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			All men make mistakes, but a good man yields when he knows his course is wrong and repairs the evil.

			Sophocles

			 

			 

			 

			And the Lord said unto Cain, where is thy brother?

			King James Bible
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			Prologue

			Someone had crashed their car into the Admiralty Arch – the folly of trying to manoeuvre a large Austin 7 through such a narrow space alongside a bicycle. Voices were raised indignantly, a man was shouting, a woman was weeping and traffic was backing up. The hot evening air smelled of petrol fumes.

			Not far away from this commotion, Hubert Newman made his way erratically along Pall Mall. Momentarily he stumbled and was forced to stop, reaching out a hand to the wall to steady himself. At first glance he might have been just another middle-­aged gentleman returning from his club, having consumed enough alcohol to dull the drumbeat of war sounding through the city. And he was, indeed, returning from his club – the Athenaeum – where he had spent the afternoon in the comforting embrace of a cracked leather chair, fenced in by furniture as old as Trafalgar, attending to letters and matters of business.

			
			

			He was in his mid-forties, with a portly frame rounded by good living, and pale, anxious eyes behind heavy spectacles. He wore an ill-­fitting tweed jacket, suggesting an academic profession, a don perhaps, or a writer of some kind – an impression cemented by the clashing purple tie, chosen with no regard to fashion.

			Continuing southwards, he turned right past Carlton House Terrace and descended the difficult steps into the Mall.

			He blinked again. This wasn’t fatigue – his vision had been blurred all afternoon. At first, he had attributed his condition to an event he had attended the previous evening, organized to welcome German refugees. The dinner consisted of sausages, presumably to make the newcomers feel at home, potato salad – ditto – and quantities of home-­made elderflower wine. The wine was deceptively sweet, like some of the hostesses there: apparently syrupy but with a hidden strength.

			Yet this was no hangover. He was sure of that now. He had the answer, if he could only summon it.

			Titles pattered though his head. The Mystery of the Missing Message. One of his earliest. But that wasn’t it. The Horror at Henderson Grange, perhaps? A Dozen Layers of Dark?

			Crossing the Mall, he staggered in halting fashion towards a plane tree, in whose shade he clutched his chest. His body was torpid, yet his heart was racing – a tachycardiac pulse, well over a hundred beats a minute, signalling the muscles of the failing organ needed more oxygen.

			That much he understood. He had studied the symptoms of a heart attack for Death in the Drawing Room. But was this it? Or a stroke maybe?

			
			

			As he passed a newspaper stand, his eyes scanned the headlines. The British locomotive Mallard had set a record for steam engines of 126 miles per hour. Thirty million gas masks were ready to be issued to the entire civilian population. The evacuation of children from London in case of war had been approved by government committee. Hitler’s sabre-­rattling speech at the Nuremberg Rally (printed in full in the inside pages) demanded self-­determination in the Sudetenland and an end to slavery for Sudeten Germans.

			Yet at the same time, he saw none of them.

			Newman was acutely aware of his unsteady gait. Lurching onwards, he wondered if anyone might stop to help, before reminding himself that this was England, where personal privacy was an inviolable law, and people would as soon strip naked as accost a total stranger in the street. Polite avoidance was as English as the hiss of the gas street lamps, the perpetual rain or the native mixture of human warmth and freezing snobbery.

			He gulped at the air. In direct contrast to his physical state, his mind was fizzing, ideas firing and colliding in fruitless, panicked combinations through his brain.

			A pretty brunette passed on a bicycle, her scarf decorated with cherries trailing in the breeze, and a Jack Russell perched imperiously in the wicker basket. The girl didn’t give him a glance, but the terrier’s eyes followed his progress with beady curiosity.

			
			

			Overcome by nausea, Newman sagged onto a bench and tried to slow his heartbeat. His breath was now coming in gasps, both from the exertion of the walk and from the increasing constriction in his chest that felt like a lead weight pressing down on him. He massaged his brow with fingers stained by a lifetime of tobacco and lit a cigarette.

			After a single drag he flung it away. Each inflation of his lungs was a physical exertion, yet his brain was spinning like a slot machine, a whirring mess of questions, attempting to match symptoms to outcomes and facts to suppositions.

			The Secret of the Soda Siphon. Could that be the one? Or perhaps Appointment in Paris?

			He staggered on. He could no longer feel the weather on his skin.

			Above him, in Great George Street, windows glowed against the dusk. Yet it was getting harder to see them, and not only because of the fading light. The oppressive air felt heavy, like a physical weight, though it was not the air dragging the skin of his face downwards or making his eyelids droop.

			A group of young men emerged from a pub in a miasma of hops and chatter. He caught snatches of conversation:

			‘The idea that Britain could ever hold the balance of power in Europe is entirely outdated.’

			‘Did you hear that fool Wolfson’s gone off to drive ambulances in Spain?’

			His tongue was thick in his mouth. He wanted to address them, to call out, but his throat was choked, and the words could not crawl through the furrows of his brain. His heart began to skip its rhythm, fluttering weakly like a bird in a cage.

			
			

			He stumbled. His feet were turning to living lead.

			He had ten minutes to live. Nine, maybe.

			The scenery began to recede, and in his addled mind other streets arose – the cobbled lanes of his birthplace, through which he had toddled in his hard little boots, holding the rough hand of Martha, his nurse, to shop for cheese and ham at the market.

			These floating vistas confused his failing sense of direction, and he headed leftwards, into Storey’s Gate.

			Nausea, dysphasia, creeping paralysis. These signs told him that he had very little time. He had written so much about death, yet he had never properly considered how it would feel to die. Now his end was near, and like all men, even atheists, he felt an atavistic urge towards the sacred.

			Faltering his way to the entrance of Westminster Abbey he lurched through the massive oak doorway, hammered with iron rivets a thousand years old, and laboured across the nave. His legs barely obeyed him.

			He was, in every sense, petrified.

			Above him stained glass windows scattered sapphires and rubies over the choir stalls. It might be the wrong religion, but it would have to do. The chords of practising choristers arose, stopping and starting again, angelic in their pursuit of perfection, and, in that moment, Newman sensed himself becoming transfigured into everything around him, life seeping out of him, even as comprehension filtered in.

			
			

			Midnight in Vienna. That was the one.

			Staggering through the cloisters, cool and dark, laced with shadows of folded stone, he managed only a few steps before his legs gave way. The ground crashed towards him and the ferric tang of blood filled his nostrils. He thought himself back to his club; the must-­scented library, cigars burning in the tallow light, the dining room serving shoe-­leather beef drowned in gravy. It seemed like a version of heaven to him.

			For one last time the face of his mother came into his mind, before his heart, besieged by chaotic electric activity, gave a frenzied squeeze and stuttered to a halt.

		

	
		
			
			

			Chapter 1

			September 12th, 1938

			London, in that long, sultry summer, smelled of melted tarmac and dust.

			Just after five o’clock Stella Fry got off the tram and walked along Embankment. A train clattered past across the tracks from Victoria, and across the Thames the twin chimneys of Battersea Power Station sent clouds of smoke into a sky that hung pale and heavy as a blanket over the parched city. Horse chestnut leaves cast fretted shadows on the pavement and a snatch of mock orange blossom wafted from the shrubs poking through the railings. A cat sat on a wall, too saturated with sun even to flick its tail at her. It was holiday weather, yet the heat and the distant shouts of children in the park filled Stella with gloom.

			More than half of September lay ahead and it would be about as exciting as a burst balloon.

			
			

			She was torturing herself with memories of other, better summers; the one she had spent in the cool of the hills above Florence, taking the winding road up to Fiesole, with the scent of wild thyme and the high creak of the crickets. The South of France summer at Mougins, looking down towards the coast, linen blowing on the line and lavender fields shimmering in the heat. The fountains and manicured lawns of the Schönbrunn Palace in Vienna. The crystal-­clear water of the lakes in the Grunewald around Berlin. September was her birthday month and she had always associated that season with excitement, adventure and travel. Her restlessness was so acute it was almost physical.

			Wanderlust, the Germans called it.

			Almost at once Stella chided herself for such mutinous feelings. No one was going on holiday to Italy and France now, let alone Spain, deep in civil war. Conflict with Germany was either coming or it wasn’t, according to which newspaper you read, but the whole of Europe seemed to be holding its breath in anticipation. A trip abroad was out of the question. Best reconcile herself to the offer of a week’s visit to her brother’s country house in Cornwall, where disappointment would sting like the gnats around the campfire in the drizzle. Because it would almost certainly rain. How had George II described the English summer? Two sunny days and a thunderstorm.

			No one passing Stella Fry on the pavement that day would discern this mood. Containment came as second nature to her. Her face in repose was appealingly regular, but when she smiled her entire demeanour became animated and then people described her as beautiful. She had typical English features: a fair complexion, watchful brown eyes, a slender nose and a way of tilting her chin in an unconscious gesture of defiance that had followed her through life. The intelligence and vivid emotions that lay beneath that sober appearance were only apparent to those prepared to look.

			
			

			Close observers, however, might note that there was something French about the cut of her powder-­blue jersey jacket and that her svelte summer skirt was not the kind that could be found in Vogue’s British sewing patterns. Her time abroad had instilled in her a love of Continental fashion that she indulged whenever she could afford it. She wore a tiny hat, embroidered with beads, and her legs were clad in stockings, though she had stowed the equally obligatory gloves in a capacious Liberty’s leather handbag, along with keys, a powder compact, lipstick and a library copy of Rebecca.

			Plunging her hand in her pocket she found a scrap of card and brought it out. It was an old, clipped train ticket to a village on the shores of the Starnberger See. Immediately she heard the voice of a tall blond man, looking down into her eyes.

			‘What does it matter, what I believe? It doesn’t change who we are.’

			‘I think it matters, what you believe.’

			At the memory, she clenched the ticket into a ball, as if she could make it disappear entirely.

			
			

			Her thoughts were interrupted by the mournful tinkle of an ice cream van, like an elegy for the summer she would not be having. The van, with a jaunty green and white slogan along its side advertising ‘Ice Cream for Everyone. Fresh Daily!’ drew up beside her, trailing fumes, and its proprietor leaned out. He had the striped shirt of a gondolier, a twirly moustache and an Italian accent that was fooling nobody.

			‘Fresh ice cream, lady?’

			Stella smiled but shook her head. The atmosphere seemed too sombre for ordinary summer enjoyments. Politics tinged the air like petrol. Britain was running out of time to answer Herr Hitler’s demands. Events on the Continent cast a gloom that no amount of ice cream could dispel.

			 

			She turned right into Oakley Street, came to a red-­brick mansion block, walked up three flights and pushed open the door to Flat 7. Navigating an ironing board in the hall, she entered a high-­ceilinged room, whose best feature was the flood of light coming from the long window, filtered through the canopy of the plane tree outside. A fraying sofa was parked along one wall, and most of the surfaces were covered with an artfully arranged clutter of peacock feathers, seaside souvenirs, china dogs and shells that gave the shabby flat a chic and eclectic air. A needlepoint Bible verse hung on the wall and a gramophone was positioned on an old leather trunk, with a stack of records beside it. An abandoned cup of tea had been dumped on a side table, alongside a battered paperback.

			
			

			A woman in a slinky emerald evening dress and three strands of pearls was standing in front of a mirror. A tangle of curls framed her face, and her mouth was a perfect, lipsticked bow.

			‘Is that dress for a part?’ asked Stella.

			Evelyn Lamont tugged her décolletage to reveal more plump cleavage and posed, hands on hips. The clinging silk caressed every curve as she glanced over her shoulder.

			‘It’s for a man. How do I look?’

			‘Glamorous. A little tarty.’

			Evelyn buried her face for a second in the perfumed cave of her armpit.

			‘Good. That’s exactly what I was aiming for.’

			She moved over to the mirror and began shaping her eyebrows in a high, Marlene Dietrich arch that emphasized the moony roundness of her face. Although she wasn’t exactly beautiful, she devoted considerable time to grooming and cultivated the demeanour of Sorel Bliss in Noël Coward’s Hay Fever.

			‘Roger’s taking me to the Ritz bar after the show.’

			‘You’ll certainly stand out there.’

			Stella went into the tiny kitchenette, lit the gas ring and put on the kettle. The badly cut loaf, scattering of toast crumbs and a lidless jar of jam suggested Evelyn had already eaten.

			‘That’s the idea,’ Evelyn called. ‘And it’s no more than he deserves. I’m fed up with skulking around in dingy hotels.’

			Roger was the latest in a line of married men who bobbed like bad apples through Evelyn’s romantic life.

			
			

			‘I told him, if he’s going to take me out, I see no reason why I should hide. That’s his problem.’

			‘What is it he does, exactly?’ said Stella, coming back into the room with a hunk of bread and margarine.

			‘He’s a playwright.’

			‘A playwright? Really?’

			‘Not the Shakespeare kind. More of a producer actually. They’re doing his Wanted for Murder at the Lyceum and he thinks I have a lot to offer.’

			‘Doesn’t mean you have to offer it.’

			‘Don’t be a prude.’ Evelyn shot her a glance. ‘Though if we get on, well, you know . . . he might come back.’

			Stella thought of Roger’s predecessor, who had come crashing into the flat in the small hours with a volley of curses, and then into the adjoining bedroom with the kind of laughs and stage whispers that made her yearn to rap on the wall. After he had left, her door had creaked open as Evelyn crept in for a drunken post-­mortem, based around the theme that she’d had enough of married men and their excuses.

			Evelyn was an actress. Although actual fame eluded her, she had met Edith Evans and Margaret Lockwood and could imitate both with perfect mimicry. She had taught herself to hold a cigarette like Bette Davis and she studied Vogue like the Bible. All through school, as Stella recalled, Evelyn had lost no opportunity to act, in lessons and out, and when she left, she landed a place at RADA. Yet although she looked a lot like Celia Johnson, her big break remained out of reach.

			
			

			‘When you do meet Roger, please be nice to him. He doesn’t like intellectual women.’

			‘What should I talk to him about?’

			‘As little as possible.’

			Stella picked up her paperback and flopped down on the sagging purple divan. Privately, she chided herself for scorning Evelyn’s romantic life. Perhaps, with an aching heart and no lover of her own, she was jealous. Maybe her friend’s busy social life only reminded her of her own solitude. Anyway, Evelyn was easy company. The flat was homely, and perfectly situated. It may have several damp stains on the ceiling, and cracked plaster, but the Ascot provided enough hot water for two unless, as was usually the case, Evelyn required a long soak before she left for the theatre in the evening.

			And yet – Stella felt restless in this strange state of limbo, amid unfamiliar faces in a city she only half remembered. She had hoped that her life was about to start again – that she was standing on the brink of a new beginning, even though she had no idea what that beginning might be. But increasingly, she sensed that was wrong. In her worst fears she suspected that there would be no new start, and she would instead be engulfed in a life of routine tedium until she had forgotten ever feeling excited or alive.

			 

			It was six months since she had returned from Europe and taken refuge in Evelyn’s small spare room. She had spent the past five years as a private tutor, before the Austrian family she worked for and whose children she loved, had decided to leave Vienna and seek safety in New York. She thought of Herr Gatz, with his delicate moustache and punctilious courtesy, spreading his hands apologetically, as though he were a mâitre d’ with no vacancies rather than a Jewish businessman with no nationality.

			
			

			‘You are family to us, liebe Stella, and always will be, but these unfortunate circumstances impel us to leave.’

			Those were not the only farewells. Another, more painful, separation had already taken place, though amid a nation in turmoil, Stella’s own emotional upheaval barely figured. The fact remained, after she had waved the Gatzes goodbye, she had returned to England, with three languages, no job and a broken heart.

			By the time she had arrived at Victoria station, laden with her Royal typewriter and a huge carpet bag, she was practically broke. The only people she could have asked for money were her brother Alan, whose bank account was controlled entirely by his wife, and her widowed mother, who had decamped from their Victorian terrace in Chiswick and moved to the south coast, where she existed on a diet of gin and bridge. Luckily, Stella still had Evelyn’s number.

			Stella and Evelyn had known each other since they were thirteen. In contrast to the buttoned-­up Frys, the Lamonts were wealthy, flamboyant and extravagant. Philip and Sidonie Lamont were renowned for their entertaining and left-­leaning sentiments. Sidonie, who was White Russian in origin, thought of herself as an artist and regularly invited actors, writers and painters to their opulent Chelsea home. Evelyn was their only daughter, and from the moment the two girls met, the Lamonts had taken Stella to their bosom, including her in endless trips, family dinners and outings. Together, Stella and Evelyn had spent hours analysing their futures, wondering if and who they would marry.

			
			

			When Stella called Evelyn from a telephone box at Victoria station, her friend reacted as if she had gone no further than the corner shop.

			Come and stay! It will be a party, at least until this war arrives!

			Within the hour, Stella had been installed in the cupboard of a spare bedroom, next to a bathroom containing a constantly dripping tap. Evelyn’s disarray was in extreme contrast to Stella’s own love of order, which had dogged her since her teenage years. Nonetheless, she had no hesitation in moving in, and straight into the tumult of Evelyn’s life.

			Evelyn turned from the mirror and frowned.

			‘The fact is, I didn’t say, but my show has just closed.’

			‘Oh, I’m sorry!’

			‘I’m not. Once the accountants decided, there was no point in prolonging it, apparently. It was throwing good money after bad.’

			Stella could see why. A lacklustre musical at the Hippodrome was no diversion when the cinema newsreels were filled with an alarming montage of troops filing across Europe and angry, slogan-­chanting crowds.

			‘It’s all the fault of Czechoslovakia. I don’t see why it should matter so much.’

			
			

			Evelyn raked crimson-­tipped fingers through her hair. ‘Anyhow. We’re holding a wake tomorrow evening. You will come, won’t you?’

			‘I won’t know anyone.’

			‘All the better. You’ll meet new people.’

			‘I don’t have anything to wear.’

			‘Wear that apricot silk blouse. The French one. It makes you look mysterious and Continental.’

			Stella smiled at her.

			‘You’ll be fine, you know that.’

			‘I know.’ Evelyn sprawled on the chair and flipped her legs over the arm. ‘But that’s why I’m so keen to get on with Roger. Especially since my father says war can’t be avoided and we’ll all have to join the ATS and become car mechanics or something dreadful.’

			The note of despondency that had crept into her friend’s habitual optimism was swiftly smothered.

			‘But Roger knows everyone. If anyone can find me work, it’ll be him.’

			‘I’m sure he will.’

			‘Let’s hope. And listen, it will be fun, and we need to have fun while we can. There are movie people going to the wake. A charming man called Emeric Pressburger. He’s a Hungarian refugee. You’d like him. And there are rumours that Alexander Korda might even be there. He owns London Films! An entire movie company at Denham Studios. He’s sure to be talent-­spotting.’

			She reached out and took a gulp from a bottle of cheap Rioja that had been standing open since the previous evening.

			
			

			‘Anyway,’ she went on, ‘I have an audition tomorrow morning.’

			‘There you are, then.’

			‘I suppose. But you didn’t say. Where’ve you been today?’

			‘I was interviewed for a job.’

			‘You dark horse! More teaching?’

			‘Typing, actually. It’s a stopgap. I’m transcribing a man­u­script for an author. I used to do a little of that, when I had that job in publishing. He placed an advertisement in The Times and it caught my eye. Author seeks typist.’

			‘So . . . what’s he called?’

			‘Hubert Newman.’

			‘The Hubert Newman!’ Evelyn sat up. ‘Stella, he’s famous!’ Evelyn had never associated Stella with celebrity; she looked at her friend with fresh interest. ‘He writes detective stories. Murder at the vicarage kind of thing. Everyone reads them. I’ve just finished one. My mother knows him. He’s been to one of her soirées. What on earth did you make of him?’

		

	
		
			
			

			Chapter 2

			What had Stella made of him?

			The interview was at the Athenaeum in Pall Mall. Stella had never set foot in a gentleman’s club and she had walked the gloomy grandeur of Pall Mall a couple of times to prepare herself, glancing through the windows, taking in the pediments, the iron lanterns and the soot-­pocked columns. The Royal Automobile Club, the Travellers, the Reform – the splendour of their facades marred by untidy piles of sandbags freshly stacked against their walls. The long windows, where soft yellow light shafted through the heavy drapes, looked like portals to another, more stately age. Eventually she steeled herself to climb the washed stone steps of the Athenaeum, where the door opened before she could push it, as if by magic.

			She informed a man in purple livery that a Miss Stella Fry was here to see Hubert Newman. While she waited, she gazed around at the pillared recesses, the vista of chequered tiles, gleaming woodwork and cracked burgundy leather chairs as though they formed a door into another universe. Nothing that was happening in the streets outside – not the newsboys shouting, or the teams of workers piling sandbags against the facades, or the distant sound of anti-­aircraft construction – seemed to penetrate this world of polish and moneyed hush.

			
			

			After a few minutes, Newman came hurrying across the lobby. Perhaps because of the thickness of his jacket or the September humidity, he looked uncomfortably hot. His brow was beaded with sweat. He was pallid, portly and probably fifty, dressed exactly how she imagined a detective novelist might dress, in a tweed suit, with the glint of a fob watch chain across his rotund middle. He had sad, soft eyes and a drooping bulldog face. But either from nerves or indigestion, Stella detected a tetchiness beneath the punctilious courtesy.

			‘Miss Fry. Apologies for the wait.’

			He forged a path through the dining room, nodding to friends and acquaintances, and clasping a couple of them by the hand. ‘Morning, Rex.’ ‘How are you, Henry?’ ‘Hello, old chap. It’s been too long.’ Stella followed him to a table in the far corner of the room that was designated the Ladies’ Area. Regardless of the warm weather outside, a fire roared in the grate. Almost every other table was occupied by middle-­aged and elderly men in dark suits, their low chatter mingling with the clink of heavy silver cutlery and the glug of expensive claret.

			
			

			After fussing over the lunch order – lamb chops, carrots, peas and potatoes – and selecting a bottle of wine, Newman leaned back and dabbed at the narrow line of perspiration on his upper lip.

			‘I’m not sure if you’re familiar with my work.’

			She had made a precautionary trip to Hatchards in Piccadilly that morning, where the assistant guided her to a section heaving with vivid novels decorated with daggers, corpses and beautiful women dripping blood. Charles Latimer’s A Bloody Shovel. Dorothy L. Sayers’s Gaudy Night. There was a decent stack of Newman’s most recent work, A Shot Across the Bows, a murder mystery set on a transatlantic cruise liner, but his pile was dwarfed by a display of the latest Agatha Christie, Appointment with Death. Stella wondered if novelists, like other professionals, felt jealousy towards their artistic rivals. She guessed it was possible.

			She had done her best to flick through a selection of Newman’s other titles. They were not the kind of novels to grace any academic shelves, even if the plots were satisfyingly twisty. His murders tended to be committed in manor houses and vicarages, the libraries of rectories and stately homes. A few, however, took place in more exotic locations: Paris, the French Riviera, and one in the Munich opera house. Most of the murders were solved by Peverell Drake, an aristocratic art dealer with a lot of time on his hands, whose motto, wearisomely repeated, ran, ‘I look for answers where nobody thought there were questions.’ Sometimes Drake was assisted by a sidekick, a former police detective in the habit of making comments of astonishing stupidity.

			
			

			Her eye was caught by a novel called Midnight in Vienna, and instinctively she picked it up. Unbidden, a series of images flashed before her eyes. Six months ago, in March. A crowd massing around a loudspeaker in the square, and the voice that emanated, harsh and shrill, like a pneumatic drill on the ears. Herr Gatz turning to her saying, ‘I think it may be time to leave the party.’

			This one, she had bought.

			Yet as hard as she had tried to focus on Newman’s book, nothing stuck. The words had floated past her eyes and it had been impossible to take anything in. She hoped he wasn’t going to quiz her.

			‘I know you write detective fiction.’

			‘Detective.’ Newman winced. ‘Yes. That’s the term some readers use.’

			Plainly he thought it inappropriate. Stella hadn’t managed to visit several different countries without grasping that words had many more meanings than their official ones.

			‘Nobody can choose their readers, unfortunately, though don’t think I don’t appreciate them. I make a point of replying to every letter I receive. I’m my own worst enemy. But it means a lot to them.’

			He removed his tortoiseshell glasses and prodded them with fingernails that were bitten to the quick.

			‘Forgive me. This is my spare pair. They’re not a good fit.’

			
			

			He extracted a handkerchief and began to polish the lenses.

			‘Despite what the . . . critics . . . may say about my work, Miss Fry, I have always considered my novels more than mere stories of crime. More than the Death on the Nile type of business. “Murderers walk among us”, kind of thing. I like to flatter myself they are exercises in philosophy. We English don’t like the inexplicable, you see. People need a world where the loose ends are tied up and justice is done. And that is what I have tried to give them.’

			He paused to examine the spectacles minutely, as though searching for invisible particles.

			‘An intellectual exercise is not enough, of course. Sometimes a detective is motivated purely by gut instinct – something doesn’t feel right and he, or even she, is compelled to investigate. He feels a stir in the blood and a certainty that something is awry. Never trust anyone who places the intellectual above the emotional.’

			He was gazing across the room, as if he was talking to himself.

			‘The fact remains we English crave a universe of order and morality, in which reason and stability are restored. Chaos followed by order. I see that as my mission. To give comfort at difficult times. My novels tell you that the world makes sense.’

			‘And does it?’ she asked. ‘Make sense, I mean?’

			He looked up at her sharply, as if his mind was miles away.

			‘That’s my hope. Though I am worried . . .’

			‘Worried about the chance of war?’

			
			

			‘Hmm. Yes, that. Of course.’ His gaze strayed back across the room, searching the tables, as though he had lost his train of thought, before returning to her.

			‘So, what was your last commission, Miss Fry?’

			‘Actually, I’ve just come back from Austria.’

			At this remark he halted, his fork halfway to his mouth, loaded with a roast potato.

			‘Austria?’

			‘Vienna, in fact.’

			‘Vienna?’ he repeated.

			‘It’s a beautiful city.’

			‘Yes, yes, and you were there as what? A companion?’

			‘I was a tutor to a family with three children. But earlier this year they were obliged to relocate. They managed to get passage to America.’

			Newman nodded, understanding the implication. Which was that Stella’s employers had been Jewish and that nowhere in Continental Europe was likely to be safe for them.

			‘That must have been difficult . . . for you and them.’

			‘It was. I’ve found that most people here have no idea what it’s like out there. In Germany and Austria. The aggression and persecution.’

			He frowned gravely.

			‘Indeed. We’re at a dangerous moment. Great sacrifices will be required of all of us. It behoves us all to pin our colours to the mast.’

			‘Do you think that war’s coming? Or do you believe the Prime Minister might manage to avoid it?’

			
			

			She waited for Newman to elaborate, but instead he only gave another uneasy glance around the room and cleared his throat.

			‘Perhaps we should focus on this commission. I wouldn’t want to mislead you. The fact is, this particular book is not a detective novel at all. It’s a literary investigation. It’s called Masquerade. I decided to apply my skills as a sleuth to investigate all the alternative candidates for the “real” Shakespeare. It’s a bit of a specialist’s subject – the “authorship question” – but I hope that everyone will be interested in my attempts to find the truth.’

			Stella nodded. As far as she could see, nothing just then was less important than finding the real Shakespeare, assuming he was even lost in the first place. And yet, in the anxious atmosphere that prevailed, an academic exercise like this might prove restful. Soothing even.

			‘Is there any real doubt? About who Shakespeare was?’

			For the first time in their encounter, Newman’s eyes lit up with enthusiasm.

			‘I should say! There’s no shortage of suggestions. If there is such a thing as turning in one’s grave, I would think Shakespeare gets a lot of exercise.’

			‘I thought he was the son of a glove merchant from Stratford-­on-­Avon.’

			‘My dear, I agree with you wholeheartedly. I’m a Stratfordian. But there are plenty of others who would like to think otherwise. People who are desperate to advance their own pretenders to the throne. The authorship question is a perennial one. I tend to think it resurfaces in times of trouble. In other words, that uncertainty over our greatest playwright becomes a metaphor for more general uncertainties.’

			
			

			‘I see,’ she said hesitantly, as he warmed to his theme.

			‘Bacon has always been the strongest contender, though each imposter has their own following. Marlowe, Oxford, Neville – some even believe Shakespeare may have been a woman.’

			At this absurdity he grimaced and scooped up the last peas from his plate.

			‘Some critics cannot bear the idea that the greatest author of English literature was not an aristocrat, but a man of relatively humble origins. They refuse to believe that a man educated at a provincial grammar school could possibly know foreign languages or be acquainted with different countries or understand Platonic philosophy.’

			‘And you think you’ve proved that he did?’

			‘Maybe. But the thrust of my work is to cast a spotlight on the disreputable doubters. It enrages me that pretenders should be tolerated merely on the basis of their social status and aristocratic standing.’

			He beamed.

			‘You could say my book is a detective story in itself, only the weapon is a pen, the crime is snobbery and the motive is elitism.’

			The beam widened. This string of metaphors clearly pleased him.

			
			

			‘But . . . if you like the work, does it matter, in the end, what you believe about the author?’

			‘Some say it doesn’t. After all, Shakespeare himself said, “the play’s the thing”. But I happen to think it does matter what you believe. The truth of a person. Authors, as much as anyone. Don’t you?’

			For a moment, the question seemed to hover in the air between them. Once again, Stella heard herself on the shores of the Starnberger See. ‘I think it matters, what you believe.’ But before she could reply, a man entered the room, spied Newman and glided soundlessly on the thick carpet towards them.

			‘I say, Newman, I do hope I’m not disturbing anything.’

			It seemed to Stella that he hoped he was. He was tall, with an easy grace, and fair hair that fell forward into his face.

			Newman made a fussy dab of his mouth with the napkin.

			‘Just a little business discussion.’

			The interloper smiled and she caught the glint of a gold tooth. Keeping his eyes on Stella, he slid a spectacle case onto the tablecloth.

			‘It’s lucky I caught you. You left these at the event last night.’

			He bent down, bringing a waft of lime cologne and cigars. ‘Who’s your lovely companion, may I ask?’

			‘This lady may be helping me with a little editorial work,’ Newman murmured.

			Stella waited for him to introduce her properly, but instead her host paused awkwardly and stared down at the wine, fumbling for his glass. His fingers, with their bitten nails and amber stain of nicotine, trembled slightly. After an awkward pause, the tall man straightened up and said, ‘The alchemy of authorship! It wouldn’t do to interrupt that.’

			
			

			At this point another diner approached and clapped a hand on Newman’s shoulder.

			‘Congratulations from my lady wife, Hubert! She’s just read your last and is impatient for the next. Can I let her know when to expect it?’

			‘Soon, Edward, soon.’

			Once the two men had departed, Newman took a gulp of wine before refocusing on Stella.

			‘I’m sorry. Where were we?’

			‘Discussing the candidates for the real Shakespeare.’

			‘Of course.’

			Yet his enthusiasm for the subject seemed to have evaporated. Distractedly, he took off the spare pair of spectacles and replaced them with his usual ones.

			‘Normally, my manuscripts are typed by my secretary, Mrs Harris. But she’s getting on a bit and her eyes are no longer up to it. What’s more, she’s convinced that Herr Hitler plans to drop bombs on us all, so she’s gone to keep chickens on her brother’s farm in Scotland. I’m therefore left in the lurch. Do you think you can manage it? The typing? I’ll need it done quickly. In a fortnight, if you can.’

			‘I’m sure I can. I’ve typed manuscripts before.’

			‘I’ll have it sent to your address then, if you would.’

			
			

			He produced a small leather notebook and proffered a pen with which Stella carefully inscribed the address in Oakley Street.

			‘I hope you can navigate my handwriting. Mrs Harris calls it ‘esoteric’. My grammar is just occasionally off-­piste, and my spelling can—’

			Stella leaned forward, smiling.

			‘Please don’t worry. I did a little proofreading and copy-­editing for a small publishing company after university. I’m suited to it, actually. I like order. My mother always said it was an obsession. Needing everything in its place and liking to do things in a particular way.’ She tucked a stray lock of hair behind her ear and continued. ‘I don’t know about that, but it does mean I have a good eye. I’m good at spotting mistakes.’

			At this, to her great surprise, across the starched tablecloth, Newman took one of her hands in his own, damp palm. He was regarding her intently above the round, tortoiseshell lenses, and for the first time in their meeting, she sensed that she had his full attention.

			‘Spotting mistakes. Yes. That, Miss Fry, is exactly what I need.’

			 

			‘So, did you get the job?’

			Evelyn had snatched up her perfume and was waving the bottle around her, spritzing the air with a floral miasma.

			‘I did, actually.’

			‘Hubert Newman! Fancy that. All those bodies in libraries and chocolate-­box English villages. So, what’s the new one called?’

			
			

			‘Masquerade.’

			‘And you’ll be the first to read it! Just wait till I tell my mother. She’ll be so jealous! She’ll die!’

		

	
		
			
			

			Chapter 3

			Sitting at a window table in Lyons’ Corner House on the edge of Trafalgar Square, Harry Fox reflected that he knew George Orwell as well as some women knew their husbands. Better even. What woman, no matter how besotted, would know how long their man took to devour a sandwich – five bites – or in how many gulps he downed a cup of tea. Ten. Or in precisely what order he would read the Manchester Guardian. Sport first, then news, then obituaries, to check who was dead, before a sniff at the crossword. Despite the fact that Harry’s entire livelihood relied on spotting patterns, just occasionally he ached for Orwell to surprise him.

			From his adjoining table, Harry could observe every lineament of the gaunt, tubercular frame. He could have traced the monkish cast of the author’s pale face in his sleep. It was part of his training to commit physical details to memory, so he knew the scar where a year ago the man had been wounded in the throat by a Spanish sniper’s bullet. He could recite the details from his passport application by heart: ‘Height 6ft 2ins, eyes blue, hair brown, tattoo marks on the backs of both hands.’ He could identify the man’s knife-­thin outline in the dark. He had even picked up some of his opinions. Orwell had especially firm views about tea – he had heard him expound them to the waitress. A china teapot was best, with strong Indian tea made with properly boiling water. The tea should always go first into the cup, then milk, and it should be taken without sugar – why spoil tea by sweetening it? And if any was left, cold tea was a good fertilizer for geraniums.

			
			

			Harry knew what trousers Orwell wore and where he got his shirts. His file, under the name of Eric Blair, included the comment ‘He dresses in a bohemian fashion both in his office and his leisure hours.’ Bohemian was Special Branch code for wearing the same shabby sports jacket on every occasion. Harry was familiar with the wheeze from Orwell’s damaged lungs just before he folded up the paper and returned it to the pocket of his mac, and the quick look around he always took before he rose and exited the café into the rain-­edged air.

			As expected, Orwell headed like a homing bird up the Strand. Leaving a beat, Harry followed. He frowned momentarily when Orwell stopped to talk to the man selling the Evening Standard. Why would he talk to a news vendor when he had only just finished the Guardian? Had some item of breaking news electrified him? It seemed unlikely. The headline on the wired newsstand said, ‘Ashes Hope for England’.

			
			

			But then he was off again, head down and moving surprisingly fast for a man whose lungs, according to his medical records, had the texture of old dishcloths.

			Harry ploughed on as commuters swirled around him. There were advantages to tailing someone at rush hour. Sheer numbers made a shadow harder to detect. The trick to shadowing lay in allowing all the rest of the world – the commuters’ hurry, the weather – to fade, so that one’s entire attention was condensed into a single point. To let all possible distractions slip away.

			Recently, however, for Harry, distractions were becoming harder to ignore.

			It was beginning to drizzle and people were putting up umbrellas. Momentarily, the forest of black blocked his view. For a second he thought he had lost his mark. He quickened his step.

			His guess was that Orwell was heading towards the home of his brother-­in-­law in Greenwich. Or perhaps to the Hampstead flat of Richard Rees, for whose literary magazine, the Adelphi, he occasionally wrote.

			Harry thought back to some of the other details in the file . . . ‘this man has advanced Communist views, and several of his Indian friends say that they have often seen him at Communist meetings.’ So far, there was scant evidence of Orwell attending any meetings at all. He hadn’t even set foot in the Communist Party headquarters in King Street, which was comprehensively bugged and wired by MI5. The most eccentric thing he did was to frequent a bookshop called Booklovers’ Corner in Hampstead, where Harry avidly followed him because his cover involved browsing in the stacks.

			
			

			Harry Fox loved to read, yet he had a deep envy of those who read easily. To him, it had always been a struggle. Words and sentences seemed a jumbled mess of shapes and lines, a code which needed to be decrypted, rather than a scene in which to plunge. Through patience and persistence, he had taught his brain to seek patterns amid the sliding shapes of the letters, and to order the fonts which slipped and drifted before his eyes. Perhaps that was where he got this particular skill, the one he used for his day job: hunting for anomalies, pinning them down and decoding them.

			Or perhaps he was just flattering himself.

			He hadn’t tried Orwell’s stuff, mainly because detective fiction was his great love. ‘Mindless thrillers’ was how his last date had described them, a haughty girl called Violet who fancied herself as an intellectual on the basis of working in a French restaurant. ‘Trashy. Full of clichés and cheap emotions.’ She was probably right but Harry didn’t care. One of his other surveillance subjects, Cecil Day Lewis, had produced a number of detective novels under the pen name Nicholas Blake, and Harry had just passed the latest, Thou Shell of Death, to his nephew Jack, who even at the age of ten was an avid reader.

			The thought of Jack took him instantly to the previous evening and his sister Joan’s tense white face when he dropped in at the house in Hammersmith. The house was a mean little two-­up two-­down in a terraced street off the Fulham Palace Road. Shutting the front door made the window­panes rattle. The front room was full of the hot smell of ironing, and a stack of linen was visible on the board. Joan was in the kitchen, cutting a loaf of bread with her back to him, but she had turned sharply when she heard the door, and the knife, coupled with the faint tracks of tears on her cheek, caused him to start in alarm.

			
			

			‘Don’t fret. I’m not going to off myself, if that’s what you thought. Making sandwiches for the boy’s lunch.’

			Harry went over to fill the kettle and put it on the hob. He assumed the false jollity that always came upon him when confronted with his sister.

			‘Had me worried there.’

			His attempt at levity fell flat, as he guessed it would.

			‘Whoever told you you could save the world, Harry?’

			He struck a match and lit the gas.

			‘I do my best.’

			‘Well, you’ll have to try harder, the way things are going.’

			She was pale as a sheet. Whereas Harry had inherited his father’s darkly handsome swarthiness, Joan had mouse-­coloured hair and a milksop complexion. It wasn’t fair, with her being the girl, but then looks weren’t everything, as Harry’s last date, Violet, had kindly advised him.

			At that moment, his nephew Jack came clattering down the stairs and Harry’s heart lifted. Jack was short for his age, skinny and as pallid as his mother, with bony knees beneath his grey flannel shorts, jug ears and a clever face. He was rubbing his glasses on an ink-­stained school tie but his eyes lit up when he saw Harry.

			
			

			‘How are you, Jack. Busy with prep?’

			The boy grinned.

			‘Only maths. It’s fine. Easy.’

			His nephew was a whizz at maths, whereas Harry’s mathematical skills had extended only as far as lying about his age so that he could join up for the war at seventeen. He still remembered the face of the maths master, Mr Grimwood, florid with rage. Show your working, Fox! How else will you solve anything?

			‘Good lad.’

			He ruffled Jack’s hair, close cropped and soft under his hand. Something about the cleft at the nape of the boy’s neck induced a surge of protective feeling. Jack was wise for his years, with a quiet, watchful intelligence, and he tended to hang back from schoolboy interactions, unlike his uncle at the same age, who could always be found at the centre of a scrap.

			Harry picked up a model aircraft, meticulously painted in green camouflage markings with a silver underside.

			‘Spitfire, is it?’

			‘Yes. If there’s a war, they’re going to beat the Messerschmitts hands down, if we make enough of them. I have a Wellington and a Hurricane too. Is there going to be a war, Uncle Harry?’

			‘We’ll have to see.’

			‘Mum says not, but the man on the wireless said it was a crisis, and he wouldn’t’ve said that if it wasn’t serious, would he? I shouldn’t want a war, but I’d like to see a Jerry dive bomber.’

			
			

			Harry was mystified where the boy’s intelligence had come from – certainly not the kid’s brute of a father, about whom the less said the better. He supposed Joan did have some brains before they were beaten out of her.

			‘And look at this, Uncle Harry.’

			Jack withdrew an envelope from his pocket.

			‘It’s a Penny Black. I’m about to put it in my album. Want to look?’

			Of course he did.

			 

			Lingering now beside a lamp post, these thoughts evoked a twist of nausea and Harry clenched his hands in his pockets, focusing once more again on Orwell who was progressing, as expected, along Great Russell Street.

			If you had to be a shadow, writers were the best kind of subject. They behaved, Harry had found, with extreme predictability. Another of his jobs was tailing a poet, once active in the brothels of Weimar Berlin but now established in Hampstead, in blissful matrimony. Harry had researched everything about him: his handwriting, his lovers, his choice of gin, the fact that some of his post was redirected to a cottage in Kent. And because he prided himself on his attention to detail, he had even read some of the man’s stuff in a journal called New Writing, dedicated to social-­realist literature. Apparently, reality was to be found in the life of the working class, and anyone who wanted to engage with it should go to the slums and grapple with genuine members of the proletariat. From what Harry knew, this particular writer had indeed grappled intimately with members of the proletariat, occasionally on his watch. But that was not his concern. Another of Harry’s subjects, a journalist called Claud Cockburn, who had travelled with Graham Greene to the Rhineland and had an MI5 file the size of the Encyclopaedia Britannica, even knew he was being followed. Despite his distracted air and weak eyesight, he was adept at spotting shadows and would often make cheerful gestures to whichever operative had been assigned to him.

			
			

			That didn’t matter. What mattered was, writers always did what you expected.

			At that moment George Orwell paused in front of an architectural heritage store featuring shabti figures, presumably looted from the Valley of the Kings, and a jumble of strange funerary objects from a previous civilization. Might he be checking the window for shadows? Harry hung back just in case, but almost immediately Orwell straightened up and turned left towards Tavistock Square.

			He never did this. It was quite outside his normal pattern. The whole point of Orwell was that he never sprang surprises. Paddington station, Lyons’ Corner House, Bloomsbury, bookshop, home. Clockwork. In all matters, from roll-­ups to writing, Orwell valued routine.

			Harry commenced a rapid, head-­down stride as the crowd
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