help them to catch him!’

‘I know. But my marriage is important, too,’ he said, realising how hypocritical that
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