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			ABOUT THE BOOK

			A thrilling tale of post–World War II London, where the peace proves as tricky to navigate as the past, from the #1 international bestselling author of Life After Life.

			When crime correspondent turned war reporter Harry Flynn returns to Britain from Singapore in 1946, he takes a quiet office job with the Festival of Britain, a government-funded endeavor aimed at celebrating the nation’s creativity, grit, and ingenuity. He joins a team of misfits and eccentrics as well as some who have their own secret agenda as they help to ready the Festival for launch.

			When a Frenchwoman goes missing, Flynn becomes the central suspect in her disappearance—and possible murder. He was the last person to see her alive, yet he has no memory of the evening they spent together. As evidence against him mounts, Flynn begins to wonder if he might actually be to blame. To make matters worse, he is surrounded by apparently untrustworthy people who feed his doubts.

			There may be a carnival atmosphere in London as the country attempts to throw off the drab privations of war, yet beneath the frivolity there is also a worthy attempt to hold up a mirror to both the past and the future. With her unique voice and her skill at conjuring the past, Kate Atkinson turns her light on a nation reconstructing its image and the lengths to which some might go to manipulate the outcome. Witty, brilliantly plotted, and with an unforgettable cast of characters, Our Noble Selves paints a vivid portrait of a nation struggling with its future in the aftermath of war.
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			I hope … that in emphasising our achievements of past and present you will stress no less sharply the responsibilities of the future. Then the Festival of Britain 1951 may prove to be not simply an end in itself, but a beginning of many good things.

			—The future Queen Elizabeth II in a speech given at the launch of the Festival of Britain committee, 31 May 1948

			Don’t make fun of the Festival

			Don’t make fun of the fair

			We downtrodden British

			Must learn to be skittish

			And give an impression of devil may care.

			—Noël Coward, “Don’t Make Fun of the Fair,” The Lyric Revue, 1951
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			Presumed Dead

			HARRY! HARRY FLYNN! I hardly recognized you. Good God, man, everyone thought you were dead.”

			Flynn had been sitting on a bench in St. James’s Park, dutifully working his way through a corned beef sandwich while observing a skittish pair of moorhens on the water, when he was accosted by Gerald Barry, his old boss at the News Chronicle.

			London’s parks provided a welcome midday break from the dingy premises where Flynn was currently employed. When he had come back from the East he was still raw, a ghost of his former self, needing to recuperate in both mind and body. He had found a convalescent kind of work in a small printing press in Westminster that was housed in a gloomy, soot-stained little alleyway. His job was to perch at a desk on a mezzanine floor above the noisy, mechanical toiling taking place below and word everything from wedding invitations to cheap bill posters for local firms. Mr. and Mrs. Dennis Stubbs request the pleasure of your company or All Your Plumbing Needs Met By Us. And so on.

			When he had applied, the manager fretted that, having been a journalist in his past life, Flynn was “a bit over-qualified for this kind of thing.”

			“Looking for something simple at the moment,” Flynn said.

			No further interrogation was deemed necessary and the manager, seeming to understand Flynn’s need for balm, nodded and said softly, “I had a son. Younger than you. Tail gunner on a Lancaster.” After a moment of mutually respectful silence, the manager roused himself and said, “Right, well then, you need to know about the fonts.”

			Flynn had been craving a place of safety—an “ordinary” life, or what, in his tender state, he had imagined was ordinary. The healing refuge of a wife, a house, a child, perhaps a dog, and a lawn to mow at the weekend—aspirations to suburbia that he hadn’t found time to contemplate before the chasm of war. It was a vision that might have seemed defeatist to his previous carousing bachelor self, but nonetheless to this end he had made an ill-considered marriage to a smartly dressed war widow called Ivy Shears. Ivy was thirty-five and worked on the perfume counter in Selfridges, and with her tight blond curls and her scarlet lips, not to mention her grandstanding bust, she represented the epitome of womanhood to a man who had barely set eyes on a member of the female sex in over three years. She was the kind of woman Flynn used to be attracted to—sharp and hard-boiled, and able to stand on her own feet. Old habits died hard with him, apparently.

			He met her in a bar. Ivy had been on the prowl, he supposed, but then so had he, in his own way. She had been sitting at a table in the middle of a small knot of female friends, any of whom might have caught his eye, but it was Ivy Shears who sauntered up to him and asked for a light.

			“Mine’s a port and lemon,” she said, as she leant over to catch the flame from his lighter, revealing just enough of her breasts to remain decorous. For a brief, unchivalrous second, he thought her wares might be for sale. She was bold and smelt wonderful, and within seconds he was hooked and landed. She was exactly the right woman for the old Flynn and exactly the wrong one for this new world-weary incarnation.

			To his own eyes, Flynn no longer seemed much of a catch. His health was still in tatters; he was underweight, with the yellow, liverish complexion of a POW who had been no stranger to starvation and disease. He was sporting a demob coat, the belt and straps already greasy with wear. He had no claim on the coat—nor on his status as a POW—as he had never been mobilized in the first place. The coat had been given to him in a great disembarkation hall at Southampton docks, a place that was milling with his returning shipmates and where no one had questioned his right to a half-decent set of clothes after being barefoot and in rags for most of the war.

			He had embarked from Glasgow in 1941 on a troopship that had a belly full of rowdy, sweary Gordon Highlanders who spent most of the voyage playing a complicated card game called “Hand and Foot” for money, mostly Flynn’s. He had gone out as a temporary foreign correspondent for the News Chronicle, but by the time he disembarked in Singapore the Japanese had already landed at Kota Bharu and the Prince of Wales and the Repulse were at the bottom of the South China Sea, which meant that Flynn found he had become—for a very brief time anyway—a war reporter. After that he was a prisoner. Four years later, in that disembarkation hall in Southampton, he was nothing very much. The old Flynn had been chrysalized and a new one was yet to emerge.

			He was already on his third Scotch of the night when Ivy Shears pouted those scarlet lips around the cigarette he offered her. It was not just the siren call of sex that drew him to her; she came complete with a ready-made life (house, child, dog, lawn), and he had reckoned it would be easy to slip into that life without too much effort on his part. Looking back, his inertia had been extraordinary, shameful even. He would have been better off being shriven by a priest rather than a wife. He had never turned to God, not even in the darkest hours on the Railway. Perhaps he should have done.

			The child was an eight-year-old girl called Veronica, and the dog was a small white terrier called Mrs. Betty. The latter had a much better temperament than the former. The dog had been named by the infant Veronica and to Flynn’s ears the name sounded embarrassing, particularly when the dog disappeared from sight in the park and he had to call her back. (It had soon become his job to walk her.) Nonetheless it surprised him how quickly he became accustomed to the “Mrs.,” insisted on by Veronica, to the point where it would have seemed disrespectful to the little dog to drop the matrimonial honorific.

			The house was a mock-Tudor semi in Wealdstone, paid for with Ivy’s prudent husband’s life-insurance money. The husband, Reginald, had worked in the National Provincial Bank as a teller and had been the “careful” sort, Ivy said. Not careful enough to avoid standing on a land mine somewhere outside Tobruk. As for the lawn, it had been full of weeds. There had been signs, Flynn just didn’t know how to read them.

			He surprised himself when after a few weeks he proposed to her, and Ivy surprised herself even more by saying yes. They had a hasty register office ceremony before either of them could change their mind, followed by a three-night honeymoon in an out-of-season Broadstairs that was still littered with anti-tank emplacements, a backdrop that did little to foster romance. To make matters worse, they were accompanied by a belligerent Veronica. They would have had a more peaceful time taking a tiger on honeymoon with them.

			Mrs. Betty, however, was left behind, along with a large dish of dog food that she must have gorged in one go, because when they returned they found the kitchen floor covered in vomit and faeces. “Can you see to that?” a disgusted Ivy asked. Flynn wondered if it was a test of some kind. His obedience, he supposed. In Burma, he had attempted to clean up men made wretched from dysentery and for whom any sense of dignity had been long since jettisoned, along with the contents of their bowels. Others had paid him the same service. He had witnessed the monstrosity that was cholera; bodies swollen with beriberi; stinking tropical ulcers; the torments of malaria—he knew the latter only too well. Really, what was cleaning up one small dog’s shit after that? “Shit” was not, of course, a word to be used in Ivy’s company.

			“Poor thing,” he said, kneeling on the ugly brown and yellow linoleum and rubbing the top of the dog’s head while she whined pathetically at him. He supposed the dog must have presumed they had disappeared for good and that she had been abandoned to die on her own. Flynn knew nothing about dogs. He had never had one as a boy because his mother thought that pets brought germs into the house. It had never struck him, therefore, that the poor creature would suffer when they left. Ivy possibly knew, but was cold-hearted that way.

			His chest had suddenly heaved with a torrid mix of emotions—grief, pity, as well as a kind of horror—all coming from a deeper well than simply sympathy for a small dog’s misery, although—to his alarm—that in itself was almost enough to break him.

			He was surprised at the strength of his feelings for the dog. He had never been taught how to love when he was younger and had never learnt when he was older. He had never loved a woman, not in the way she wanted anyway. He was quietly ashamed that he had never felt love for either of his parents, or even his brother. He sometimes wondered if he had got the definition of love wrong or had been mistaken in his expectations of it. He thought of his heart, if it existed at all, as something that had started to ossify some time ago, petrification that was completed in Burma. The little dog, gazing miserably at him, threatened to crack open the calcified organ as easily as a nut.

			Flynn understood. Grief and love were inseparable bedfellows. It seemed as good a reason as any to try to avoid both.

			Ivy shouted from the next room that she was going to the butcher’s to buy sausages. The mundanity of this statement made Flynn shrink a little inside. This was to be his life. This was Wealdstone. A practical woman and sausages for tea.

			He was still kneeling on the kitchen floor when Ivy looked in on him on her way out of the house and enquired suspiciously, “You’re not praying, are you?” He reassured her that he wasn’t and wondered if he was.

			Ivy was a talker, an endless flow of chatter, anecdotes about things that had happened at work, commentaries about people she knew who he had never met, an endless monologue, almost a stream of consciousness that Flynn, taciturn to the point of silence since the war, found it difficult to cope with. And then the stream dried up and one day Flynn realized that Ivy barely spoke to him at all, although even by the end of their three-day honeymoon both had begun to understand what a disappointment they were to each other. By the end of six months, indifference had set in. They had another couple of months, he reckoned, before outright hatred began to show its ugly face.

			He could have stayed fettered to Ivy, perhaps he should have done, many men did in the same disheartening circumstances. He could have sacrificed his barely retrieved soul and made some kind of a go of it, although Ivy, being a forthright sort of woman, would probably have kicked him out before long. He pre-empted his eviction from the Wealdstone house when one morning—with no note of farewell or explanation—he caught the Bakerloo line to work and didn’t return home on it in the evening. It turned out that the push-and-pull of the Sunday lawnmower was not the answer to his lingering malaise. He later regretted not taking Mrs. Betty with him.

			“COME AND WORK for me again,” Gerald Barry said, taking a seat on the bench next to Flynn. Flynn thought he meant journalism, but apparently not. “The Festival of Britain,” Barry said. “Know about it?”

			“Of course.” The proposed Festival was being trumpeted everywhere.

			“We’re aiming for it to take place in the summer of ’51. General Lord Ismay’s agreed to be the chair. We’re planning to build it on the south bank of the Thames. A series of temporary exhibition structures—some innovative architecture—Science, Invention, History—the Land and the People, that sort of thing.”

			Flynn thought it sounded rather dreary, almost pious. He was reminded of the earnest Schools programmes that the BBC broadcast.

			“It’ll give a chance for the younger architects and designers,” Barry said. “Their creativity’s been stifled by the war. They look to Scandinavia these days, you know. Functional—clean lines. Simple and uncluttered. That’s the future. Not the fusty hodge-podge that passes for style in Britain.” He took a deep breath, as if inhaling that future. “Caption-writers and scriptwriters too,” he added.

			“Scripts?” Flynn thought he could probably manage scripts if offered.

			“It will be a narrative, a story that the people can follow as they move around the site,” Barry said. “It’ll show Britain’s best face.”

			“To the world?”

			“Hm, well, more to herself, I think. The Empire’s on the way out, Europe’s a dead dog that won’t revive for decades, if ever. This is our story, Flynn, the story of Britain. Our love of country, love of freedom, love of nature, pride in craftsmanship, our reputation for tolerance and fair play. Farming, industry, science—production rather than products. Instead of the Beefeaters at the Tower of London, Chelsea Pensioners and ruined abbeys by moonlight, we’ve new things to show—new industries, new inventions, new techniques, new discoveries. New freedoms as well.”

			All this from a summer festival? It sounded exhausting. And such faith in a brave new world. The triumph of hope over adversity, and yet in the whole history of mankind no utopia had ever come to lasting fruition.

			“And in case you’re thinking it all sounds rather Reithian [yes, Flynn was], we’re planning a ‘Pleasure Garden’ too, like the old Vauxhall one, possibly in the same place. A fairground, bands playing, a small-gauge railway perhaps. There’ll be room for everything in the Festival. For fun as well as knowledge.”

			“Fun?”

			“The country’s stuck in the doldrums; we need to see the future and to know we’re in touching distance of it. We hope the whole thing will be a beacon for change, a sort of tonic for the nation after … you know.” He paused and then said gently, “What did happen to you out there, Harry?”

			Flynn shrugged. Gerald Barry was a kindly man, but it was impossible.

			“I tried my utmost to find out, you know,” Barry said. “I felt responsible, naturally—it was me that sent you out East—but there is always so much chaos in the aftermath of war. Missing. Presumed dead.”

			“Yes, that’s what they said.”

			Presumed Dead. Flynn thought that would make an excellent title for a bleak postwar existential novel. Although writing one was the very last thing he planned to do. There had been a time in the long-distant past when Flynn, like many journalists before him, had harboured aspirations to become a novelist. Now he despised the very idea. Words had failed him, in more sense than one.

			Not long after Flynn had returned from the war, he found himself standing on Westminster Bridge, gazing at the river below. It had been a high tide, the swollen river surging towards Wapping and the open sea beyond, and it had seemed as though it might be blissful to let the water simply carry him away like a sacrifice to the river gods. It wasn’t that he wanted to be dead, he simply couldn’t be bothered with the tiresome business of being alive. It seemed ironic, having spent the last three years struggling to do just that.

			Then there had been a tap on the shoulder—a GI, a private—who said, “Come on, buddy, let me take you for a drink.” There had been no drama in the encounter, just a long night of warm, weak beer and talk of women, before the GI wandered off in the direction of Piccadilly and Flynn found a cheap room for the night. He supposed that was the moment he decided to carry on. He’d been given back his life and he was going to have to live it, whether he liked it or not. Plodding to the end on the path of endurance.

			A TRIO OF DUCKS—mallards—splashed down on the water, only just managing to brake before they reached the edge of the lake.

			“Ducks,” Barry said, allowing Flynn his reluctance.

			“Yes,” Flynn agreed.

			“No, I meant it might be quite minor details, like ducks. We’re planning an ornamental lake on the site. Someone will have to choose what breed of duck to swim on it.”

			“You want me to audition ducks?”

			“No, no. Doubtless the ducks will get their own sub-committee. Everything else seems to be doing, I’m afraid. I’ve no job description for you. You could move around, take up some of the slack. A relief.”

			“Relief?” The word struck Flynn. It sounded more likely to his ears than “fun.”

			“Peripatetic, perhaps. No one really knows what this thing is going to be yet, but I was thinking of poetry for you, to begin with anyway. We’ve already put out a call for poems—a Festival anthology sort of thing.”

			“Yes, I think I saw something about that,” Flynn said, his eyes still on the ducks. He had written poetry once too, tortured, pretentious stuff that had made its way into a couple of literary magazines.

			“We’re gathering a highfalutin panel of judges, John Hayward has agreed to chair. Kenneth Clark is on board, David Cecil, and so on. The usual suspects. There’s a thousand pounds in prize money, so we’re expecting an avalanche of entries, and we can’t expect some of the top literary bods in the country to wade through mountains of slush. But you could, Harry, no disrespect.”

			“None taken.”

			“It’s dog work, I know, but I suspect that it might be just the ticket for you at the moment.”

			Not scriptwriting, then. “You want me to read hundreds of bad poems?”

			“Yes.”

			“All right.”

			“You will? Excellent!”

			Barry started to walk away, but then he turned round and came back and clasped Flynn’s hand. “It really is good to see you, Harry.”

			Flynn was surprised how cheered he felt afterwards by this encounter. Perhaps he was not, after all, doomed to spend the rest of his life in the Stygian gloom of the printing works, atoning for his survival. Wealdstone had been a false start—he simply needed to set out on a different path. He threw his sandwich in the water, causing a flurry of excitement amongst the ducks.
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			Eccentricity

			DID YOU SERVE?”

			It was six years since the hostilities had ended and for most people who worked in the Festival Office, particularly the younger ones, of whom there were many, the war was a done thing, and so the casual question had startled Flynn this morning when he had been malingering at the tea trolley. Given the mazy layout of the Festival Office in Savoy Court, it was easier for them to go and search for the tea trolley themselves than hope it would somehow find them. Their office was in the basement and tended to be overlooked, and not just by the tea trolley.

			“Serve?” Flynn repeated vaguely, his mind still on the tea and whether he should take a cup back for Evans, who often skipped elevenses. Evans’s habits tended to be modest, almost Lenten.

			Flynn didn’t recognize his questioner. At a first, brief glance, all he caught was an austere profile. He paid closer attention to the man’s expensively tailored three-piece suit and shoes that were polished to a military standard. He looked the sort to have a batman, even in civilian life, although at the moment he was being attended to instead by the simpering tea lady, who was flattered by his commanding presence at her humble trolley.

			The man’s sartorial style seemed out of place amongst the more raffish, modern looks sported by the young designers and architects who worked for the Festival. They were bohemians, for the most part—beards and duffel coats and black polo necks for the men, and pencil skirts or dirndls and jaunty berets for the women. The airy region of the empyreal realm itself was the first floor (known colloquially as “Upstairs” by the basement dwellers), from which the Festival ship was steered, and where the luminaries of the Presentation Panel met—the omnipotent gods who said yay or nay to everything that passed before them. Flynn had the occasional sighting of them, planning and plotting at fever pitch. The Festival was due to open in a handful of weeks and absolutely nothing looked as if it would be ready on time. It wasn’t just that the exhibition site had been delayed (rain, mud, strikes, general animosity towards the project), but also that the design of every last ice-cream kiosk, attendant’s uniform and typeface had to be discussed and approved. Flynn sometimes wondered about Gerald Barry’s ducks—had they been chosen yet?

			“In the war,” the man elaborated, rather brusquely. “Did you serve in the war? Were you in combat?” It seemed a rather personal question to ask a stranger over a tea trolley. Was he a visitor, perhaps? They had a lot of visitors, all curious to know what was going on inside Savoy Court. The office had for its close neighbours both the Savoy Theatre and the Savoy Hotel, an attractive location for those visitors. If they had been in Ealing or Pinner, they would have been bothered by no one.

			His inquisitor had unusually green eyes. Jade, Flynn thought, searching for the appropriate shade. “No, I didn’t serve,” he answered carefully.

			“Ah,” the man said, raising an eyebrow—a small gesture that seemed to imply cowardice or incapacity on Flynn’s part. “They also serve who only stand and wait, eh?”

			“Reserved occupation,” Flynn said. “On the Railway.” It was not entirely a lie. The capital letter was inaudible to his interlocutor and Flynn didn’t care to highlight it.

			The man was not impressed, but Flynn was saved by the appearance of the Boy, who chided, “Now, now, Mr. Flynn, getting the teas is one of my jobs.” (It wasn’t really.) The Boy, who had a name—Terence, rarely used—had been purloined from the BBC, where Boys were abundant. He was fourteen and full of appealing swagger. He often adopted the manner of a motherly Cockney in a hammy play on the wireless. It was a persona that must be based on his real-life mother, Flynn decided, as the Boy had no interest in plays. Or books or poetry or art of any kind, even the cinema. He was “sufficient unto himself,” Evans said. The Boy’s mother, although none of them had met her, had a certain legendary status in the office—a cross between the Delphic oracle and Genghis Khan. (According to the Boy, she had once put a man in hospital—method unspecified—for “looking the wrong way” at one of his sisters.)

			Flynn’s interrogator retreated from the tea trolley and its ministrations. “What a handsome devil,” the tea lady sighed. “Those eyes.”

			“Off you pop back to your office,” the Boy said to Flynn, “and I’ll see to your teas.” He proceeded to clash cups and saucers and recklessly spoon sugar until the tea lady slapped his hand away and said, “There’ll be none left by the end of the week, if you go on like that.” The Boy had no respect for rationing and balanced a generous allowance of biscuits in each saucer. “You and Mr. Evans need feeding up,” he said. The mother again, no doubt. “Cheeky little blighter,” the tea lady said.

			Tea trolley and tea lady lumbered on their way and Flynn said to the Boy, “Do you know that man’s name? The one who was here just now?”

			“Mr. Dangerfield,” the Boy said promptly. By the nature of his job (“general dogsbody”) he knew everyone in the building.

			“Dangerfield?”

			“He’s new,” the Boy expanded. “He’s an arse,” he added cheerfully. “Come on, tea’s getting cold.” He insisted on carrying the tea, sloshing it in the saucers as he went so that the biscuits were soggy by the time the cup was on Flynn’s desk. The Boy set off again to fetch “Mr. Badger” his tea. “He’s not here,” Evans said. “He will be,” the Boy said.

			“You can’t help but admire him,” Evans said as the Boy skipped out of the door. Evans seemed uncharacteristically cheerful, despite the sodden custard creams which, unusually, he had been looking forward to. “He has such joie de vivre.” Not something Evans could usually be accused of.

			Apart from the Boy, who was constantly flitting about and had no desk to roost on—no fixed abode at all, in fact—there were three of them in the office: Flynn, Evans and Badger. Badger’s real name was Alistair Badgley, but the soubriquet must have seemed inevitable from the day he stepped over the threshold of his prep school nursery at the age of three. Perhaps even before that, as no one called him Alistair, not even his mother. He was the bonhomous clubbable sort, but was tight-lipped about his own war as he was loyal to the Official Secrets Act, which he had signed long ago. He came from money, in Norfolk, and there were titles close by in his hinterland (“the Badgleys of Badgley Hall,” like a children’s storybook). He was rotund and affable, so perhaps his nickname was fitting, although Flynn and Evans were guessing at the affability or otherwise of badgers.

			Unlike a badger, he dressed immaculately, sporting custom-made suits from Huntsman and hand-made shoes from Lobb’s in St. James. A gold fob chain was slung across his waistcoat, leading at the other end to a heavy pocket watch. The watch had been handed down from his grandfather; the family crest was engraved on the back—two stags either side of a heraldic shield that bore the family maxim, Veritas et Fides. Truth and Loyalty. The watch was much coveted by the Boy, although he couldn’t tell the time (Evans had tried and failed to teach him). He was sometimes allowed to hold it, putting it to his ear like a seashell and listening in fascination to the steady tick of its heartbeat.

			Evans had no nickname. He was not the type. He was Welsh (Hywel), of a melancholy, even morbid disposition, and his surname was actually Evans-Jones. The double-barrelled patronymic was not a sign of gentility (quite the opposite) but of his native country’s dearth of surnames. In his own small village alone, there were seven Evans, and at some time in their history his forebears had appended the Jones so they could be more easily identified. The Boy found it impossible to get his tongue around Evans’s full name. It hardly mattered. This was not Wales. They had yet to come across another Evans in the Festival Office, and gradually they had all followed the Boy’s example and abandoned the Jones.

			Before the war Evans had been a Methodist lay preacher, and he was still inclined to goodness, although his religion had been lost during the war on a merchantman in the Arctic convoys, somewhere in the Barents Sea between Hvalfjörður and Arkhangelsk.

			Evans had a wife and two daughters before the war, but now they lived in Bexhill and he lived in Bayswater. The girls were in their early teens, and every few weeks he journeyed down to the coast and took them out for tea in a seafront café. Afterwards they submitted to a listless walk along the shingle beach. These daughters had no Welsh, a source of some bitterness to Evans, and yet he rarely, if ever, spoke the language himself, and any blasphemy that fell from his lips was entirely confined to the rugged Anglo-Saxon of the Merchant Navy. Encouraged by their mother into disregarding him, the girls made no attempt to hide their boredom in his company. Evans had once spent a week in an open lifeboat in the dark of a freezing Arctic winter, watching everyone around him die. His lonely survival seemed to count for nothing with his family. He had been to the end and somehow returned. For some, there could be no real adjustment to that.

			As far as Flynn himself was concerned, however, he thought that Gerald Barry, in his wisdom, had been right—the Festival had been “just the ticket” for him. A tonic. He was surprised how, most days, he was able to approach the Office in a good humour. When he started here, the war and the mistake of Ivy Shears behind him, he vowed to stop merely plodding and to live his life lightly—to skim the surface, like a water boatman, and have no truck with the depths below.

			Better to have been dragooned into a festival than a war, no matter how trivial or absurd it often seemed. And Flynn enjoyed his muted camaraderie with Badger and Evans—the Boy, too. Unlike Ivy, they had no expectations of him and he none of them. He wasn’t whole, he would never be whole, but, like the hundreds of thousands, perhaps millions, of men before him who had returned from a war, he was getting on with his life by treating the past as if it barely existed. He vowed never to write a memoir, never to seek out a survivors’ reunion or swap stories of torture and imprisonment. The past broke through into the present occasionally, usually in the form of nightmares or a recurrent bout of malaria, but Flynn had determined to cast off both quickly.

			All three men in the office had, each in their own way, been seeking a temporary harbour here, even Badger. (Something to do with an “incident” in his past, but they didn’t delve into the particulars.) Between them, they fulfilled Gerald Barry’s interpretation of “relief”—sopping up all the bits and pieces of Festival business that no one else cared to.

			In Savoy Court they were nestled between the cleaning woman’s cupboard and a room where, in their moments off-duty, the commissionaires huddled and smoked ceaselessly while sometimes frying sausages on a little gas ring. The Boy had tried to wheedle his way in there, like a dog scenting a bone, but the commissionaires were impervious to his charms. They were mainly men who had served in the Heavy squad during the war, pulling bodies, both alive and dead, from beneath the rubble of the Blitz. It was just as well, as there was a huge variety of objects, from lipsticks to statuary, that they had to manhandle in and out of the building every day. Once inside Savoy Court, this miscellanea had to be assessed to see if it was worthy to claim a place in the Festival. Worthy or not, ten thousand items had to be contracted, costed, catalogued and eventually returned—a clerical nightmare that was overseen by Trowbridge, a retired lieutenant-colonel in the Army, although he preferred to be addressed as “Mister.” (“Don’t want to frighten the horses.”) Nonetheless he brought military discipline to the task, alongside his aide-de-camp, an equally efficient and very pretty assistant called Jeanette, over whom the Boy swooned.

			Badger did indeed appear, the Boy on his heels. He was carrying a large rabbit in his arms, cradling it like a baby. At first, Flynn thought it was alive, and it was only when he caught a glimpse of its glassy eyes and frozen, palsied face (not the best example of the taxidermist’s art) that he realized it was stuffed. Badger placed the rabbit on the floor and rummaged in its furry nether regions. The Boy gave a filthy laugh and said, “Bloody hell, Mr. Badger.”

			“Watch it,” Evans warned.

			“Sorry, Mr. Evans.”

			The Boy’s own father having died before the war (of something simply referred to as “lungs” by his mother), Evans had taken him under his wing and, in loco patris, had assumed the task of trying to civilize the Boy before he evolved into Man and was therefore for ever damned.

			Badger found the switch he was looking for and, after a few seconds, the rabbit twitched into life and commenced to revolve, painfully slowly, while waving a paw that clutched a carrot made of felt.

			“Automaton,” Badger said. “Quite clever. What do you think?”

			“No,” Evans said.

			With some difficulty the switch was found again and the rabbit was persuaded to cease its jerky revolutions. Badger placed it on his desk, where it joined an assortment of bric-a-brac that had also failed to secure a place in the national celebrations. Amongst this gallimaufry of rejects was a pair of motorcycle goggles with small windscreen wipers attached; a (surprisingly lifelike) mechanical tortoise, and a mandolin made from matchsticks, on which Badger had heroically managed to scratch “Annie Laurie.”

			Their room resembled a bazaar more than an office. At some point there had been an ill-advised appeal to the public for “interesting and unusual objects and ideas” for the “Eccentrics’ Corner” in the Lion and the Unicorn Pavilion, which resulted in a deluge of oddities that no one knew what to do with, most of which seemed to find their way to the basement office eventually. (“The Old Curiosity Shop,” some wit had called it.) Idiosyncrasy, apparently, was what the British did best. “God help the future of the country if that’s the case,” Evans said.

			Some of the larger “Eccentricities” as they referred to them, such as “a collapsible rubber bus” (able to manoeuvre under low bridges) had luckily never made it past the in-tray of written submissions, although the eternally mysterious “smoke-grinding machine” had been welcomed, if only because no one could imagine how it worked or what it was for.

			Badger, inclined to whimsy, had been so captivated by the idea of “a model of the South Bank site composed entirely of soft toilet rolls” that he had encouraged it into the building and displayed it in their office, where it took up an enormous amount of room. Fortunately, soft toilet rolls were such a novelty that the Boy couldn’t resist, and, one by one, the citadel was quietly dismantled and peddled by him to the occupants of the other offices.

			Flynn was only thankful that the Ministry of Pensions’ request for a “modest display of artificial limbs” had been headed off at the pass, eventually finding a home under “Orthopaedic Surgery” in “Health.” Evans had entertained a brief, rather morbid fancy when a firm in the Midlands requested space to display shrouds and “coffin fittings,” and was disappointed when it was passed on to the “Manufactured Goods” section in the Dome of Discovery, where the request was denied. And it was to Badger’s everlasting regret that he had been made to turn down the offer from a hospital of 604 gallstones arranged in the shape of the Festival emblem. “All from one patient too,” he said sadly.

			“There will be room for everything,” Gerald Barry had told Flynn that day in the park, but someone had to draw the line somewhere. The task usually fell to Evans, who was immune to whimsy.

			Partly due to the lack of money, but also partly due to an entrenched cynicism, the country had proved remarkably truculent about taking on the frivolous business of merrymaking. The Express bellowed with righteous indignation almost daily, as if the very concept of lauding “The Land and its People” was somehow subversive. (“It is,” Evans said.)

			Celebrations involved money and time and enthusiasm—all of which were in short supply. There was a war going on in Korea, the pound had been devalued and the whole country was bankrupt, thanks to the previous war, not to mention the cost of setting up the National Health Service and the Welfare State. The “doldrums,” Gerald Barry had called it.

			Although it had been made clear when the nod was given for the Festival to go ahead that it was to be a nationwide affair, not just a junket for the capital, only the capital was given any money for it. It was left up to local councils, generous donors and willing volunteers across the country to come up with ways and means of being en fête in the provinces and shires.

			The suggested possibilities appeared to be endless: flower shows and fireworks; the renovation of parks and public gardens; new public toilets and bus shelters; sheepdog trials; cricket teas and whist drives; village fetes and barn dances; brass-band concerts and choirs; maypole dancing and May Queens.

			“So, basically,” Evans said when this catalogue had first been rolled out to them by Denholm, “people doing what they would normally do in the summer and sticking the Festival emblem on it.”

			“Exactly!” Denholm said.

			Nominally their boss, Denholm had started life as an actor and no one understood how he had ended up in a position of responsibility, let alone authority, as he seemed to have a horror of command. Anything he needed them to do was usually prefaced with a conciliatory “How do you feel about … ?” or “Here’s a thought, chaps.” Occasionally they were “lads,” although, apart from the Boy, it was a long time since any of them had qualified for the term.

			“Call me Jeremy,” Denholm had said to them when he first introduced himself. (They never did.) “We’re all equals here, aren’t we?”

			“Are we?” Evans said.

			There was an unlikely rumour that Denholm had been a bomber pilot during the war, but Badger said he had heard that he had merely played the part of one for the Crown Film Unit. Denholm didn’t seem the sort to have a wife. He looked as if he spent a lot of time at the trough, dressed more flamboyantly than most—paisley-patterned cravat or a red bow-tie—and seemed especially pleased with his voluptuous head of hair. Evans, who had a bald monkish tonsure, was quietly jealous of Denholm’s hair.

			As usual, Denholm appeared in the office as if from nowhere. He was given to making unnervingly quiet entrances and exits, fading in and out of their office; he would have given the Cheshire Cat a run for its money. (“Light on his feet,” Evans said.)

			“I wanted to check with you,” he said to Flynn. “Can you draft a preface for the Poems? I’m told the judges are all rather short of time.”

			“No one reads prefaces in books.”

			“Nonetheless, it cannot go to the printers without one. I know it’s been your baby pretty much from start to finish, Flynn, but it will be the official judges whose names will be on it. You don’t mind, do you?”

			“A bit of a reprieve, actually. I’d prefer not to be associated with it.”

			They were still easing themselves into the morning. Evans was engrossed in Trevelyan’s Social History of England. Badger was studying form in Sporting Life, while the Boy was juggling incompetently with two old rubber balls. Flynn had been gazing blankly at one of the more abstruse poems.

			The Festival Poems had undergone a lengthy gestation. It had taken Flynn a tiresomely long time to sift his way through the entrants—in their thousands rather than hundreds. A shortlist had been drawn up for the judges, but then, as other things had come up, the anthology had somehow slipped down everyone’s agenda. In fact, it had been forgotten about entirely until Denholm announced that they were due at the printers in Suffolk this week. “Rather short notice, I’m afraid.”

			The final selection had been hastily rubber-stamped by the judges, although Flynn wondered if they had read all of the contenders. He, on the other hand, had painstakingly sifted through each and every one of the entries. They varied from relentlessly mediocre to downright awful. There had been poems in coloured pencil and chalk, poems written in capital letters and others scrawled on any scrap that could be found, including one on cardboard and another scored in pencil on a crackling sheet of Izal toilet paper. Many were little more than expanded cracker mottos, but there were also mind-numbing Imperial epics. Sieges were popular—Khartoum and Ladysmith, and also Troy. There were patriotic battle hymns (“Thunder of swinish gods”). Waterloo garnered three encomiums, Trafalgar two, the Armada one.

			There were also tedious, stupefyingly long pastorals. Rural life was especially favoured amongst town dwellers, industry among countrymen (the coal pits were particularly popular), and who knew there were so many lowing cows making their way to evening milkings or so much birdsong greeting the woodland dawn. There was some mawkishly sentimental stuff about flowers and a monotonous number of hymns to the charms of springtime. There were odes to love, moonshine, starshine and sunshine. There was a lot of early-morning dew. Skies were blue, hills were green, thunder was angry. Many were completely impenetrable to sense:

			Pessimist, proven through strata-prescience

			Collected rock-wise lore.

			This was a poem about coal miners apparently, although Flynn doubted that any self-respecting collier would recognize himself in these incomprehensible verses. He was inclined to slip in “ ’Twas brillig, and the slithy toves did gyre and gimble in the wabe” and see if anyone noticed.

			The poems revealed a lack of any literary ancestry, no real evidence of any knowledge of the English poetic tradition, apart from a handful of sub-Prufrockian stanzas. Instead, the competition had provided a release for a torrent of incoherent words bottled up by the war. It was fascinating and revealing from every point of view except that of literary criticism.

			Flynn, indifferent now to poetry, embraced them all. Shakespeare or Keats could have submitted a sonnet, Milton a Paradise Lost, and he would have judged them in the same egalitarian spirit.

			His lacklustre task was interrupted by a commissionaire. No one ever knocked, Flynn didn’t know why they bothered closing their door. The commissionaire was carrying a chair and said, “Can I just park this here for a bit, gentlemen? We’ve run out of space elsewhere.”

			“No,” Evans said. To no avail, as the commissionaire put the chair down in the middle of the room, tipped his cap and, with one last “gentlemen,” departed.

			“It’s one of the rejected prototypes for the Fairway Café,” Badger said, absentmindedly stroking the stuffed rabbit.

			They all tried the seat in turn, a parade of unlikely Goldilocks. The chair, a rather stark metal and plywood affair, was declared uncomfortable by all except the Boy, who asked if he could have it.

			“He means to sell it on the street,” Evans said when the Boy had left with the chair hoisted on his thin shoulders. “That child has the soul of a spiv. Shame he’s too young to have profited from the war.”

			It wasn’t long before the Boy returned, the chair disposed of somehow, and brought the news that a skeleton had been trawled from the muddy banks of the Thames by the Royal Engineers, who had recently completed a Bailey bridge to carry Festival visitors across the river to the South Bank. This was their second attempt, the first having fallen down. During construction they had continually unearthed the debris and litter of the past. On display upstairs in Reception there was a glass case with samples of the smaller objets trouvés rescued from the river mud, but there was little to see other than broken clay pipes and shards of pottery.

			“A skeleton?” an interested Badger asked. “It’s not Upstairs, is it?”

			“Nah,” the Boy said. “The Ark-ee-olo-jists have got it.” He was being taught phonetics by Evans, who had grown tired of him mangling words.

			The Boy, as well as knowing everything that went on in Savoy Court, also relayed news from across the river: the shortage of materials, the laying down of tools, the dreadful mud underfoot and the (painfully slow) progress of the buildings south of the river. The Boy’s verdict on the Brutalist Royal Festival Hall was that it was like “an ugly big brick with a hat on.” He was less scathing in his judgement on the far-from-complete Dome of Discovery. It looked “like a flying saucer that has crash landed,” he said, although apparently bore no resemblance to a “real” one. The Boy was a firm believer in extra-terrestrial life, a faith fostered by the Eagle comic that Evans bought him every week and used as a text to coax him patiently out of his illiteracy, but even Dan Dare, Pilot of the Future had trouble teaching the alphabet to the Boy.

			“You should write for the newspapers,” Flynn said to the Boy. “You’ve got a way with words.”

			“Pity he can’t read or write them,” Evans said. “You know, Mr. Flynn knows of what he speaks. He was a newshound himself.”

			The Boy failed to be impressed by this information. The skeleton was more worthy. “It could have been a murder,” he said. Invigorated by this thought, he cadged a cigarette off Badger.

			“Don’t get your hopes up,” Evans said. “It’ll most likely turn out to be Roman.”

			THE BOY REAPPEARED some time later and announced, “You were right—it was Roman. That skeleton what they found.”

			“Told you so,” Evans said.

			“Could have been a murdered Roman though,” the Boy said, unwilling to let his hopes die.
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			Miss Ogilvie

			GOOD MORNING, gentlemen.”

			A woman, as the Boy was quick to point out. She already looked to be beyond retirement age in Flynn’s (often unreliable) estimation, her presence a mystery. Small and neat, she carried a handbag that was almost half her size.

			“I’m Miss Ogilvie,” she said. “How do you do?” She was the thin, teachery sort and had a steady presence that seemed at odds with her age and sex. She wore her hair in two plaits coiled around her ears, reminding Flynn of the headsets worn by the Festival telephonists. The telephonists—an assertive coterie—considered themselves beleaguered and sometimes answered “The Battle of Britain here” rather than “Temple 1951.” (The Festival had been afforded its own special number for the duration.)

			“How d’you do,” they all murmured, even the Boy, who was not given to formal salutation.

			Scottish, Flynn thought. A douce accent, not the harsh tones of the West Coast, nor the pinched refinement of Edinburgh’s Morningside. Inverness or the islands, he judged. She slowly scanned their cluttered den, assessing both habitat and occupants. “Are you collecting jumble for a sale?” she said, clearly bemused at the state of the office.

			“The Eccentricities,” Badger murmured by way of apology.

			“In my defence,” she said, “I’ve come from Typography.”

			“Eh?” the Boy said. She might as well have said, “I come from Mars.”

			“Tie-pog-ri-fi,” Evans said to him.

			That explained her, Flynn thought. Typography were an orderly lot—finickity, some might have said. He had been for a drink with a woman called Joan who was on the Typographic Panel, and she had spent the entire evening explaining to him why sans serif had been “debased” by the war because people associated it with “militaristic diktats,” and how the Festival was searching for an identity through the “rediscovery of eighteenth-century type.”

			“Fascinating,” Flynn had murmured, resigning himself to the fact that Joan was never going to go to bed with him, more interested in talking about “the English vernacular style” and “two-dimensional letter form.” He didn’t remember women before the war being quite so keen on lecturing him.

			“And don’t get me started on Gill Sans.”

			“Don’t worry, I won’t,” Flynn had assured her.

			He had bought her another gin and orange in a fruitless effort to stop her typographic hymning. “Playbill, Tea Chest, Keyboard and Chisel,” she chanted, a piece of staccato nonsense that wouldn’t have been out of place in the Festival Poems. “Egyptian slab serif lettering,” she cooed, and it dawned on him that letterforms might be how typographists courted.

			“I’m fond of Walbaum myself,” he had countered seductively. “Faber and Faber use it for their modern poets. Nice and crisp, and I like the hairline serifs.” She began to look quite flushed.

			Flynn knew about fonts, of course, not just from his time working at the printers. At the beginning of the war, he had endured a brief stint in the Ministry of Information. He had willingly volunteered for the Army but, although he considered himself fighting fit, an old rugby injury from school was deemed enough by someone to make him unsuitable for the front line. A badly broken leg had put paid to his place in the cricket first eleven, but he had been surprised when it put an end to his war before it had even begun. He hadn’t even been left with a limp, and he had wondered if his “unsuitability” stemmed from more than a badly broken bone. No amount of arguing had been able to prevent him from being siphoned unwillingly into the MOI, where he was charged with creating those “militaristic diktats” that Joan sneered at. The apotheosis of his short career in propaganda was to exhort the populace to Eat Less Bread.

			Through some diplomatic chicanery (he suspected Gerald Barry that time as well), he was returned to the News Chronicle and his job as the crime correspondent on the night shift. Within no time he was redeployed to cover the bombardment of the East End that had just begun. No amount of clout, however, seemed enough to get him into the armed forces. Active service was apparently to be denied to him for the duration. They also serve who only stand and wait.

			“Well, I think you should be grateful and stop moaning about it,” one of his girlfriends at the time said dismissively. “You’ve been saved from the war. You might be dead on the beach at Dunkirk if you’d been in uniform.” He couldn’t remember that girlfriend’s name. She’d been in the typing pool, famous for her bust rather than her words per minute.

			In Singapore, having been denied a service uniform, Flynn had been more than happy to wear the secondhand war reporter’s jacket that had been given to him by a stringer (Wilson? Watson?) for the British tabloids. Watson—or Wilson—had been with the British troops in North Africa and had only just arrived in Singapore when he received the news that his wife and daughter had been killed in an air raid back home. He had other children and took the long sea voyage back home to make arrangements for them.

			“British War Correspondent,” the flash on the shoulder of the hand-me-down jacket announced. It stank of foreign spices and someone else’s sweat, but Flynn donned it willingly, unaware that to Japanese eyes, unfortunately, a uniform was a uniform and protestations that he was a non-combatant would fall on resolutely deaf ears when it came to herding him, along with the surrendered Allied troops, into Changi jail. It seemed that Flynn had joined the Army after all, even if only by default. He had not been “saved” from the war—far from it. He was not unaware of the irony.

			Lois, he recalled suddenly now. That had been the name of that unsympathetic girlfriend.

			“I BELIEVE MR. DANGERFIELD asked Miss Ogilvie to help you out,” Denholm said.

			“Are we in need of help?” Evans asked.

			“Apparently,” Miss Ogilvie said. “I am told that you’re rather behind—with deadlines and so on.”

			“Isn’t everyone?” Flynn said.

			“Who’s this Dangerfield?” Evans puzzled.

			“The Great Panjandrum,” Mr. Denholm said. “The almighty Pooh-Bah. Also now known as my boss.”

			“I thought you were our boss,” the Boy said, indignant that he had failed to ferret out such an important piece of information.

			“Everyone has someone above them,” Miss Ogilvie said. “Even Gerald Barry has Lord Ismay to answer to.”

			“So who’s Lord Ismay’s boss, then?” the ever-logical Boy asked.

			“God,” Evans said.

			“What’s Dangerfield’s background?” Flynn was curious after his encounter with him at the tea trolley.

			“Well, a variety of things, really,” Miss Ogilvie said. “He married well—Jocasta Hunt, her father made his fortune in minerals in South America. They have a house in Grosvenor Square, two children, both in their teens and away at boarding school. His wife’s money helps to fund his political ambitions. For a long time he was seen as the coming man, but he never quite arrived. Towards the end of the war, he was recruited into the Security Services, but it didn’t ‘stick’ with him. He stood for the Conservatives in ’45 and lost by a narrow margin, and then went abroad with the diplomatic service. I believe he intends to stand again. He will keep running until he’s first past the post. He is backed by some influential people—they want him to win.”

			“It seems you know him quite well,” Evans said dryly.

			“I pay attention, Mr. Evans-Jones.”

			“Just Evans will do,” Evans said.

			“What on earth is he doing here?” Flynn said. “He sounds like a fish out of water. Looks like one, too—I met him at the tea trolley.”

			“The rumour is that Dangerfield blotted his copybook in some unspecified way, and he needs to be redeemed because he is to be put up as a candidate again in the next election.”

			“That’s years away yet.”

			“Not as far away as you might think. I believe there’s to be a snap election in the autumn.”

			“How can it be ‘snap’ if people know about it now?” Flynn puzzled. “Surely the definition of snap is that it’s unforeseen. You’re not a clairvoyant, are you, Miss Ogilvie?” (Or a witch, he added to himself.)

			“Dangerfield?” a frowning Badger said. He had been absent for most of this discussion but had turned up in time to hear the name. “Giles Dangerfield? He’s back from Northern Rhodesia?”

			“You know him?” Flynn asked.

			Badger shrugged, a careless gesture at odds with his furrowed features, but then he cast it off and said with what was clearly a faux nonchalance, “Came across him in the war.”

			“What did he do in the war?” Flynn quizzed.

			“I couldn’t possibly say.”

			“Security Service?”

			“I couldn’t possibly say.”

			“Did you work with him?”

			“I couldn’t possibly say.”

			“I am told,” Miss Ogilvie interjected rather impatiently, “that Mr. Dangerfield has been brought in from the outside to gee things up a bit.”

			“The outside of what?” the Boy said, laughing.

			“What’s your name?” Miss Ogilvie asked, fixing the Boy with a look over her half-moon spectacles.

			“Terence, Miss.”

			Her attention was momentarily diverted by the sight of the rabbit on Badger’s desk.

			“It’s stuffed,” the Boy said, enjoying the word.

			“Can you run along and do something useful?” Evans asked him.

			“Okey-doke,” the Boy said, never one to take offence. “Get you something from the tea trolley, Miss Ogilvie?” he offered, blatantly currying favour. The overture was politely rejected.

			“You can come with me,” Badger said to the Boy. “I’ve a meeting with an ornithologist.” (“Awn-i-tholl-o-jist,” Evans tutored.)

			“What on earth for?” Flynn puzzled.

			“To talk about the bird boxes they put on the trees. The birds refuse to nest in them, apparently.” Seventy-nine mature trees had been imported on to the site. “Why seventy-nine, not eighty?” Evans had asked. The Festival was all about numbers. Nine hundred and sixty thousand bricks used in the construction. Six thousand, six hundred tons of cement. Two hundred and thirty standards of timber. Three thousand, nine hundred and sixty tons of steel. And so on, all feeding into Evans’s conviction that the Festival was an occult exercise in numerology, as was the Establishment in general. The Royal Family themselves were all Freemasons, according to Evans, but then Evans was a dissenter, not to mention something of a paranoic.

			“STARCHY SORT, isn’t she?” Badger said when Miss Ogilvie took her lunch hour. “Anyone want to come with me to Luigi’s?” Badger often ate in an Italian restaurant he favoured on the Strand. He called it a “caff,” as if that made him seem less of a Norfolk toff and more of a man of the people.

			The offer was declined and the rest of them ate their sandwiches in the office, even the Boy, who usually roamed free at this hour of the day. They huddled furtively over their egg-and-cress and bloater paste to discuss the intruder in their lives.

			“She’s very prim and proper,” the Boy said, almost admiringly. He turned to Evans and said, “Can I have a fag?”

			“No. You’ve already pinched two off my desk this morning.” Evans smoked Woodbines, “filthy things” in the Boy’s opinion, although that didn’t stop him pilfering them. Not “stealing”—the word filled him with moral outrage. Flynn kept a pack of Players in his desk drawer as a reserve for emergencies, and the Boy wouldn’t have dreamt of taking them. Cigarettes left out in the open, however, were regarded as fair game. Taking them was one of “The Rights of Man,” which was something he had heard Evans mention and which he had appropriated as his own philosophy (“The Rights of the Boy”).

			There was clearly no room for another person in the office and yet within no time at all Miss Ogilvie had relieved Badger of his typewriter. A one-fingered typist at best, he was happy to see it recruited by her. She persuaded (or perhaps commanded) the commissionaires to find her a desk to put the typewriter on and to remove some of the “clutter,” as she termed it, shipping off most of the rejected Eccentricities to be dealt with by Major Trowbridge and Jeanette. Badger refused to give up the rabbit and the Boy said that he intended to give the mechanical tortoise to Jeanette. “In my—albeit limited—experience,” Evans advised, “women prefer to be courted with flowers.”

			Denholm padded in and perched on the edge of Badger’s desk, so that the mechanical tortoise had to be rescued from his gammony buttocks by the Boy.

			“How are you getting on with Miss Ogilvie?” Denholm said. “She’s a hoot, isn’t she?” Before they could protest this description, Miss Ogilvie herself returned from lunch and hung up her hat and coat. “Ah, Miss Ogilvie—how are you settling in?” Denholm asked. “I was just about to tell the gang here about an idea I’ve had.”

			“A CAKE?”

			“Not just any old cake. ‘The Festival Cake,’ ” Denholm said. “There’s a women’s magazine that’s been giving away an embroidery pattern for a sampler or some such. The Festival of Britain’s emblem in coloured wool. Been a big success, I’m told. I thought that we could do the same thing with a cake recipe. The popular press could carry it, as well as the magazines. Housewives across the land could follow the recipe. Who doesn’t love cake?”

			“Me,” Evans said.

			“And street parties! Imagine the Festival Cake as the centrepiece of all those trestle tables. Jelly, bunting, people doing the hokey-pokey.”

			“Jesus fucking Christ,” Evans muttered.

			“Mr. Evans!” the Boy said, genuinely shocked by Evans’s departure from probity. Both Evans and Flynn had learnt to swear excessively during the war, and both had worked hard to unlearn this skill in the peace. Sometimes when they were alone together they released the torrents of blasphemy that had been damned up by decorum.

			“And,” Denholm said, warming to the subject, “why not serve it in the cafés and restaurants on the exhibition site? There might even be a way of making money from it.” No one expected the Festival to make a profit from anything. “Queen Victoria had her Victoria sponge cake and King George shall have his.”

			“The George sponge?” the Boy puzzled.

			“No, no, the Festival Cake. His Majesty could be served a slice after the opening ceremony.”

			“I think he would love that,” Evans said.

			“No need for sarcasm,” Denholm said.

			“How are you going to choose this recipe?” Miss Ogilvie asked.

			“A competition.”

			“Open to everyone?”

			“Well, no, I think we would be overwhelmed with entries. Look at the Poems.” He gave a little shudder. “I was thinking professionals of some kind. Women. Like Marguerite Patten. She was very good in the war, wasn’t she? Or, say, a home economist who works for Frigidaire or New World gas cookers. In-store demonstrators. Ideal Home Exhibition kind of thing, you know?”

			They all gazed at Denholm with interest. He seemed uncharacteristically knowledgeable on the subject. “Talked to someone in John Lewis,” he said sheepishly. “I have already set things in motion. A list of suitable women is being drawn up as we speak. I believe some of them are already busy practising their patriotic recipes.”

			This discussion was put a stop to by the Boy announcing, “It’s three o’clock.” The afternoon tea break in the office was a particularly sacred observance for the Boy (a credo inherited from his mother). He would return from the trolley Upstairs with the tea things and hand round cups with the ritual solemnity of a geisha. He might not have been able to read a clock, but his sense of the rhythms of the day was unerring. How on earth had he managed at the BBC, where time was everything? (“Just comes natural to me,” he shrugged. “Usually ’cos I’m hungry.”)

			A plate of biscuits was handed round, and Miss Ogilvie unexpectedly sang—quite tunefully—“Everything stops for tea.” (“In my defence, I’m a church choir mistress.”)

			“Oh, chocolate digestives—lovely,” Denholm said, annoying the Boy. (“He’s got his own biscuits, what does he want ours for?”) “Flynn?”

			“Me? What? Cake isn’t really my bailiwick, Mr. Denholm.”

			Denholm was steadfast. “I’m sure you will overcome every impediment that is put in your way,” he said, as though he were sending Flynn out on a mythic quest—finding a golden fleece or herding a field of hares rather than assembling a—

			“Festival Cake competition sub-committee?”

			“Exactly!”

			“Let the best cake win,” Miss Ogilvie said. Flynn supposed she was being sarcastic, but she was hard to read. He suspected she would make a rather good poker player.

			“WELL, I’M OFF,” Badger said as the end of the day beckoned. “Need to get to Herbert Liveries in Mortimer Street before they close. Offered to give the once-over to the uniforms for the Festival Hall staff. Apparently I’m known for my sartorial discernment. Anyone care to accompany me? No point in asking you, Evans.”

			“Correct,” Evans said.

			“I’ll come,” the Boy said.

			“No, you won’t,” Evans said.

			“Miss Ogilvie?”

			“I am otherwise engaged, Mr. Badgley, but thank you for asking.”

			“Flynn?”

			“No, thanks.”

			“Plans for this evening?” Badger asked pleasantly. Badger always had plans and found it strange that others didn’t.

			“Not really.” In fact Flynn’s “plans” for the evening consisted of nothing more than getting behind his own front door and gratefully pouring the first whisky of the day. The second, actually, as he had woken up to one.
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			Flynn lived three floors up in Romilly Street, on the fringes of Soho. Two (poorly) furnished rooms and a scullery with an Ascot water heater above the sink and a two-ring gas hob perched precariously on the wooden draining board. A depressing gas fire in the sitting-room hearth hissed and spluttered but failed to heat the damp spring air. Wealdstone with its many home comforts it was not.

			There was a small French restaurant on the ground floor of the building, where Flynn sometimes ate (usually an omelette—reliable and cheap) and often drank (fresh coffee or stale red wine). A tailor—Mr. Rakowski, a shy little man—occupied the first floor, while Leonora Kane lived on the fourth, above Flynn. A prostitute, far from the first flush of youth, Leonora was stout of body and firm of mind and had a revolving cast of loyal customers, all gentlemen of a certain age who, according to Leonora anyway, came for tea and sympathy rather than any “how’s your father.” (“I mother them, Mr. Flynn. That’s why they come to me.”) They were not good for much else, she said, once they had climbed the four flights of stairs to her accommodating little eyrie.

			Mr. Rakowski was extremely fond of Leonora Kane, to the point of volunteering to make “an honest woman” of her. She declined the offer. “I’m an honest woman already, duckie,” she said to Flynn. Everyone was “duckie” to Leonora. It meant she didn’t have to remember the names of her many gentlemen. Flynn had once dated an actress who addressed everyone as “darling” on the same principle.

			On the landing beneath Flynn lived a pair of elderly spinster sisters—Hilda and Gertie Murgatroyd. Flynn had expected the pair to be as quiet as church mice, but they were permanently crotchety with one another, arguing on and off, day and night—a simmering rumble of dissatisfaction that Flynn found perversely comforting. Better to complain than to be dead, he thought.

			They spent their time knitting and embroidering, producing goods to sell in a shop run by a Distressed Gentlewomen’s Society somewhere in Kensington. They seemed to have no one but each other, although there was a much-vaunted niece who was always about to visit but then had to cancel at the last moment. Flynn sometimes carried groceries up the stairs for them, and checked the gas meter when it was giving them problems—the problem usually being that there was no money in it, and he would sneak a handful of threepences into the slot.

			As he passed the door to their flat, Hilda opened it, empty milk bottle in hand. “Oh, Mr. Flynn,” she said. “I was just putting the bottle out for the milkman tomorrow morning. Won’t you come in and have a cup of tea? The milk is finished though, I’m afraid. We shall have to do without our bedtime Horlicks.” Flynn suspected that he was being invited in because the meter needed feeding, but then castigated himself for his lack of charity. Nonetheless he said, “No tea, thank you, Hilda. I’ve got things to get on with.”

			He was not in the mood for conversation. He had been growing increasingly edgy ever since his exchange with that man Dangerfield. (Did you serve?) Solitude, experience had taught him, was the best way to numb these feelings. That and the panacea of whisky. He poured himself a large tumbler, but before he could down it his conscience pricked him, and he ran downstairs and bought the last bottle of milk in the shop on the corner.

			He placed it outside Hilda and Gertie’s door and, as they were both very hard of hearing, knocked as if trying to wake the dead. He scooted back up to his flat before either of them could answer. They would have their Horlicks, after all. The waiting glass of whisky was all the gratitude Flynn needed. After the second large tumbler he fell into bed and the welcome anaesthesia of sleep.

			HE WOKE UP screaming his head off. The dark had been suffocating him, like thick wool in his throat and lungs. He fumbled for the bedside light and lay for a long time trying to calm his racing heart.

			After he returned from the East he had been plagued by nightmares every night. The first time he woke howling like a dog during his brief sojourn in Wealdstone, Ivy Shears had immediately turfed him out of their narrow double bed and dispatched him to sleep on the rough moquette of the even narrower sofa, where he was joined in exile by Mrs. Betty. The dog had been more sympathetic to his sufferings than his new bride. Ivy had firmly closed the door on the past and refused to sully her everyday life with the distasteful details of Flynn’s war. Not that he had any wish to share them.

			The luminous dial on the clock by the bed in Romilly Street told him it was three o’clock, but there didn’t seem much point in trying to go back to sleep. He would be awake now until the morning. He poured another whisky. Hair of the dog, although that particular dog was no longer the loyal soldier it had once been. Against his expectations, he did eventually return to a—thankfully—dreamless sleep. He woke to his alarm clock and a bad head and a sour stomach, both accompanied by a vague feeling of dread. If he had been inclined to fantasy, he would have said that something dark was on the prowl and he was to be its quarry.

		

	OceanofPDF.com


		
			[image: ]

			4

			Pageantry

			I’VE BEEN THINKING,” Denholm said, startling Evans, who hadn’t seen him enter the room.

			“Again?” Flynn said.

			“About the provinces.”

			“What about them?”

			“We’re receiving a lot of enquiries about pageants,” Denholm said. “The best way to organize them and so on. They are, of course, the perfect vehicle for celebrating the history of this island kingdom, a history writ both large and small.”

			Evans was Welsh and Badger, despite Norfolk, was almost entirely metropolitan in outlook, and so in Denholm’s eyes Flynn’s northern status made him an expert on all things in the Ultima Thule beyond Watford.

			“I don’t have time for pageants,” Flynn said, his defences already up. “I’ve got the Poems and the Rooms to monitor.”

			The “Rooms”—as Flynn thought of them—were in the Homes and Gardens Pavilion and were intended to be fully furnished mock-ups, almost like theatre sets, not to be entered by the public but to be peered into. The idea was that they would show the contemporary home, from a “Room for an Infant” to a “Room for a Businessman” and everything imaginable in between. “From the cradle to the grave,” Denholm said when first introducing the office to the concept, although the tomb, disappointingly, was not addressed.

			In fact, the Rooms all still remained on their drawing boards and the designers wouldn’t let Flynn anywhere near them. His report to the Rooms Committee was the same every time: “The designers say the Rooms are coming on nicely.” It was a report which seemed to satisfy everyone.

			“I hear that they have added more Parlours,” Denholm said.

			“They have,” Flynn said. The proliferation of Parlours was a mystery to everyone. “I believe they’re up to five now, with more planned.”

			“I can’t imagine why,” Denholm said. “Parlours are deathly places. Or perhaps purgatorial. One remembers seemingly endless Sunday afternoons sitting in the front parlour—”

			The Boy yelped with laughter. Apparently this was a euphemism used by his sisters for an unmentionable part of their anatomy. Evans slapped him on the back of his head. Denholm, despite his confusion at this interjection, picked up the threads of his rather maudlin reminiscence. “Sitting in the front parlour”—Evans lifted a warning finger at the Boy—“with one’s parents, being forced to listen to recordings of Mahler when one longed for a little light opera. And then finally, Mother would say, ‘Will you put the kettle on for tea, Jeremy?’ and the suffering would be over for another week.”

			Except for the Boy, now suffering from suppressed hysteria, none of them responded to this suburban cri de coeur. Denholm smiled wanly. He was accustomed to their neglect.

			Flynn tended to agree with Denholm. It seemed to him that a parlour was something that should have gone out with the war. Wasn’t the Festival supposed to be about the future of modern design?

			There had been a parlour in the house he grew up in, in Acomb, a suburb of York defined by its semi-detached houses and large gardens. It was a house with rules, with unheated rooms and inherited old-fashioned furniture. Their parlour had stiff-backed chairs, a hard sofa and a smoky coal fire that was rarely lit. “Kept for best,” their mother said, which meant stultifying visits from a dreary contingent of great aunts and uncles twice a year, at Easter and Christmas. “We come bearing gifts,” one or the other of them would inevitably chortle. The “gift” usually translated into a half-crown “for a new book.” Flynn would dutifully trot along to Godfrey’s in Stonegate and buy the latest Biggles, while his brother, Charlie, would buy sweets with his bounty and then covertly share them with Flynn. Flynn could still recall the acidic tingle of lemon drops on his tongue. Sweets were strictly rationed by their mother, as if they might somehow lead to moral downfall. Their mother must have enjoyed the frugality of war when it came. All that denial, and for what? The reward of a grave in the cold, clammy soil of York Cemetery.

			“Anyway, no need for agitation, Mr. Flynn,” Denholm said. “I know that you have enough on your plate without pageants. I was thinking of you, Mr. Evans.” He swivelled suddenly towards Evans, who made a small choking noise that might have signalled despair.

			“I thought you would be the perfect person to pilot the provinces through the process of pageant production.” With an effort, Denholm pulled himself out of the mire of alliteration and said, “It’s just administration. Not even that, really—simply keeping an eye on them. Spurring them on from afar, giving them moral support, which is all we’re able to afford, I’m afraid. You’ll hardly need to leave your desk.” Evans was the last person to be chosen for this chore. He didn’t have a pageantry bone in his body.

			“Merrie Olde England and all that,” Denholm wheedled encouragingly. “That’s what pageants tend to be about. Merrie Olde Britain, really,” he amended hastily, as everyone was under strict instruction to keep in mind the other three cardinal points on the Festival compass. “It doesn’t sound right though, does it?” he mused. “And it would be even more odd-sounding if we said Merrie Olde Scotland or Merrie Olde Wales. You’re Welsh, Evans.”

			Evans agreed that he was.

			“I must say, you’re more subtle with it than some. You’re not all bore das and boyos and yaki dahs.” He over-egged the accent, making Evans wince. “Had a small part in The Corn Is Green at the Duchess before the war. I was a thespian, you know,” Denholm added, preening a little.

			“Mr. Denholm means an actor,” Evans translated for the Boy, who was even less impressed by acting as a profession than he was by journalism.

			“Oh, yes, an old ham, that was me,” Denholm said, hoping for curiosity, admiration even, but finding neither.

			“Old ham?” the Boy sniggered, looking to Evans for elucidation, but Evans just rolled his eyes. “Mr. Evans does say ‘Boyo’ though,” the Boy said to Denholm. He was under the impression that it was a version of his own name.

			“And I don’t expect you’d call Wales ‘merrie,’ would you, Mr. Evans?” Denholm said, ignoring the Boy.

			“Far from it.”

			“What about Merrie Olde Northern Ireland?” Badger offered.

			“Nothing ‘merrie’ about Northern Ireland, I can assure you,” Denholm said. “Trod the boards in Belfast once myself. Pretty grim stuff, I can tell you. Whip up enthusiasm in the shires, that’s the idea, Mr. Evans. If they ask for help then perhaps, as well as encouragement, you can find these towns and villages a kind of pattern to follow, a blueprint to guide them through the process. Even the smallest hamlet has something to celebrate—a local worthy. A famous son.”

			“Or daughter,” the Boy said. He had five sisters and had been drilled by them.

			“Or daughter,” Denholm acknowledged. “And everywhere has some contact, if only tangential, with the big events of history.”

			“Like the Black Death?” Evans offered.

			“Well, perhaps not that, Mr. Evans. But it’s more or less de rigueur to stick in a Good Queen Bess. She seems to have progressed through every town and village in Britain. It makes you wonder how she had time to burn Catholics or fight the Armada. ‘Gloriana’—the very emblem of this scepter’d isle’s greatness.”

			“He thinks he’s still on stage,” Evans murmured to no one in particular.

			“Boadicea and Britannia, of course,” Denholm continued, as if he hadn’t heard Evans, although he had. “And let’s not forget St. George.”

			“And his Dragon?” the Boy said hopefully.

			“Dragons don’t exist. They’re mythic creatures.”

			“ ’Course they exist,” the Boy said confidently. “You’re getting them mixed up with dinosaurs. They’re the miffic ones.”

			“Mi-thick,” Evans said, refraining from enlightening further. There would be time enough in the Boy’s life for him to be crushed by reality.

			FLYNN SKIPPED LUNCH and instead sat on a bench in the Embankment Gardens and brooded on the idea of pageantry. A memory from long ago had been unexpectedly evoked for him. He must have been nine or ten years old when his school had taken part in some kind of parade depicting the history of York, his hometown. He had been part of “Roman York,” a soldier dressed in the (painted cardboard) uniform of the famous Ninth Legion. Tall for his age, he had been the aquilifer, proudly marching along Stonegate as the real aquilifer of the Ninth must have once done, bearing a standard that was topped with a rather wonky papier-mâché eagle. It was unlikely, though, that the Ninth would have been accompanied by an incongruous retinue comprised of Viking raiders, William the Conqueror, Dick Turpin and Guy Fawkes. “Local worthies” hardly described this parcel of rogues, but there were also the two Saint Josephs of chocolate, Rowntree and Terry—although, sadly, no actual chocolate—as well as a float that carried a miniature train engine, on loan from Scarborough’s North Bay, representing the historic importance of the railways to York.

			Although he couldn’t remember from this distance in time, Flynn doubted that the bloodier aspects of local history were included. It seemed unlikely, for example, that there would have been anything about the merciless Harrying of the North by that same Conqueror. Nor did he think it had featured the day when the city’s Jewish population had escaped the baying locals by setting themselves on fire in Clifford’s Tower, which was where the latter-day procession had ended in a series of tableaux.

			His brother must have taken part in that cavalcade too, although Flynn couldn’t conjure a memory of him being there. Charlie, younger by two years, had presumably been somewhere behind him in the ranks of legionaries. He’d probably been up to mischief. He was the class jester; waggery was his impish brother’s forte. He was the kind of boy who was reliable for his ability to get on people’s nerves. Their father called Charlie an “idiot,” their mother said he was “soft in the head.” Theirs was not a home where high spirits were appreciated.

			They had attended a small, private prep school, the fees for which “nearly bankrupted” their father, something he never failed to mention to them on a termly basis. From the prep school they had both won scholarships to a state grammar (Charlie to his parents’ surprise) and their father had had to find other fiscal grievances to hold against them. He worked in the North Eastern Railway headquarters on Station Rise. They had visited him in his office on one or two occasions. The office was warmed by a coal fire that was tended to by their father’s secretary, a Miss James—a woman who liked their father considerably more than their mother did. Whatever the season outside, Miss James kept the office fire fed as conscientiously as a footplate fireman shovelling coal into an engine’s firebox.

			Neither Flynn nor his brother had any idea what their grouchy father did at the mahogany desk that dominated his office. (He had “worked his way up the ranks,” he told them.) Too late to ask now. The NER had morphed into British Rail, but his father, a fervent Tory despite (or perhaps because of) a working-class father, was dead before nationalization. He would have violently objected to this “communism.”

			Long on obedience and short on enjoyment, it was a meagre, empty kind of household, where the examined life was not encouraged and where love and affection were in short supply. His happy-go-lucky brother had done his best within its confines, but Flynn couldn’t wait to escape. To his parents’ disgust, he had shunned a university place to study Medieval English at Durham in favour of an apprenticeship as a cub reporter on the Yorkshire Post. He took digs in Leeds and hardly ever returned home once he had left. Nor had he been in a hurry to take the train north to announce his safe return to his parents after the war ended. He thought they might not know that he was alive (presumed dead), but it turned out it was they who were dead, information relayed to him by a neighbour when he turned up unannounced on the doorstep of his old home. A pair of heart attacks, one following swiftly on the heels of the other, if a heart could be said to have heels.

			Cauterized by war, Flynn was surprised at how little the news affected him. He made a dutiful visit to them in their new home, where they shared a grave and a headstone, probably as reluctantly as they had once shared a bed. His brother’s name was at the bottom of the stone, reduced to a footnote. Charles John Flynn. Known unto God. Charlie had been lost when his submarine, the Tigris, had disappeared off the coast of Italy in ’43—something else, of course, that Flynn had not known until after his return. He had left as a son and a brother and returned an orphaned only child. He supposed he was better off than Charlie, who had lost all there was to lose.

			“All right, Harry?” Evans asked.

			“Yes, yes thanks, Hywel. Sorry, miles away,” Flynn said lightly. “Just taking a trip down memory lane.” Such a pleasant concept, he thought. It implied hedgerows and hawthorn blossom, lambs bleating in the fields—not a stagger through monsoon and mosquito-plagued mud, or backbreaking hacking at rocks in merciless heat. Who in their right mind thought a railway could be built by hand?

			“And why not?” Evans said, equally lightly. They smiled ruefully at each other.

			The idea of pageantry this morning had depressed them both. Badger and Denholm appeared, also both uncharacteristically gloomy—Badger on account of indigestion and Denholm because Upstairs had been castigating him for the perceived indolence of their office. “We need more ‘wartime spirit’ apparently,” he said.

			“Well, bollocks to that,” was Evans’s response, echoed around the office. “We’re not at war any more.”

			Their collective mood was brightened with anticipation at the sound of the Boy whistling on the stairs, returning from one of his regular patrols. “Ah, here cometh our airy sprite,” Denholm said. The airy sprite had acquired (he rarely paid for anything) a paper bag of humbugs that he handed around with his customary largesse and they were all cheerful again, even Evans, who caved in and told Denholm that he would take on the burden of the pageants.

			“Good man,” Denholm said, helping himself to a second humbug.

			FLYNN GOT DOWN to his usual stoic trawl through the Stock List, searching for items requested by various Kitchens. Kitchens came under the Rooms’ umbrella. The Stock List helped to furnish the interiors of the Rooms as well as almost everything else on site. It was an enormous beast, an exhausting compendium of every item available from twenty thousand different suppliers, containing everything you could possibly think of, from a flagstaff to a Honiton lace parasol (lent by Mrs. V. Ramsay, the Old Rectory, Somerton, Oxford) to “an original plate of Penicillium mould” (lent by Sir Alexander Fleming, FRS, St. Mary’s Hospital, Paddington, London W2). Not to mention a model of the domestic sewerage system or a stuffed Emperor penguin.

			For Homes and Gardens, the Stock List was the Holy Bible, containing everything they might need, from a “desk light with flexible tube clamp and aluminium reflector” (Merchant Adventurers Company, London) to “four fox brushes and a fox mask” (Edward Garrard and Son, London), not to overlook a humble “thimble” (Souplex Ltd, Morecambe), or a stuffed fish in a glass case, which for reasons kept to themselves the designers had requested for a “Bed-Sitting Room for Two School-Age Boys.” Flynn had reluctantly shared a bedroom with his brother throughout their childhood and neither of them would have welcomed a stuffed fish on their wall. There had been no need for them to share as there was a third bedroom in the house in Acomb, as icy and austere as a monk’s cell, but it enabled their mother to refer to the “guest room,” although no guest had ever been invited to stay.

			Flynn was continually surprised by the needs of the Kitchens. In his own small scullery in Romilly Street the inventory was sparse—not much beyond a couple of plates and cups, a saucepan and a frying pan. He dispensed salt straight from the cardboard Saxa packet and tea from a rusty old Edward VII Coronation commemoration caddy that had already been on a shelf when he moved in.

			The Kitchens, on the other hand, had a seemingly endless list of requirements—not just the bigger items, such as washing machines and ovens and refrigerators, but also a parade of smaller ones: measuring cups and spoons, plate racks, table mats, condiment sets, soufflé dishes, whistling kettles and spice racks. Some things sounded to Flynn’s ears as though they belonged in the Eccentrics’ Corner rather than a kitchen, like Spong’s No. 100 household mincer (Spong and Co., Woodland Grove, London N15).

			Flynn wasn’t sure how he had become the guru of the Stock List. In fact, for some Flynn and the Stock List had become metonymical. It was certainly not something he had pursued, yet he had a good memory and found himself taking a rather perverse pride in his ability to troll its pages and come up with a requested item. His expertise now extended beyond Rooms, so that, rather than hunting through this rambling leviathan, the various design teams often turned to Flynn first.

			He was currently on the hunt for a cast of Florence Nightingale’s head for Midwifery and Nursing. “A head?” the Boy asked eagerly, when Flynn managed to track one down in the Florence Nightingale Hospital. The Boy was disappointed to learn that it was not to be removed from Florence Nightingale’s body but from a statue in the entrance to the hospital. He had no idea who Florence Nightingale was. Unlike Evans, Flynn found the Boy’s vast ignorance refreshing. Knowledge was for the most part a burden, whereas finding “fifteen-fathom steel ropes, circumference from one to three inches” (British Ropes Ltd, Leith, Edinburgh) represented a small triumph over the chaos of the universe.

			When sleep didn’t come, which was often, Flynn found that the Stock List provided a useful soporific with its cricket bats (Stuart Surridge and Co. Ltd, 210 Borough High Street, London SE1) and “a Pyrex heat-resisting pudding dish” (James A. Jobling and Co. Ltd, Sunderland). These were the kind of words that did not fail. They were sturdy and useful. They stirred neither memory nor imagination. Why bother with poetry when you could have a no-nonsense stainless-steel sink from W. & G. Sissons Ltd of Sheffield to lullaby you to sleep.
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			“I would say that one over there is more of a strawberry blonde, wouldn’t you?” Badger whispered.

			“I don’t know. I’m not sure I even know what a strawberry blonde is, Badger.”

			This particular “beauty parade” was to choose the usherettes for the Telekinema. The Telekinema was to be housed in a grey concrete box of a building next to Waterloo Bridge. Needless to say, it was still far from completion. It was destined to show both films and television programmes and had already generated a good deal of excitement amongst the public, especially as there was the prospect of watching the screen through 3D glasses. In the long wake of the war, people wanted to be entertained, Flynn thought, not instructed in weighty topics like geology and science. And architecture and archaeology (not to mention the architects and archaeologists themselves) were hardly known for their entertainment value.

			Flynn had briefly dated a woman from the Archaeologists’ Office called Stella, who harangued him—shades of Joan from Typography—with the “new picturesque aesthetic” and the Festival’s goal of “integrating Britain’s idea of itself as a rural nation with a landscape that has been dramatically transformed by industry and war.”

			A makeshift runway had been set up in the ballroom of the Savoy and a variety of good-looking girls were making their way slowly along it, their heads held stiffly as if they were in a deportment class. Badger, like a few others, had a small notebook in which he scribbled notes every time a girl went past. “Drawing up a shortlist,” he explained to Flynn. He smiled at a girl gliding past. “It’s a tough job,” he chuckled quietly, “but someone has to do it.”

			Badger was also in charge of suggesting girls—“Festival Beauties”—for the covers of magazines like The Illustrated London News and Picture Post. “Nice girls,” Badger said. “Not brash or common. Girl-next-door types.” Flynn wondered what kind of girls lived next door to Badgley Hall in Norfolk. (“Oh, they’re all Country Life’s ‘Girls in Pearls,’ waiting to marry a baronet.”) “And did you know that there’s going to be a bikini contest?”

			“A what?”

			“There’s this chap, Morley, who’s organizing a beauty pageant, to be called the ‘Festival of Britain Girl Bikini Contest.’ ”

			“And that’s just—?”

			“Girls parading in bikinis. Exactement. Good, no?”

			“Well …”

			“They want to change the title to ‘Miss Festival of Britain,’ but that won’t get people flocking to it the way bikinis would.”

			“I suppose not. Badger—don’t you think it odd that all these would-be Telekinema hostesses have red hair?”

			“That’s the whole point.”

			“Why?”

			“Norman Hartnell,” Badger said.

			“What about him?”

			“Oh, that one’s lovely,” Badger exclaimed quietly as a pre-Raphaelite beauty, more animated than most of the others, sashayed in front of them. “Because Hartnell has designed green dresses for them, and he insists that they can only be worn by redheads. You know, for the aesthetical qualities.”

			“ ‘Aesthetical’? That’s ridiculous, Badger.”

			“I know, it does seem a bit unfair on all the blondes and brunettes, doesn’t it? What do you think about that one? Too carroty?”

			The man sitting opposite Flynn (he looked vaguely amphibian) nodded and smiled genially at every girl who passed. The red thread veins on his nose, drooping eyelids and mottled skin, not to mention a general air of decrepitude, indicated a serious drinker. He caught Flynn looking at him and gave him a cheery little salute. “Splendid filly,” he announced (rather loudly) as the pre-Raphaelite beauty pirouetted professionally in front of them.

			“Oh, that’s the Major,” Badger said when Flynn enquired. “He’s a regular at these things. He’s on the Committee.”

			“He’s not taking notes.”

			“I don’t think it’s the paperwork that interests him. Tell me, what’s your opinion on freckles?”

			THEY DELAYED their return to the office as long as possible. Badger was chatting with the Savoy’s doormen, with whom he seemed very familiar.

			Flynn hadn’t been paying much attention to this conversation, diverted as he was by the midweek matinée crowd who were queuing to get into the Savoy Theatre. He read the playbill—To Dorothy, a Son, starring Sheila Sim and Richard Attenborough. It awakened no desire in him to see it. Flynn hadn’t been a paying member of a theatre audience since before the war. He had no idea what the last thing he had seen was, but he could remember who he had seen it with. A girl called Jill who was training to be on the ack-acks. She’d been from Herefordshire, rather naïve, and impressed in equal measure by London and by Flynn. She went off to man the barrage in Portsmouth and he never heard from her again.

			His mind had wandered, and when he glanced at Badger he was struck by the odd look on his face. He was reminded for a moment of his palsied rabbit. Flynn said, “Shall we get back?” but Badger stayed rooted to the spot. (Too young for a stroke, surely?) Lot’s wife came to mind. Even the doorman noticed and, touching Badger lightly on the elbow, said, “Are you all right, Mr. Badgley? You’ve gone as white as a sheet.” Badger shook himself—more large dog than badger—and seemed to recover.

			“No, no, I’m fine, thank you.”

			“You looked as though you’d seen a ghost, Badger,” Flynn said.

			“You have to be dead to be a ghost, don’t you?”

			Flynn hazarded a guess. “You saw someone who you believed was dead?”

			“I couldn’t possibly say.”
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			5

			Le Rendez-vous

			FLYNN WAS MEETING a Frenchwoman called Delphine Dubois for a drink. She had been working at the Festival for only a short time, doing something menial in Homes and Gardens, and it was she, rather than Flynn, who had suggested the drink, approaching him while he was wandering rather listlessly around the South Bank site. He presumed by “a drink” she meant a date—a man and a woman having a drink together signalled little else, as far as he could see. He had only agreed because it would have seemed rude to turn her down flat on the flimsy pretext that she seemed arrogant. She might just be shy, he thought, prepared to give her the benefit of the doubt. She was interesting, in that she was closer to Flynn’s own age than many of the women who worked in Savoy Court and was the opposite of the Festival’s usual willing female serfs and eager demi-debutantes.

			Her choice of venue—the Lamb and Flag in Covent Garden—was apparently where she stopped for a pastis every evening on her way home. She was already there when he arrived, sighing impatiently (“Enfin!”) as if he were late, when in fact he was a good fifteen minutes early.

			An hour (it seemed longer) progressed in the same rather desultory vein. She drank her pastis while Flynn stuck to his usual whisky. It made him feel mildly nauseous, a condition so common for him that he hardly noticed.

			Delphine wore a black dress and had a chic white silk scarf tied around her neck, knotted to the side. The scarf was printed with little Eiffel Towers in red and blue—a patriotic nod to her homeland, presumably. He could smell her scent—he recognized it as one that Ivy Shears favoured, although he wouldn’t have been able to name it. (“Shalimar,” she said when asked.) Delphine Dubois was not particularly alluring—she had a big bump in her nose and a wide mouth, emphasized by harsh red lipstick that itself only served to highlight her nicotine-stained teeth—yet she had a grown-up kind of sexuality which was missing from the eager serfs and demi-debutantes, who frequently behaved as though they were in a Girl Guide pack.

			She moodily smoked her foul-smelling cigarettes while brooding over her Ricard, all the while complaining about her British colleagues. And the British weather. And British food. Even British literature got it in the neck. “We have Molière, Flaubert, Stendhal, Victor Hugo—giants of literature. Who do you have?”

			“Shakespeare?” Flynn offered. “Dickens, Jane Austen, George Eliot, the Brontës?”

			“Pah,” she said, waving her cigarette dismissively. She had disparaged his pack of Players and was smoking her own Gauloises.

			And this was a filthy country, she added. The people were grubby, their clothes unwashed, their buildings unpainted. And there were bombsites everywhere. “Well, we were bombed,” Flynn felt it necessary to point out. We didn’t surrender our city, like you did, he wanted to say, but bit his tongue. It would hardly be conducive to an entente cordiale. She was right, of course. London was filthy and shabby and depressed. The Festival, with its nursery colours and bright lights, the introduction of modern design and its optimistic faith in the future, was to be the beginning of a cure, Gerald Barry’s tonic. Flynn started trying to explain the philosophy behind the Festival to Delphine, but he began to bore even himself.

			Why didn’t she just go back to France? he wondered. Because she was in exile, she stated morosely. He supposed it was a declaration of an existential condition rather than of being banished from the country of her birth. Was she a refugee? There were a lot of both pre- and post-war refugees from Europe who worked in the Festival Office. He thought it might be insensitive to ask, and she seemed altogether too enervated to volunteer any further information.

			For quite a lot of their short evening together, she behaved as though she was enduring his company on sufferance and couldn’t wait to escape—an increasingly mutual feeling. The rest of the time, when she wasn’t being deliberately cantankerous, was spent, conversely, in a seemingly manic display of flirting—leaning so close to Flynn that he nearly choked on her perfume, coyly whispering nonsense in his ear, pouting and batting her eyelashes in a parody of seduction, even though she was demonstrably not attracted to him. Occasionally she would address him in a rapid torrent of her native language that his own grammar-school French found almost impossible to decipher.

			He thought she might be deranged in some way. Indeed, she did say “Je suis dérangée” when he challenged her about her inconsistent behaviour, although it was hardly a challenge, just a polite Englishman’s mild query as to whether she was “feeling all right.” A query that was met with a mute gesture of dismissal.

			He had just lit a cigarette for her when she startled him by saying—very quietly—“There’s a man watching me.”

			“Who? Where?” Flynn looked around. The Lamb and Flag seemed to be the exclusive preserve of solitary males, all gazing into their drinks. None of them were looking at Delphine.

			“He thinks I can’t see him. He must think I’m stupid.”

			Was her performance of extreme courtship—she was trying to nuzzle his ear now and he had to brush her off—intended for the man she claimed was watching her—perhaps to make him jealous? Or was she just plain, straightforward mad. Dérangée. “Do you need me to do something about him?” he offered gallantly.

			“What an English gentleman,” she said scornfully. “There’s nothing you can do. They’re planning to sacrifice me.”

			“Sacrifice? They? More than one?” What kind of strange one-woman melodrama was she engaged in?

			“Mon Dieu, I shall die of ennui,” she said with a tremendous sigh when he lit another cigarette for her. He felt like offering to dig her grave himself, but instead he politely suggested another round of drinks, hoping she would refuse. The last thing he wanted was to stretch their rendezvous out any further. His heart sank when she said indifferently, “Yes, why not?”

			While he waited at the bar for service, he glanced around again. Still no one was showing the slightest interest in Delphine. Two drinkers in the corner were paired up, playing a game of dominoes. Another had apparently come straight from work: he was wearing an oil-stained boilersuit, but now drained his pint to the dregs and departed. A man in the corner was absorbed by the game of Patience he was playing, turning the cards over slowly and murmuring disappointment at every reveal. Another, sitting at the bar, was ticking off horses on the racing page of the Mirror. In short, none of the denizens of the Lamb and Flag looked to be in the slightest bit interested in watching Delphine, let alone sacrificing her.

			Flynn ordered the same again. The man sitting at the bar, a beer drinker, gave a soft sneer at his request for the Ricard, investing it with scorn for the whole French nation. When he turned his head to look at Flynn, he revealed the messy shrapnel scar that zigzagged down one side of his face. It looked as though Dr. Frankenstein had been the one who had volunteered to sew it up.

			“Any tips for Newmarket?” the barman asked him. “I heard Three Cheers might be the one to watch.” He took a Cockney’s pleasure in his own accent.

			The man gazed at a jar of pickled eggs on the bar as if it was a crystal ball before eventually saying, “Nah, Vidi Vici. He’s on great form. He’ll romp home with it. Trust me, mate.”

			“Short odds,” the barman said, dissatisfied with the prognostication.

			When he ferried the drinks back to their table, Flynn found Delphine applying more lipstick, scrutinizing herself in the little mirror of her powder compact. As he placed her drink in front of her, she glanced at her watch and gasped (“Mon Dieu!”), as if it had informed her that she was in mortal peril, when in fact she was merely late for something. “Je suis en retard. J’ai un rendezvous. Zheel m’attend.” Who or what was Zheel? Flynn wondered. She snapped the compact shut and stood up abruptly.

			“But I just bought you another drink,” Flynn said reasonably. He didn’t know why he was protesting when he was feeling increasingly eager to escape her company. “Meeting someone else?” he asked, trying not to sound as sarcastic as he felt. (This Zheel, perhaps?)

			Delphine shrugged the question off with Gallic disdain. She seemed to blame Flynn for her tardiness. Flynn sighed. Still, he thought, there was nothing to be gained by letting things end on a sour note, so he escorted her out of the pub and on to Garrick Street, where he managed to hail a taxi for her. Apparently he didn’t even merit a peck on the cheek, only an au revoir and a dismissive hand raised in the air with her back to him after she had leant in to tell the driver where to go. They had never even progressed from vous to tu.

			Once the taxi had disappeared, Flynn returned to the pub and drank his whisky with a chaser of Delphine’s abandoned Ricard. Pouring water into the pastis, he watched it turn the foggy yellow of a London pea-souper before downing it in one. He ordered another whisky. “One for the road,” he said to the indifferent barman.
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			Birds were few and far between in Romilly Street and a threadbare dawn chorus had cranked up and died down again long before Flynn woke. It was almost nine o’clock, according to the clock by his bedside. His eyes seemed to be glued shut, and when he did manage to unstick them, a shaft of piercing light between a gap in his curtains lanced his eyeballs. He spent some time staring at the peeling skin of whitewash on his bedroom ceiling, trying to orientate himself to his surroundings. He could hear the creaking and groaning of the water pipes in the rest of the building, indicating that his neighbours were more successful than he was at facing another day.

			Downstairs, Hilda and Gertie were unusually quiet, as if out of respect for his throbbing head and roiling stomach. Yesterday, the “one for the road” in the Lamb and Flag must have multiplied into several. How much had he drunk after dispatching Delphine into her taxi? Any memory of the previous day ceased to exist for him after that—even before that, if he was honest. The whitewashed ceiling was providing no clues as to what might have befallen him.

			His head felt thick and heavy, more like the after-effects of a concussion or a sandbagging than too much alcohol. His throat rasped painfully.

			Had someone slipped him a Micky Finn? Although for what possible reason he couldn’t imagine. Perhaps he had been bludgeoned by a thief or run over while he was blacked out. He moved his limbs tentatively and found that, although horribly stiff, they all seemed to be intact.

			He had been knocked unconscious once at the very beginning of the Blitz. He’d been reporting down at the West India Dock, watching a warehouse full of mahogany go up in flames, helpfully fuelled by rum from the neighbouring wharf, when he had been hit on the head by something heavy—falling masonry or a rafter, he never found out. He was delivered to the door of St. Thomas’s by a butcher’s van that had been pulled into commission as an ambulance. Sometimes even now the raw smell of butcher’s meat could make his gorge rise. He had nonetheless dictated his copy from a phone in the nurses’ station, the nurses too overwhelmed with casualties to care, although he did manage to secure the promise of a date with a pretty one who insisted on shooing him back to bed.

			The hospital itself was bombed not long afterwards, the nurses’ home all but destroyed. The pretty nurse didn’t turn up for the date, but Flynn drew no conclusions from that and anyway by then he had succumbed to pneumonia. He was still mildly delirious when Gerald Barry pitched up at his bedside and offered to send him out East. The sea voyage and the clement weather, not to mention the change of scene, would do him good, he said.

			DESPITE HIS BODY’S PROTEST, he managed to summon the energy to drag himself out from beneath the covers. Gathering his clothes from where they lay discarded on the floor, he tried—and failed—to find a fresh shirt, before drawing a glass of water from the kitchen tap and dropping a couple of Alka-Seltzer into it. The water in his flat always tasted brackish, as if it had travelled through Thames mud to reach the top floor.

			Examining his face in the small shaving mirror that was fixed to the wall next to the Ascot heater, he was shocked by what he saw—an impressive black eye, along with another couple of rapidly blossoming bruises. They were not the kind of injuries you acquired by walking into something, they were the kind of injuries you got by being battered by someone. After Delphine had left in her taxi, he must have got blind drunk and become entangled in a fight with someone. Perhaps it was time to lay off the booze.

			Had he been robbed? He checked his jacket—his wallet was still there, occupied by a solitary pound note. He was relieved that his watch was still on his wrist. It was a new one. For a long time he had been without one. The Omega that he had owned before the war had been bartered for food from a Chinese black marketeer, one of the camp followers of the Railway who procured and sold goods to the prisoners as they inched along. Never reliably, never enough. It was a horribly risky business for both sides.

			His head was starting to throb in earnest now and he swallowed a couple of aspirin and waited patiently for the seething effervescence of the Alka-Seltzer to die down.
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			“Cor, that’s a shiner and a half, Mr. Flynn,” the Boy said admiringly.

			“Christ, Harry!” Evans winced sympathetically.

			“Ah,” Badger said. “The morning after—the price we pay for the night before.”

			“Come on, spill the beans, Mr. Flynn,” the Boy said. “What happened? Did your new lady friend sock you one?”

			“A disagreement with a bookshelf that I didn’t see when I got up in the dark.” Flynn possessed neither books nor bookshelf. He hadn’t read a book since the war.

			“I hope the bookshelf came off worse, Mr. Flynn.”

			“You have a new lady friend?” Badger said.

			“Mr. Flynn had a date last night,” the Boy relayed eagerly.

			“Really?” Evans said.

			“No need to sound so surprised,” Flynn said.

			“And you didn’t share this fact with us?” Badger said.

			“Should he?” Evans said.

			“Of course he should,” Badger said. “Flynn’s love life makes up for the deficiencies in mine. The fairer sex are drawn to him, for some reason. He can get a date any time. It’s very unfair.” Badger was always claiming to be moping after one unattainable beauty or another. Despite his geniality, not to mention his Norfolk pedigree, he seemed to have little success with the fairer sex. The pre-Raphaelite beauty from the parade had rebuffed him, apparently. She was called Jane Pargeter, a showgirl from Murray’s cabaret in Beak Street, one of Badger’s many late-night haunts.

			“Where did you take your lady friend, Mr. Flynn?” the Boy asked, interested only in Flynn’s successes, not Badger’s failures.

			“None of your business,” Evans said, throwing a pencil at him.

			“The Lamb and Flag in Covent Garden,” Flynn said to the Boy. “And I would hardly call it a date, just a drink with someone who happened to be a woman.”

			“A French woman,” the Boy said in a conspiratorial whisper to Evans, waggling his eyebrows suggestively. “Ooh la la.” Where did he get his information from? He would make an excellent spy.

			“French?” Badger said. “Your new girlfriend’s French? What’s her name?”

			“She’s not my girlfriend, new or otherwise. Simply an acquaintance. Delphine Dubois. She’s in Homes and Gardens.”

			“Delphine Dubois?”

			“Why so surprised? Don’t tell me you know her.”

			“No,” Badger said lightly. “Never heard of her.”

			Denholm appeared, like a genie out of a bottle. “Today, gentlemen, is the Great Bard’s birthday. We should find a way to celebrate such a meaningful occasion.”

			“The great what?” the Boy asked and was ignored (as was the Great Bard himself), because Denholm had just caught sight of Flynn and exclaimed, “Good God, man. What on earth have you been up to?” Miss Ogilvie followed him in and said, “Dearie me, Mr. Flynn, what happened to you?”

			“He went twelve rounds with a bookcase,” the Boy said.

			“You can’t go around the office like that, Mr. Flynn,” Denholm said. “You should mask it with something. Do you have anything in that capacious bag of yours, Miss Ogilvie? Some Max Factor pancake, perhaps?”

			The Boy bent double with laughter and kept repeating, “Pancake! Pancake!” until Evans threatened to smack him over the head with his copy of Trevelyan. Miss Ogilvie raked in her bag and said, “I have a bottle of sal volatile in here somewhere.”

			“I’m not in need of reviving,” Flynn said, “although thank you for the offer, Miss Ogilvie.”

			Flynn felt very much in need of reviving, but doubted that smelling salts would be able to do the trick. In the end he accepted a little glass pot of lavender balm, thinking what a shame it was that Miss Ogilvie didn’t carry a hip flask in that bag. For a moment he was almost tempted to confess to everyone—the perplexingly missing hours, the mysterious punch-up—but then Miss Ogilvie said, “I think someone’s looking for you,” nodding in the direction of the open doorway, where a Norwegian girl called Frida, who worked in Homes and Gardens, was hovering. The Boy gave a low wolf-whistle at the sight of Frida’s wholesome curves, before dodging Evans, who fulfilled his threat to lob Trevelyan at him.

			“You are Harry Flynn, aren’t you?” Frida said, as if it was an accusation.

			“I am.”

			“Can I have a word?” She silently indicated that he should accompany her out into the corridor. It seemed an oddly hush-hush way of approaching a request for Homes and Gardens—and he couldn’t think of any other reason she would have sought him out. “What happened to your face?”

			“It’s nothing.”

			She wrinkled her nose in distaste. “You smell of lavender, like an old woman.” The Scandinavians—there were quite a few working at the Festival—always seemed unnecessarily candid with their opinions.

			“Is something up?” he asked.

			“It’s about your girlfriend.”

			Not about Homes and Gardens, then. “My girlfriend? I don’t have a girlfriend.”

			“Delphine Dubois?”

			“She’s not my girlfriend.”

			“Well, she said she was going on a date with you.”

			“No … well, yes,” Flynn protested, “but not a date—it was just a drink.”

			“So a date, then. Anyway, can you give her a message?”

			“Me? Why can’t you?”

			“Because she didn’t come into work today.”

			“So how can I give her a message if she’s not here?” Flynn puzzled.

			“Didn’t she go home with you?”

			“No.”

			“She’s always going with different men. Trying to make her ex jealous.”

			So he had been right, Flynn thought—Delphine had been putting on a performance for someone’s benefit. “I don’t know where she is. She’s probably in her flat.”

			“She’s not. I got Clerical to phone her landlord, and there was no answer when he knocked on her door.”

			“Maybe she’s sick and couldn’t answer. Where does she live?”

			“Longridge Road—Earl’s Court. Why don’t you know that? What kind of a boyfriend are you?”

			One that was too old to be called a “boyfriend,” for a start, Flynn thought. He was growing exasperated. “I don’t know anything about her. Except that she’s French—and, to be honest, a pain in the neck.”

			“Hmm.” (What did that enigmatic sound mean? Flynn wondered.) “We’ve got a lot on, and I really need her at work today. It’s all hands to the pumps.”

			“Your English is very good,” he said, in an attempt to mollify her.

			“Pff,” she said, or something similarly dismissive. “What have you done with her?”

			She seemed to be making a lot of fuss about someone who was simply late for work.

			“I have no idea where she might be,” he said, struggling for patience. “Like I said—we had a drink, and then she left the pub and got into a taxi. I didn’t see her again. If she’s been in someone else’s bed in the meantime, then it certainly wasn’t mine.”

			Frida tutted irritably, still apparently holding him accountable. “Well, when you do see your girlfriend, tell her to get her lazy derrière into work, will you?”

			“TROUBLE?” BADGER ASKED, seeing the frown on Flynn’s face when he returned to his desk.

			“No, something and nothing,” Flynn said. “Apparently that woman, the one I had the drink with—Delphine Dubois—didn’t come into work this morning. Her friend’s got a bee in her bonnet about it, although I’m not sure ‘friend’ is the word for her. She seems to think I’ve got her locked up in my flat.”

			“Have you?” Badger asked with such seriousness that Flynn burst out laughing.

			“No, I think I would have noticed.”

			“You know I’m your friend, don’t you, Harry?” Badger said with unusual gravity. He rarely used anyone’s first name, and it felt surprisingly intimate when he said Flynn’s. “So you can tell me anything,” he continued earnestly. “And I mean anything. Think of me as a priest, sworn to keep the secrets of the confessional.”

			“What is it that you think I need to confess, Badger?” Flynn frowned.

			“Oh, you know,” Badger shrugged.

			“No, I don’t.”

			Badger nodded slowly as if he was disappointed in Flynn’s answer. He was silent for a while and then said, “Put it like this—I’d be happy to help you out if you’ve got yourself into hot water over something.”

			“I’m not in hot water.” (Was he? Had something happened in those long-lost hours of the night that Badger knew about and he didn’t?) He was feeling unnerved, certainly, but he put that down to the cavernous space in his memory and the fact that someone—a complete stranger, presumably—had seen fit to attack him. Either one of those things was enough to make him feel off-kilter. “I’m not in trouble, Badger,” he said, more assertively this time.

			“Keep saying that, old chap. Never admit to anything. That’s the Badgley family motto.”

			“I thought it was Truth and Loyalty.”

			“That too.”

			Flynn raised his hands in a gesture of innocence (or perhaps that of a guilty man surrendering) and said, “My conscience is clear, Badger.”

			Never one for the fray, Badger retreated. “No, no, of course. Sorry. Have to go, helping to choose uniforms for the waitresses in the Turntable Café. Bear in mind what I said though, won’t you?”

			Miss Ogilvie, wearing her outdoor clothes, swept into the office on a cold breeze and said, “Are you ready, Mr. Flynn?”

			“Ready for what, Miss Ogilvie?”

			“It’s Judgement Day, Mr. Flynn. Had you forgotten?”
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			Judgement Day

			FLYNN AND MISS OGILVIE had been given no part to play in the blind judging of the Festival Cake. Denholm had requested their presence merely as observers—messengers who would convey the verdict back to Savoy Court. Flynn was there as the titular head (and, in fact, only member) of the Cake Sub-committee. Miss Ogilvie, as far as Flynn could tell, had been asked simply because she was a woman. “Under duress, in my defence,” she said to Denholm.

			The rival confections had finally been baked and decorated at an unearthly hour by Denholm’s “suitable women” in a test kitchen lent to them by Lyons, and then ferried all the way across London to the boardroom of the Royal Society of Arts in John Adam Street. It had been a downbeat affair, held “in camera,” the judges assembling around an enormous mahogany table on which the runners and riders were displayed. Plates and cake forks were distributed by a young waitress also borrowed from Lyons, from the Corner House on Coventry Street, who cut the cakes and handed round slices to the judges. (Both Flynn and Miss Ogilvie shied away at the nippy’s approach.) It was still early and some of them looked rather queasy. Someone murmured something about bacon and eggs being more appropriate at this time of day.

			The judges were a job lot, conscripted apparently unwillingly into their unpaid role—an Italian sous chef from Rules; a man in a loud plaid suit whose name and occupation were never mentioned; the authoress of a Handy Hints book; a journalist from Woman’s Realm; and a man with a strong Birmingham accent who said he wrote miscellaneous columns for the Evening Standard. “And if there’s an obituary, then it’s me that’ll have written it.”

			The cakes were mostly straightforward iced and decorated affairs, and were nothing that the man—or more likely the woman—in the street wouldn’t recognize as cake. This was not the case for one—an egregious offering that dwarfed all the others, like a cuckoo in a wren’s nest. It was an extraordinarily bombastic affair, reminiscent of a cathedral dome and embellished in a baroque manner, swagged and garlanded with icing, studded with angelica and sugared almonds, and dotted with glacé cherries in garish traffic-light colours. The woman who had compiled the Handy Hints book helpfully explained these technical details to Flynn, whispering in his ear like someone translating a foreign language. The whole was topped not by a cupola or a cross but a small pennant, on which the Festival emblem had been drawn in crayons in a rather amateurish hand.

			The Handy Hints woman (he never did manage to catch her name) had somehow acquired the idea that Flynn’s battered face was the result of a traffic accident, and she occasionally placed her plump hand on top of his and gave it a sympathetic squeeze.

			More rococo extravagance was revealed when the cake was cut into by the little Lyons nippy. “It’s hardly an austerity cake, is it?” Miss Ogilvie remarked to no one in particular.

			It was in fact an unholy mess, not just of sponge but also meringue (the Handy Hints woman again). Raspberry jam oozed from between the layers like sticky blood. “And marzipan,” the Handy Hints woman murmured, “there’s a surprise.”

			Flynn glanced at Miss Ogilvie. She remained impassive, the faintest trace of a sardonic smile on her lips the only clue to her thoughts.

			The Woman’s Realm woman ushered them out of the room. Apparently the judging required the kind of secrecy usually afforded a papal conclave. Flynn stood outside on the pavement with Miss Ogilvie. She refused his offer of a cigarette, but relented when he lit up and said, “Perhaps I will indulge, after all. It’s Maud, by the way. My name. Although I think we should observe the proprieties when we’re in the office.”

			“Of course. I’m Harry.”

			“I know.”

			They smoked their cigarettes down to the filter and Flynn said, “What do you think—have they sent up the white smoke yet?”

			“Let’s go in and see.”

			The conclave had indeed chosen its pontiff. “Il Duomo,” the sous chef from Rules said. The ridiculous cathedral-like cake? The man in the loud suit made a great ceremony of revealing the name of the champion who had baked it. “Mitzi Blinkhorn.”

			Had the judges lost their marbles? Why, out of all the entrants, choose this particular creation? Flynn asked the Handy Hints woman. “So festive,” she said gaily. There was general rather sly laughter at this, and it struck Flynn that for some, possibly malicious, reason, this cabal had decided to choose not the best cake but the worst one. Or as a joke, perhaps. Flynn tried to imagine housewives across the land struggling to create this monstrous concoction. His Presbyterian mother would have been appalled. She favoured the punishing plain—a gritty seed cake or a sandy Madeira.

			Or was the whole thing a connivance and Mitzi Blinkhorn always destined to win, thanks to some Machiavellian manipulation behind the scenes?

			“A conspiracy of some kind?” Maud Ogilvie speculated thoughtfully. “I hear that Miss Blinkhorn is a friend of Mr. Dangerfield.”

			“Really?”

			“Perhaps he owes her a favour.” She laughed. “Who knows what dark arts have been employed to bring about the result.”

			“But it is just a cake though,” Flynn protested. Dark arts seemed rather hyperbolic to his ears. “This lot don’t seem like Freemasons or Templars.” (Evans would probably disagree.)

			“Nothing is ever ‘just’ something, Harry. You must surely know that.”

			The nippy, with an impish grin, said, “Here you go,” handing Flynn a piece of cake on a plate. Was she in on the plot? The kipper he had attempted at breakfast in a Kardomah restaurant on Southampton Row rebelled.

			Maud Ogilvie waved the nippy away. (“Not for me, dear.”) “In my defence,” she said to Flynn, “I am a diabetic.” She was not without guile, Flynn realized. She always had a biscuit with her elevenses and another with her tea in the afternoon, and only yesterday he had watched her dip into a sample box of “Festival Fruit Gums” sent to them by Rowntree’s and brought in by the Boy. There was nothing that had escaped being stamped with the Festival’s ubiquitous emblem—sweets, cigarettes, perfume, even sandals—Specially designed to keep you cool and smartly shod for fun-loving Festival walking! Flynn had been for a drink with a girl whose job was to place adverts in the various Festival guides and brochures and who spoke mostly in panegyrics. It had been an exhausting evening of exclamation marks: (Daks—the famous comfort in action trousers!) as she listed the many companies that she had persuaded to endorse the Festival or sponsor things in the funfair (“Schweppes—a grotto!”).

			Maud Ogilvie smiled amiably at Flynn, as if waiting for a challenge. “Lucky you,” he said, throwing in his hand.

			“Maybe we could meet up on another occasion?” the plump-handed Handy Hints woman said to Flynn as he was leaving. “Coffee or a drink, perhaps?”

			“Perhaps,” Flynn said politely.

			“Women are attracted to you, aren’t they?” Maud Ogilvie said as they made their way out of the building. It sounded like a criticism.

			“I genuinely don’t know why,” he said.

			“Oh, don’t apologize, Mr. Flynn. Shall we walk back?”

			Without waiting for an answer, she set off at an alarmingly brisk pace. Her black gaberdine was unbuttoned and flapped in the wind so that she looked as though she was about to take off. Flynn had to run to catch up with her.

			BACK IN THE OFFICE, Evans was toiling over the pageants, covering a sheet of paper in his neat nonconformist hand, occasionally muttering in disbelief. “Jousting? Jousting? They want jousting?” Or “They’re spending fifty pounds, sixteen shillings and sixpence on wigs?” He had been given no oversight on the various pageants’ spending (no official authority over them at all, in fact), but nonetheless they seemed compelled to report their expenditure to the fiscally frugal Evans.

			Denholm appeared and said, “Went the day well, Mr. Flynn? Is there news on the Festival Cake front? Who took the laurels?”

			“Mitzi Blinkhorn.”

			“Oh, God,” Denholm said. “She was the one they chose. Really?”

			“ ’Fraid so,” Flynn said.

			“She’s an awful woman.”

			“Who is?” the Boy asked, perking up at the idea of awfulness.

			“Mitzi Blinkhorn,” Maud Ogilvie said.

			The Boy gave a snort of disbelief. “Bloody hell. What kind of a moniker is that?”

			“Don’t swear,” Evans said.

			“You know her?” Flynn asked Denholm.

			“Everyone knows Mitzi.”

			“I don’t,” the Boy said.

			“You don’t count,” Evans said.

			“Why did you include her in your list of suitable women if she’s so awful?” Flynn asked.

			“Me? God, no, no, not me,” Denholm protested. “I think her name was added later. By Dangerfield, probably.”

			“Did you bring some cake back with you, Mr. Flynn?” the Boy asked.

			“No. And be grateful I didn’t.”

			Denholm glanced at his watch and said, “Speaking of the devil, I’ve got lunch with Dangerfield over in Simpson’s. He’s very keen on punctuality. You’re late if you’re on time. But he’ll be delighted with the result.”

			“Not that it’s of any interest to anyone, least of all me,” Evans said when Denholm had melted away, “but I’ve been given a list of ‘pageantmasters,’ which is a job I never even knew existed until recently. Ede, Paine, Swinson, Gwen Lally—she’s rather frightening. Here’s a Mr. Gilmore from Brighton, who was ‘formerly pageantmaster to the King of Siam.’ If Mr. Gilmore could handle the King of Siam, then perhaps he could manage Guildford.” (Guildford, for some reason, was problematic.) “Let’s hope they’re interested in a bit of social history, but I expect we’ll get the usual corn dollies and fair maidens skipping round maypoles. This kind of stuff feeds us a version of history that makes us feel good about ourselves. There’s no future for us, so they’re making one up out of the past.”

			“Who’s ‘they’?” the Boy asked.

			“The Establishment. The Powers That Be.” Evans shrugged. “Who knows? Not thee and me, anyway.” He ran out of polemic and lit a Woodbine.

			“What else do you make the future out of, if not the past?” Flynn puzzled.

			“And why shouldn’t we feel good about ourselves?” Badger added. “And what’s more, I’m rather partial to fair maidens skipping round maypoles. If only they were partial to me. We need more maypoles, in fact. They’re so gloriously phallic.”

			“What does that mean—fallick?” the Boy asked.

			They all looked to Evans in his role as the Boy’s mentor. After some consideration he said, “It’s the same meaning as mythic—miffic—but it’s a bit of a stupid word. If you use it in public, people will treat you like an idiot.”

			The Boy laughed. “I won’t be using it, then.”

			“Well played, Mr. Evans,” Maud Ogilvie murmured.

			“Oh, and here you go, Flynn,” Evans said, perking up. “I take your Mitzi Blinkhorn and raise you one Major Lawrence du Garde Peach. He sounds like he was born to be a pageantmaster.”

			FLYNN ABSTAINED from lunch, still bilious from the morning’s cake, and instead spent the hour wandering through Chancery, braced by a chill spring wind that had blown away the morning’s rain. He ended up in Lincoln’s Inn Fields. The daffodils here were almost finished, apart from one little patch of stragglers still flowering on heroically against the odds. Why would you want to confine them to poetry? One of the entrants for the Festival Poems had been a sham Wordsworthian hymn to the poor flowers. They had “faces of gold” and “swooned in the warm arms of the zephyr” and so on. Could a daffodil swoon? It seemed unlikely.

			Lifting his own pale face to the weak sun, Flynn found himself not swooning but thinking unexpectedly about how in the school holidays at the merest hint of fine weather he and his brother would jump on their bikes and race out of town as if an advancing enemy were on their heels. They would cycle for miles with a youthful stamina that Flynn could barely imagine now, straining to the top of Sutton Bank before freewheeling back down, screaming like maniacs at the speed they could achieve. It was amazing that they didn’t kill themselves. They went all over—Pocklington, Hutton-le-Hole, even as far as Scarborough sometimes, where they ate hot salty chips on the pier. Otherwise, it was water from a stream, or a bottle of ginger beer and two slices of roughly cut bread slapped around a slice of ham, and a couple of hard-boiled eggs that they peeled and dipped in a little twisted paper of salt. On one magnificent occasion, never to be forgotten, they had an extravagant high tea at the Black Swan in Helmsley, paid for by Charlie’s paper round (gammon and fried eggs, buttered tea loaf, scones warm from the oven with clotted cream and strawberry jam).

			They were not particularly close growing up—their characters were too different—but they were the best of friends during these madcap excursions. Perhaps if Charlie had survived the war they would have grown more attached to each other over time, although the opposite seemed more likely. Flynn would never know now. He felt keenly the loss of something he had never had.

			When he heard Big Ben chiming the hour, he rose from the bench and left the daffodils behind to an afternoon unmolested by poetry.

			DENHOLM REAPPEARED, sleek from lunch in Simpson’s. He patted his gibbous belly (waxing rather than waning) and said, “Say what you like about Dangerfield, he’s not afraid of a good roast and a steamed suet pudding. Jam roly poly,” he added. “A personal favourite of mine. Called it ‘dead baby’ at school.” (Maud Ogilvie made a quiet mewl of protest.) “And on a cheerier note, as predicted, Dangerfield was very pleased with Mitzi’s triumph. Almost seemed to expect it. He is going to give Mitzi the good news himself. Anoint her, as it were.”

			“Anoint? With what?” asked Flynn.

			“The holy oil of Bollinger probably, knowing Mitzi. You know, Dangerfield’s quite keen on the idea of the cake being baked on site. You’re in charge of the Rooms in the Homes and Gardens Pavilion, Mr. Flynn, are you not?”

			“Well, I would hardly say ‘in charge.’ The Rooms Committee’s in charge, I just keep them up to date on the progress.”

			“And is it not so that one of those rooms is a Kitchen?” Denholm asked, ignoring this attempt at rebuttal.

			Flynn had a sense of foreboding. “There are several Kitchens actually,” he admitted reluctantly. “There’s the ‘Breakfast Bar Kitchen with Living Room’—that’s for the lower classes. And there’s a ‘Farmhouse Kitchen and Dining Room for a Country House’—that’s middle class.” It was hard to believe the Express was still fulminating about the Festival’s socialist tendencies when the hierarchies of class were being so closely attended to.

			“Any others?” Denholm asked.

			“There’s one I forget the name of. It’s an open-planned kitchen-living-room something or other.”

			“I believe,” Maud Ogilvie intervened, “that it is—and here I quote—designed to bring the housewife back where she belongs into the social life of the family, even when she’s hard at work preparing dinner. Because apparently, Mr. Denholm, even in this modern day and age, a woman must not stray too far from stove and sink. The housewife is born free, and yet everywhere she is in chains.”

			Denholm tried not to be cowed by this Rousseau-esque outburst. He had initially had Miss Ogilvie down as a rather quaint old biddy, prudely spinsterish in mind and body, not as a “feminist” supporter. “Are you a Marxist, Miss Ogilvie?” he asked cautiously.

			“Oh, for heaven’s sake, Mr. Denholm,” she said. “I’m a woman.”

			“Equal before God,” Evans murmured.

			“That’s not helpful, Mr. Evans,” Denholm said. He pressed on bravely. “Well, I like the sound of that Kitchen. I think it would be most fitting to bake the Festival Cake in it. An audience could watch Mitzi ‘at work,’ as it were, and then when the cake comes out of the oven they could sample a slice. Tea and cake—what could be more English?”

			“British,” the Boy corrected helpfully.

			“It could be a ‘performance’ at a certain time every afternoon, just like the weekly cookery demonstrations she does in Parkinsons—the gas-cooker people. She works for them, you know. These shows are very popular with women apparently. It seems she has a following.”

			The cake was never meant to be baked, Flynn explained to Denholm.

			“How can you have an unbaked cake? It’s a contradiction in terms.”

			“And there’s no plan to connect any of the electrical appliances in the Rooms. That might be a bit of a drawback. There’s no gas on site either. And the sinks won’t be plumbed in.”

			“A gas cooker with no gas?” Denholm riddled. “A sink with no water?”

			“They’re just showrooms,” Flynn persisted patiently. “For show.”

			“And also,” Maud Ogilvie bolstered him, “it’s far from being a plain cake. It would have to cool before it could be decorated with all its various folderols. And watching a cake cool is a tedious task, rather like watching the proverbial paint dry. People will rebel.”

			“Rebel?” Denholm said. “We’re talking about cake, Miss Ogilvie.”

			“So was Marie Antoinette, although of course she never actually said that famous quote. I suppose all history can be viewed through the prism of misinterpretation. Furthermore, and perhaps more pertinently, it’s a ludicrously expensive cake to make.”

			While a flustered Denholm was trying to come up with a response, Flynn added, “And you have to take into consideration that Mitzi’s very popular. The Kitchens aren’t designed for audiences, and the whole idea of the Rooms is that people flow from one to the next. Mitzi would create quite a bottleneck.”

			“Nor is the government about to raise the tea ration any time soon,” Maud Ogilvie added. “The eateries on site have been given considerable dispensation already, considering that the country is still making up the shortfall in imports that was caused by the strikes on the Indian railways and the port of Calcutta last year.” Flynn suspected she was trying to bore Denholm to death, using ennui as her weapon.

			“Where are you getting this information from?”

			“Hansard.”

			“You read Hansard?” The idea filled Denholm with horror.

			“Parliamentary proceedings are more interesting than you might think.”

			“Eggs!” the Boy shouted, eager to contribute something to the recipe. “You need eggs to make a cake, don’t you? Do you?” he added doubtfully, turning to Badger, who was strangely knowledgeable on the subject of poultry.

			“Sussex, Marans, Wyandottes,” Badger said. “Buff Orpingtons—that’s a good-looking chicken.”

			“How do you know this?” Denholm frowned.

			“My father was what you might call a fancier.”

			“I thought he was a peer.”

			“The two are not mutually exclusive.”

			“They’ve got chickens in Country,” the Boy said. “I’ve never eaten chicken,” he added wistfully.

			“And let’s not forget sugar,” Maud Ogilvie said.

			Denholm clapped his hands and said, “Stop, stop! You’re such a bunch of gloomy Cassandras.” He tightened his cravat in an attempt to assert authority. “Come on, now, gentlemen—and ladies—lady—let’s have solutions instead of problems. The request has come down from on high and we are mere servants to the cause. Apparently, what Mitzi wants Mitzi gets. Well, anyway, Mr. Flynn, time for you to meet her.”

			“Meet her?”

			“Yes, you’re to be her …” Denholm stared at the ceiling, searching for the right word. “Chaperone,” he concluded.

			“Chaperone? Does she need one?”

			“Yes. Most definitely. You can introduce yourself at the Parkinson Stoves showroom this afternoon. You’d better get going if you don’t want to miss it. And you can put her on expenses.”

			“I have expenses?”

			“You do now. Miss Ogilvie will oversee them.”

			Maud gave a little nod to confirm this fact.

			“Are you coming with me, Miss Ogilvie? Aren’t you curious to meet Denholm’s ‘awful woman’?”

			“I am afraid I am otherwise engaged, Mr. Flynn. I have been called Upstairs to help with an audit.” A task that sounded too tedious for anyone to bother questioning. She handed him his hat. “Bon courage, as the French say, Mr. Flynn.”

			“Probably when they were in a tumbril on their way to the guillotine.”
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			Despite the evidence of the cake and the awfulness of her reputation, Flynn had been expecting Mitzi Blinkhorn to be the kind of woman who taught cookery in a girls’ school, not that he knew anything about cookery teachers or indeed girls’ schools. And a cookery teacher might have been more likely to be a Thelma or an Eileen, rather than a Mitzi. (Was that her real name? Surely not.) Nonetheless, he had imagined someone rather plain, wrapped in a floury white apron, her clean, scrubbed hands diligently rolling pastry and kneading dough. Mitzi’s large, rather masculine hands did not appear particularly scrubbed. Her long nails were varnished, some of the varnish chipped, and she sported several rings that looked as if they might easily slip off her fingers and embed themselves in pastry or dough. Nor was she wrapped in the spotless floury apron of his imagination, but instead wore a frilly little pinafore over a green satin evening gown and was adorned with an abundance of costume jewellery.

			Her hair was gingery and bouffant (possibly a wig), and perched on top of this dubious confection was a ribbon tied in a girlish bow that made Flynn think of a poodle. On the whole, though, she resembled nothing so much as her own god-awful Festival Cake.

			“And today, my darlings,” she said to the rather excitable audience of women in the showroom, “we are going to make what the French call éclairs au chocolat and which you, of course, know as ‘chocolate eclairs.’ ”

			She had a deep voice, hoarse and rather manly. A voice that had been worked on over the years by nicotine. It was possible that it was intended to be seductive. She had extraordinary eyebrows, highly arched like circumflexes and composed entirely of pencil. Along with her enormous false eyelashes and her slapdash red lipstick, they helped to give her a clownish look. There were female impersonators in Soho cabarets who looked more feminine than Mitzi.

			A surly-looking girl, built like a wrestler, appeared and resentfully fulfilled a series of orders barked at her by Mitzi. (“Pass me a saucepan, Cynthia. No, not that one.”)

			“Now, a great deal of fuss is made about choux pastry, my darlings, but I am going to show you how it is in fact terrifically simple to make. At the next dinner party that you host, your guests will be full of praise for your skill and only you and I will know how easy it was to produce a delicious French dessert.” She pronounced it in the French manner, baffling many. Nonetheless, a murmur of appreciation went round the audience, all women and mostly still dressed in postwar drab. None of them looked as though they were in the habit of hosting dinner parties, but the idea that they might do so was clearly thrilling.

			“And you know,” Mitzi said (“Spoon, Cynthia!”) as she began to beat something furiously in a saucepan, “a housewife’s importance has more far-reaching effects than she sometimes realizes. On her wise choice and careful preparation of foods depend the health, strength and vitality of her family, and ultimately the nation.” It sounded like a patriotic call to stay in the kitchen. Perhaps Dangerfield had written this speech for her.

			“And let’s not forget,” Mitzi said, suddenly recollecting what she was there to promote, “this is all so easy with the Parkinson Renown Gas Cooker Mark 4 with Ajusto control dial.”

			She piped the eclair mixture on a tray (“force into fingers” was the mysterious instruction) and invited the audience to come closer. The women gathered in an eager ruck while Flynn lurked at the back. He could see only one other man present. Balding and bow-tied, he stood off to one side of the room nodding benignly at everything Mitzi said, even though he didn’t seem to be listening to a word. Flynn was surprised to realize that it was the man who had been sitting opposite him at the Telekinema mannequin parade. The Major. Flynn went over to him and said, “Are you with Miss Blinkhorn?”

			“You could say that.” He stuck out a hand. “Archie. Major Archie Blinkhorn, late of the Guards, at your service, sir.” He saluted and laughed.

			“Mitzi’s husband?”

			“Got it in one.”

			“Harry Flynn. From the Festival Office.”

			“Ah, Harry Flynn. We’ve been eager to meet you. Heard all about you, old chap.”

			“Have you?” What had he heard?

			“Wonderful news about the cake. I always knew Mitzi would triumph, of course.”

			Archie Blinkhorn still had the ramrod posture of a military man, but he was a bantam cock—the puffed-out chest, the skinny legs, all indicated someone who had gone rapidly to seed since his Army days. He was wearing a camel-hair coat that managed somehow to indicate a sleaziness of character. It was a short, boxy garment. “Ah, see you’re admiring my coat,” he said. (Flynn wasn’t.) “Nice bit of schmutter, eh? It’s called a car coat.”

			The eclairs had been baked now (“Et voilà!”), filled with cream and cloaked (rather carelessly) with melted chocolate, which was just as well as they looked burnt, although that didn’t deter Mitzi’s audience from pouncing on them like hyenas. Cynthia meanwhile had returned to the servile shadows.

			“Mitzi’s really quite a celebrity, you know,” Archie Blinkhorn said proudly.

			“She does seem popular,” Flynn admitted.

			That wasn’t the end of the afternoon. There were books to be sold. Perfect Cooking by Parkinson, whose main contributor was Mitzi, according to Archie Blinkhorn, who sat at a little table by the exit selling signed copies. “Always here to give a hand,” he said with a mysterious wink.

			Cynthia reappeared, looking harassed, took the signed copies from Archie and began to pile them up. “How d’you do?” Flynn said, and she blushed furiously.

			“She’s very shy,” Archie explained.

			Eventually the women trickled out of the showroom, reluctant to leave the glamorous centre of gravity that was Mitzi Blinkhorn.

			“Mitzi,” Archie Blinkhorn said when the last of the women had departed. “This Johnnie’s from the Festival.”

			“Harry—Harry Flynn, Miss Blinkhorn.” Or should he address her as “Mrs.”? he wondered. Despite the obvious presence of a husband, Mitzi did not have a wifely aura. Flynn suspected that, like actresses, and unlike Mrs. Betty, she preferred her denomination to be singular.

			He held a hand out to be shaken, but instead she offered a heavily powdered cheek to be kissed, and he had to reach up awkwardly to achieve contact. (From a distance she had given the impression of being shorter.) The second cheek followed—accounted for, he supposed, by the fact that she had supposedly lived in Paris before the war. Flynn flinched when he felt his own uncontinental cheek being brushed by Mitzi Blinkhorn’s spidery false eyelashes. There was a faint smell of perspiration about her, masked by a musky perfume, and Flynn had to stop himself from shying away.

			“Enchantée, and call me Mitzi. Everyone does.” She smiled (more of a grimace), revealing a smear of lipstick on one of her front teeth.

			“We’re off to the Ritz to celebrate Mitzi’s victory in the Cake Olympics,” Archie said.

			Flynn followed them outside, where he hailed a cab for them, directing the driver to the Ritz. In addition to his “car coat,” Archie had pulled on a pair of driving gloves.

			“Do you have a car, Major?”

			“Can’t afford one, old chap.”

			Mitzi climbed aboard, with quite a lot of fussing as she got settled. She was accompanied by several large bags. A saucepan handle was sticking out of one of them. “Ah, caught red-handed,” Archie said. “That showroom has an extensive batterie de cuisine—they don’t notice the odd bit of kit going walkabout. From the many to the few, as they say.” He was hovering on the pavement and Flynn said, “Was there something else, Major?”

			“Well, you know, old chap, there was some mention of ‘expenses.’ The taxi fare,” he added when Flynn looked at him blankly.

			“Oh, of course, sorry.” Flynn rifled through his wallet, but all it contained was the solitary pound note—far too much for a taxi fare to Piccadilly. “Haven’t got anything smaller, I’m afraid,” he said apologetically to Archie, who replied, “Oh, not to worry, old chap,” fileting the note from between Flynn’s fingers with the deftness of a Dickensian juvenile pickpocket. “You’re a gentleman and a scholar, Flynn.”

			“Can you get me a receipt for that, Major? For the taxi fare. And the change?” Flynn added hopefully. He received no response other than “You must come to dinner soon, get better acquainted. I’ll tell Mitzi.” Archie thrust his head into the cab’s gloomy interior, from where there was a muted response that could have been either affirmative or negative. “Excellent. I’ll get word to you. We’re in Belgravia!” he shouted gaily as he clambered into the taxi.

			Flynn was left stranded on the pavement with Cynthia. She was standing close enough for him to catch her aroma of Yardley’s Freesia talcum powder. He only recognized it because his mother used to douse herself with it—a large tin sat on a shelf in their icy bathroom in York. Perfume was the preserve of a more sophisticated woman than her, but talcum powder, with its notes of babies and innocence, was acceptable.

			“Well, goodbye, then,” Flynn said to Cynthia. “I must be getting back to the office. I expect we’ll see each other again.” She seemed tongue-tied, and he wondered if perhaps she was not quite all there, but then she stuck out a hand and he realized she meant him to shake it. She flushed crimson at the touch.

			When he reached the corner of the street, he glanced back and saw that she was still standing there, staring at him. He gave her a cheerful wave and she waved back, her arm moving stiffly backwards and forwards like a metronome. What a strange girl, he thought.
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			At Luigi’s

			STILL WORKING?” Miss Ogilvie asked Flynn as this hellishly long day stuttered to a close. They were the only two remaining in the office.

			“Trying to find a rag rug for a lower-class Kitchen.”

			“Come, come,” she said, buttoning up her coat. “Sufficient unto the day is the evil thereof and so on. Let’s decamp.”

			“Decamp?”

			“Have you eaten at all today, Harry? Apart from the cake—which hardly constitutes food. Come with me, we can try that ‘caff’ that Badger frequents.”

			“Luigi’s?”

			“Have you ever been?”

			“No.”

			“Neither have I. And you’ll be doing me a favour. My cupboards are bare. But I have to tell you that I shan’t take no for an answer.”

			He had no desire to enter into a contest of wills with someone he would have bet on, so Flynn laughed and said, “Well, if you insist.”

			“Good, get your coat, then. We’ll go Dutch.”

			“Yes, ma’am.”

			THE EPONYMOUS LUIGI WAS both proprietor and chef and had decked out the place with the apparently de rigueur uniform of red and white checked cloths and old Chianti bottles dripping with candlewax. The décor did little to alleviate the dingy atmosphere. The gloominess of the dim interior was matched by the mood of the waiter, who sidled out resentfully from behind a chenille curtain, a grubby tea towel folded over his arm.

			“Shall we order wine?” Maud Ogilvie said to Flynn. “Did you think I was a teetotaller?” She laughed when she saw the expression of surprise on his face.

			“You have an abstinent air about you, Miss Ogilvie.”

			“Oh, please—Maud. We’re not in the office. It’s true, I am a daughter of the manse, where temperance is bred in the bone.”

			“But not any more?”

			“No. Not any more.” She didn’t elaborate.

			They ordered wine, and once it arrived (the ubiquitous Chianti, there was no choice) and was opened and poured, Flynn said, “What shall we drink to?”

			“Are you familiar with the Peninsular Toasts?”

			“No, I don’t think so.”

			“The Army has a toast for every day of the week. One of my brothers was in the Army, which is how I know. I’m not sure why they’re so called—I expect they date from the Napoleonic War and the Peninsular Campaign—the battles of Corunna, Cuidad Rodrigo and so on, you know.” (Flynn didn’t.) “Anyway, Monday is ‘Our Men,’ Tuesday is ‘Our Women,’ Thursday is ‘Our Swords,’ and so on. And today, being Wednesday, the toast is ‘Our Noble Selves.’ ” They chinked glasses. “An excellent toast, don’t you agree?”

			“I do.”

			They were the only people in the restaurant, yet the food was extraordinarily slow to arrive. There was evidence of a heated altercation taking place behind the chenille curtain, punctuated occasionally by the clashing of pots and pans. Flynn wondered what it was about kitchens that seemed to make people so volatile. His mother had often reserved the kitchen to vent her frustrations with her lot, and Ivy Shears had been prone to prolonged emotional complaints in the Wealdstone kitchen—dark mutterings about how she was forced to skivvy for other people when she had already been on her feet all day, working. Stranded together at the dining-room table, the young Veronica would roll her eyes at Flynn, which was the closest they came to a friendly exchange in the whole short time he had lived there.

			“They seem very emotional,” Maud Ogilvie said. “Italians do have that reputation, don’t they? Not like the British. Unless you call nostalgia an emotion. I expect one day we will even look back on the war with affection.”

			“I never shall,” Flynn said.

			“Nor I. Burma? The Railway? Do you want to talk about it?”

			“No. Thank you.”

			The wine began to do its work, encouraging an exchange of harmless personal histories while they waited to see if the food would ever arrive. Flynn learnt that Maud Ogilvie was one of several children whose father had been a Church of Scotland minister on Mull. She had left the island life thinking she might train as a missionary, but then had been “seduced” by clerical work and taken a job in the Ministry of Defence and then later in the War Office. “We were relegated to the basement. I hardly saw daylight during the war. Fun in its own way. But enough about me. Why don’t you tell me about yourself, Harry.”

			The food arrived before they had got much further than Flynn’s account of his schooldays. Before they had reached his London years and the News Chronicle, the waiter reappeared with their meatballs and spaghetti. After silently depositing the plates in front of them, he returned to his kitchen lair, where the argument with his invisible boss continued. Flynn wondered what Badger saw in this place. It certainly couldn’t be the ambience.

			“I think he rather likes the déclassé nature of it,” Maud Ogilvie said. How did she always know so much about people? Flynn wondered. If she teamed up with the Boy, they could run MI5. What did she know about himself?

			“I’ve never had Italian food before, have you?” she said.

			“Before the war.”

			“Oh, really? Do tell.”

			“A cycling holiday. Camping. France, Switzerland, Italy.”

			“How adventurous. On your own?”

			“With a friend.” The “friend” was a lean, long-limbed woman called Cora with whom Flynn had almost been in love. He could still recall Cora’s shapely tanned legs in their khaki shorts. And the dry heat that radiated from her body as she wrapped herself around him at night beneath the stifling canvas of their tent. (Perhaps not a memory to be shared with a daughter of the manse.) They had eaten ripe figs, picked from a tree growing wild by the side of a deserted, dusty road, the sticky juice running between their fingers. Flynn had believed that the future was a promise, but it turned out to be a curse.

			“Well, buon appetito, as I believe the Italians say.” She launched herself gamely at the mound of spaghetti in front of her, digging her fork in and twirling the strands awkwardly around her fork. “This is quite fun, isn’t it? Come on, tuck in, Harry. It tastes better than it looks, although the meatballs are rather rabbity.”

			Flynn winced at the amount of food confronting him. (“Rabbity” didn’t help.)

			“You have a sensitive stomach, I think.”

			He shrugged it off with his usual excuse—“an ulcer”—as it was hardly the right occasion to talk about starvation, and instead of elaborating, Flynn poured them both more wine and they clinked their glasses. They ate in silent resolution for a while, until he became aware that she had put down her fork and was regarding him rather intensely.

			“Why don’t you tell me what happened, Harry?”

			“What happened? Where?” (Hadn’t they agreed not to talk about the war?)

			She leant forward and her spectacles glinted with the reflection of the candle flame. “To acquire that black eye,” she said. She seemed very keen to hear his answer, almost as though, like Badger, she was hoping for a confession.

			“The honest truth? I don’t remember. I had a blackout. The whole night’s a blank.”

			“Goodness. The whole night? You remember nothing at all?”

			“Nothing.” Did he see the briefest expression of relief on her shrewd features? Or had his imagination been primed into over-activity (some might say paranoia) by that black hole in his memory? Badger had planted doubt in his mind with his talk of being in hot water, and now Maud Ogilvie had pumped it, rather successfully.

			“Shall we order another bottle?” she said.

			DESSERT WAS GRUDGINGLY offered and willingly refused. No more diners had joined them, and Flynn realized they had spent so long talking that it was late. The waiter must be cursing them for keeping him from his bed, or whatever it was that he did after he left here.

			The bill was summoned and when it eventually came it was brought by, as it turned out, Luigi himself.

			Once out of the kitchen, all arguments behind the scenes forgotten, Luigi assumed the role of a congenial maître d’. Flynn could have sworn that he gave Maud Ogilvie a little nod of recognition. If he did, it was not returned and with admirable speed she took the bill before Flynn had a chance to do so himself. They were going Dutch, he reminded her, but she said, “Ah, I’ve changed my mind. And anyway, it was me that invited you, remember. My treat. Next time you can return the favour.”

			Flynn watched her count out money carefully from her purse. He couldn’t help but be amused at her duplicity. She was a wily old bird. She had intended to pay all along, hadn’t she?

			“A receipt?” she said sweetly to Luigi, who produced a little pad of paper and scribbled on it before handing the page over. Maud Ogilvie glanced briefly at it, then folded it neatly and slipped it into her purse. She claimed to have never been here before and yet there was an odd air of practised ritual about this silent exchange. She turned to Flynn and smiled. “Ready to go, Harry?”

			There was a smattering of rain in the air—not enough for umbrellas, but enough for them to hurry towards Charing Cross and Maud Ogilvie’s bus stop. They didn’t have long to wait. As the bus heaved towards them, she shook his hand and said, “Thank you for this evening, Harry. I had a very nice time.”

			“Likewise,” he said.

			Flynn watched her as she stepped on to the platform of the bus and was swallowed up inside. As the bus pulled away, he was surprised to see the now familiar figure of Archie Blinkhorn on the opposite side of the street. Blinkhorn didn’t notice Flynn, as his attention was all on his female companion. He had just succeeded in hailing a cab, and as he leant in to tell the driver his destination, Flynn caught a glance of the woman. It was Jane Pargeter, the pre-Raphaelite beauty who had caught Badger’s eye in the Savoy.

			The way Blinkhorn’s hand rested on the beauty’s back as he helped her into the cab suggested to Flynn that the evening was not over yet for either of them. What on earth did a woman like that see in a man like Archie? Money, perhaps, certainly not looks. Perhaps she was in the same profession as Leonora Kane. She was wearing a blue evening dress. Norman Hartnell would not have approved. Neither, Flynn supposed, would Mitzi.

			Archie caught sight of him and saluted. Even from this distance it looked ironic.
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			The Lion and the Unicorn

			LUIGI’S ROUGH CHIANTI took its toll on Flynn. No after-effects for Maud Ogilvie, it seemed. “This is the day that the Lord has made, let us rejoice and be glad in it,” she greeted him brightly when he entered the office. “Not suffering too much from our revels last night, I hope?” Once he was seated at his desk, she silently placed a glass of water and two aspirin next to him. “On expenses,” she murmured. He thought he heard her laugh.

			“Late again, Mr. Flynn?” Denholm said, appearing on his silent, feline feet.

			“Sorry, Mr. Denholm.”

			“Mr. Dangerfield is particularly vexed about our timekeeping. Perhaps we should start punching in on a time clock. What do you think, Miss Ogilvie?”

			“I think, Mr. Denholm, that everyone would still be late, but the time clock would provide incontrovertible evidence of it.”

			Denholm surrendered. He was easily defeated.

			Flynn commenced a marathon round of telephone calls with the offices of the monthly magazines and the women’s pages of the national newspapers to promote the Festival Cake. He had expected resistance, but they all seemed surprisingly keen to embrace the idea. Maud Ogilvie Roneo’d multiple copies of the recipe for him. “Although very willing,” she said, “I have to say in my defence that I am not a secretary.”

			“What are you, then?” the Boy asked (the only one of them bold enough). In answer, she laughed and tweaked his ear fondly (“Ow!”). He was duly dispatched to distribute copies of the recipe around Fleet Street and amazed them by returning in no time at all with his mission accomplished. “Our own little Hermes,” Maud Ogilvie said. “You must have wings on the heels of your shoes, Terence.”

			“No, I borrowed a bike,” the Boy said. Neither Flynn nor Maud Ogilvie chose to question the meaning of “borrowed.”

			“They’re mad for your Mitzi Blinkhorn, by the way,” the Boy said to Flynn. “They all want to talk to her. Photos and stuff.”

			Even before the Boy’s speedy return, Flynn had begun to receive requests: a picture shoot with the Mail, an interview with the Herald, another with the Standard, to be syndicated in the provincial press.

			“I suppose she is flamboyant,” Flynn said. “She makes for good copy. I can imagine the papers could fill quite a few pages with her.”

			“Flamboyant,” the Boy murmured, savouring the word.

			“Like a flamingo or an ostrich,” Flynn said.

			“A what or a who?”

			“A pound on a taxi for the Blinkhorns, Mr. Flynn?” Maud Ogilvie queried. “Where did it go? Timbuktu?”

			“Not quite. The Ritz.”

			“But you have a receipt?”

			“No, sorry.”

			“Then I’m afraid my hands are tied.”

			“By the way, Mr. Flynn,” Denholm said, “it seems you’re a big hit with Mitzi.”

			“Mitzi’s spoken to you about me?”

			“No, to Dangerfield. You’ve been asked to dinner tomorrow night.”

			“By Dangerfield?”

			“Goodness, no. One must be of the bon ton to breach the hallowed walls of Grosvenor Square. No, Mitzi has commanded your presence in Belgravia.”

			“Must I?”

			“Three-line whip, I’m afraid. Dangerfield’s keen you go.”

			Badger strolled in and said, “Ready, Flynn? We can’t keep the Nell Gwyns waiting. They’ll be getting restless. You haven’t forgotten about them, have you?”

			“Indulge me for a moment, Mr. Badgley,” Maud Ogilvie said. She stood up from her desk as if she were about to make an announcement. “While we’re all here,” she said, “I’d like to do something, if you’re all agreeable, that is.”

			“My curiosity is aroused,” Denholm said.

			From her bottomless bag Maud Ogilvie produced a Kodak camera. “My little hobby,” she said. “Please don’t get your hopes up. I am a strictly amateur portraitist, but I thought it might be rather nice if we had a photograph of us all together. A record for posterity, as it were.”

			There was a good deal of discussion as to who should take the photograph. “I was intending to do it myself,” Maud Ogilvie said, but this idea was rejected. They had all warmed to her since her first appearance and she had now been absorbed into the “gang,” as Denholm would have them.

			Denholm suggested that the Boy should be behind the camera, but Evans defended his right to be in the photograph. “He’s one of us, after all.” (The Boy blushed with pleasure.) Evans, in his turn, suggested Denholm should be the photographer. “But I’m one of you, too,” he protested. “Aren’t I?” he added, rather feebly.

			Flynn, who had no care for posterity, volunteered, but was knocked down, and the problem was only resolved when a man from the Seaside Pavilion came to ask Flynn if the Stock List had any shrimping nets and was commandeered into taking the photograph. “And of course,” Maud Ogilvie said, “as soon as the roll is finished, I shall take it to the chemist to have it developed and you shall all have a copy.”

			Maud Ogilvie arranged them—she and the Boy and Flynn on chairs at the front, with Denholm, Badger and Evans standing behind them. “Big smiles now,” the man from Seaside said (they never knew his name). “Say cheese.”

			“Better get a move on, Flynn,” Badger said, when the man from Seaside had left. “We don’t want to keep the Nell Gwyns waiting.”

			[image: ]

			A rehearsal space had been booked in the Savoy Theatre next door and the Nell Gwyns were queueing noisily in the corridor outside the room. (“Like geese,” Badger said.) They proceeded to enter one by one to deliver their lines while pretending to be carrying a basket of oranges. The “script” consisted of them cooing, “Come buy my wares, kind people. Who’ll buy my wares?” in the manner of street hawkers of old. “Dangerfield’s idea,” Badger said. Once the Festival started, the Nell Gwyns were to wander around the Fairway selling their (real) oranges to the crowds. “Sixpence each,” Badger said.

			The Nell Gwyns spoke in the strangulated tones of the upper classes, and Badger said, “Sorry, Flynn, I’m afraid they’re mostly debutantes. They were all I could find at short notice. They make up for it by being keen, though.” They were also noteworthy for their embonpoints, because one of Dangerfield’s stipulations was that the girls should be “well-endowed,” as their costumes relied on very low-cut, off-the-shoulder bodices. “No visible means of support,” Badger said. “Like the economy. I believe that’s one of Dangerfield’s bons mots.”

			“I think that was said about the Skylon, not Nell Gwyn,” said Flynn. “I would have thought Dangerfield would have chosen a more reputable character from history.”

			“Whore she may have been,” Badger said, “but she had two sons by the king, and apparently there’s a rumour that Dangerfield’s descended from one of them. I suppose he has a personal interest in her.”

			“You don’t like him, do you, Badger? Is it something that happened in the war? Did you work with him?”

			“Couldn’t possibly say, old chap. By the way, I’ve just been co-opted on to a new sub-committee. Stunts.” It was clumsy deflection, but Flynn let it pass.

			“What are ‘Stunts’?”

			“Evening activities. Thinking up fun things for the paying public. You know—river spectacles, hot-air-balloon ascents, a tightrope walker crossing the Thames, fireworks, drum majorettes, that bikini contest I told you about—oh, here’s the lovely Lydia.”

			A candidate more keenly Stanislavskian than the others entered. She had brought her own orange, which she offered in a very alluring manner to Badger, extemporizing about her lovely juicy fruit (“Shall I peel it for you?”), making Badger squirm. She yawned—rather theatrically, in Flynn’s opinion—and said, “It’s awfully early in the day for this, Badge,” so he presumed Badger was well acquainted with her.

			“Lydia Fairchild,” he said after she had gone, leaving her orange as a parting gift. “The Fairchilds were our neighbours in Norfolk when I was growing up. I went to school with her brother,” he added, slowly juggling the orange from hand to hand. “He went down on HMS Hermes in the Bay of Bengal. Edmund. Good chap.”

			In the end, there wasn’t much to choose between the Nell Gwyns and, after a brief consultation, they culled ten more or less at random—although not entirely random perhaps, as Lydia was one of the chosen ones. Badger’s feelings counted for something. He bowled the orange to the crestfallen Boy as a consolation prize when he stuck his head round the door and realized the Nell Gwyns had gone. “I missed them? All of them?”

			“ ’Fraid so. Did you want something?”

			“Message from Mr. Denholm,” the Boy said. “Will one of you pick up a dove for him? They’re being delivered to the Lion and Unicorn this morning.”

			“Why can’t you?”

			“Post Room’s short-handed,” the Boy said, “and the doves have to be counted in.” Counting was not the Boy’s forte. Evans had tried to teach him basic arithmetic but had given up in despair. (“And the thing is, he’s an intelligent little sod.”)

			“I’ll go,” Flynn volunteered.

			“I hear you went to Luigi’s with Miss Ogilvie,” Badger said when the Boy had gone. “Smashing place, isn’t it? The minestrone’s excellent. Anyway, I’ll leave you to your doves. I’m joining a small delegation sent to greet the Lord Privy Seal in Seaside. Pa’s a friend of his. He’s here to vet the What the Butler Saw machine, make sure it’s not too racy, you know.”

			THE LION AND THE UNICORN Pavilion was a massive, airy building, with a vast plate-glass frontage. At one point in its construction all the plate glass available in the country was on site. Despite being a tribute to the eccentricities of the British character, the Pavilion was in fact mostly devoted to an exhibition entitled “The British Craftsman.” The two aspects were not necessarily unrelated. The Pavilion took its name from the creatures who were to be stationed at the entrance—life-size sculptures made of straw by a craftsman in Essex called Fred Mizen. (“Life-size?” the Boy ruminated. “How big is a unicorn?”)

			From afar, Flynn had developed a certain affinity with the Lion and the Unicorn. He was, he felt, himself a figure of straw, insubstantial and unenduring.

			The Lion and the Unicorn were charged with the weighty task of representing the nebulous concept of the “British character.” “In straw,” Evans said. “No irony there, then.” Apparently the Lion symbolized “pragmatism and strength,” while the Unicorn was emblematic of “the imagination and fancy,” and, as with everything on site, they were designed to be ephemeral. “More irony,” Evans said. He had been out to Essex to view their progress and found that they had already become home to a nest of field mice. (Their rat cousins had already chewed their way through many of the electric cables on the South Bank site.)

			Once, during the worst of his war, working in the Kanyu Cutting—the Hellfire Pass—Flynn had lucked upon a mouse and had unthinkingly popped it in his mouth and eaten it alive. He had been too hungry to care. He could still recall the sensation as he bit down on wriggling fur and delicate bones. He shuddered at the memory. Perhaps one day he would in turn be nibbled to death by mice—a fitting revenge for that innocent little soul he had dined on that day.

			Flynn, although not responsible for them, was familiar with the “Crafts” in the Pavilion from the Stock List. An extraordinary assortment of objects was to go on display, although none of them had taken up residence yet—except for a “model animal, toad” (Peggy Tearle, 202 London Road, Leicester) that was occupying a rather forlorn position in a glass display case while it waited to be joined by—what? A Bernard Leach bowl? Or perhaps a “movement of time switch” (Horstmann Clifford Magnetics Ltd, Newbridge Works, Bath, Somerset). The latter was particularly intriguing to Flynn.

			Could a “movement of time switch” transport you back to the past? To a time when everything still seemed possible, a time when you ate wild figs from a tree beside a hot dusty road with a woman called Cora. Or when you flew down Whitwell Hill on your bike, your brother screaming with excitement behind you. Or perhaps back to a time when you knew better than to agree with your editor when, at the end of 1941, he suggested that you fill the temporarily vacated post of foreign correspondent in Malaya. “Don’t worry about the Straits, Flynn. The Japanese are all tied up in China. They’re in Indonesia but that’s just strategic, to cut off Chinese supply lines. They won’t come further south. They’re hardly a fighting force to be reckoned with. Singapore’s impregnable—Fortress Singapore and all that.”

			Flynn’s attention was caught by a small shelf of “British Writers,” which proved to be both eclectic and disappointing: two volumes of Richardson’s Pamela, a letter from Lord Byron, a corrected page proof from Churchill’s History of the Second World War, and—as if it were capable of representing British literature—a typescript of the Festival Poems. A little card in front of it said, “The winning Festival Poems, kindly lent by the compiler, Mr. H. Flynn.” “I didn’t!” he protested to a woman standing near him—Olive Gibson, he knew her vaguely. She was arranging a display case of knives. “A knife for every eventuality,” she said, as if she were a salesgirl. She wore rather heavy spectacles and had the can-do air of a hockey captain. She had been a squadron officer in the WAAF, so perhaps that explained her demeanour. She was right, too, there was a surprisingly large variety of knives on offer, including but not limited to: linoleum, oyster, tea-pruning, shoemaker’s, smoker’s, meat inspector’s, lamb’s foot. He recognized the names from the Stock List. Evans might fear numerology, but Flynn was harried by the Festival’s endless cataloguing.

			“This one’s nice,” Olive said, passing a knife to him. He felt the solid heft of it in his hand. “Spear-point blade,” she said. “For stabbing, basically, I think. You didn’t what?”

			“I’m sorry?”

			“You said, ‘I didn’t!,’ sounding very peeved.”

			“I didn’t lend them this.” He gestured at the Poems.

			“Oh, you’re that Harry Flynn. The one whose French girlfriend’s gone AWOL.”

			“Not my girlfriend. Not missing. Just late into work.”

			“If you say so.” She picked up the Poems and riffled through them. “I had a shufti earlier, there’s some awful rot in here, isn’t there? Two shillings and sixpence—daylight robbery for this rubbish.” She read out loud:

			“Like an athlete overtrained

			Reactively-erect from faceward aisles.”

			She raised a questioning eyebrow at Flynn, who said, “I think it’s about a coal miner. The poems often are.”

			“And this one is indecipherable. We are not an age that can put its feelings into a ribboned perruque. What does that mean?”

			“Sorry—no idea.”

			Olive sighed and shook her head. “It’s hardly what we fought the war for, is it? Were you looking for something?”

			“No, just having a browse.”

			“Tell you what—” she took a knife from the display and held it up for his perusal. “Fixed-blade utility knife,” she said, and deftly sliced through the card in front of the Poems, removing his name from it. “There you go. Perhaps in return—seeing as you’re that Harry Flynn—you could find some Roman coins and a rabbit. I’m helping out with ‘The People of Britain—Evidence of the Past.’ It’s a tableau sort of thing—a rabbit burrow with some coins in it. ‘What Gets Left Behind.’ ”

			“What gets left behind?” Flynn was struck by how poignant that sounded. He shook it off. Poignancy, like nostalgia, was no help in life.

			“It’s stuck away in a corner,” Olive said. “No one will ever notice it. Bit of a waste of time really. Any ideas?”

			“Well, there’s Baldwin’s in the Strand for the coins and Rowland Ward in Piccadilly for the rabbit.”

			“Wilco. Thanks.”

			“I have to go, Olive. I’m supposed to be picking up a dove.”

			“They’ve just arrived. They’re outside. Oh, and Flynn,” she said as he turned to go, “give me a shout if you want to take me for a drink sometime.”

			THE DOVES WERE indeed outside, still nestled in heavy, straw-lined crates that were being decanted from the back of a flat-bed lorry. The Lion and the Unicorn Pavilion was destined to be the birds’ home for the summer. There wasn’t a feather in sight, as they were made of plaster and were going to be suspended from the ceiling of the Pavilion on wires. Two hundred and eight of them in all. (“Why two hundred and eight?” Evans asked, his suspicions of numeracy aroused again.) A huge decorative wicker birdcage had already been hoisted up to the ceiling, a rope dangling from its open door, reaching all the way to the ground. The Pavilion was enormous, and Flynn couldn’t imagine the daredevil feats necessary to get anything up there, let alone a flight of flightless doves.

			They were doves of peace, Denholm had explained, and were symbolic of liberty, freed from the (wicker) cage of tyranny by the Unicorn, who, when it finally arrived, would hold in its mouth the rope that opened the cage’s door. The Boy, more practical, had wondered what would happen if a dove fell on someone’s head.

			Flynn dutifully counted the doves as they were removed from their crates and placed on trestle tables, ready to take wing. Two hundred and six in the end, as one was dropped by a clumsy workman and one was being temporarily purloined by Flynn.

			He lugged the dove back across the river. It was both bigger and heavier than it looked. Perhaps the Boy had been right to be worried about it falling on someone.

			“Oh, now I get the idea,” Denholm said when the dove was laid on his desk. The prototype didn’t do it justice—it was a quarter of the size. “Thank you, Mr. Flynn. You can return it to the South Bank now. Oh, and Mr. Flynn? Don’t forget dinner with the Blinkhorns, and do try and smarten yourself up a bit, there’s a good chap.”
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			If Mitzi wore a ballgown just to cook during the day, then, Flynn reasoned, black tie might be the dress code for dining with her this evening. Before the war he had been a careful, smart dresser, but that had been a different, more debonair Flynn. He was too frayed and jaded now for Jermyn Street.

			He returned to Romilly Street to look for a clean shirt and sponge down his suit as best he could. He had only the one, rather old now (his demob suit, in fact), which he had “express” dry-cleaned at Yang’s Chinese laundry in Gerrard Street every other Saturday. Even the politely disinterested Mrs. Yang had suggested to Flynn that he might think about extending his wardrobe.

			He reknotted his tie and wondered if he should have a drink before facing the Blinkhorns. (Yes was the definite response to that question.)

			Presuming that it would be bad manners to turn up on the Blinkhorn doorstep empty-handed, Flynn made a detour to Covent Garden, where on the corner of Floral Street a wizened old woman was selling peonies left over at the end of the day from the flower market.

			We’re in Belgravia! Archie had told him, and the salubrious nature of the address had led Flynn to assume something rather grand, but it seemed the Blinkhorns had managed to find a down-at-heel street in the area, occupying a cellar-like basement in what had once been a large house but was now parcelled up into oddly shaped flats.

			On the grimy subterranean sills of the basement windows, dried-up pots of last summer’s shrivelled geraniums lingered on. The windows themselves were barred with fancy metal grilles, rust spotting through the white paint. The windows gave no sign of having been cleaned since the war. Flynn hadn’t been sure what to expect, but it hadn’t been this air of shabbiness. The brass door knocker was in the shape of a mermaid, landlocked and oddly out of place in Belgravia, where lions’ heads ruled the doors of the grand white stucco terraces. Flynn lifted the mermaid’s tarnished tail and rapped three times with it.
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			Chez Blinkhorn

			GOOD GOD, OLD MAN, you’ve certainly been in the wars,” Archie said almost admiringly when he opened the door to Flynn.

			“Not as bad as it looks,” Flynn said, which was not true. “Here,” he said, holding out the peonies, which were now beginning to look decidedly withered.

			“Too kind, too kind,” Archie said. “Mitzi loves flowers.”

			Flynn was relieved to find that Archie was dressed down (“Mufti,” he said) in cavalry-twill slacks that were topped with a roll-neck jumper in a rather alarming shade somewhere between canary and mustard. It was the sartorial choice of a confident man, although Flynn was reminded of a budgerigar.

			“Not been here long,” Archie said. “We had a first-floor in Knightsbridge. Just near Brompton Oratory, lovely flat. Handy for Harrods Food Hall. We used to buy our coffee there. They’d grind my own blend for me. Kenyan. But we had to tighten our belts. On our uppers at the moment, I’m afraid. Still, ever onwards! Anyway, I don’t know why we’re standing on the doorstep. Come on in, old bean. Welcome to our humble abode. We don’t stand on ceremony here.” All this said in a great rush, the flush of alcohol on his mottled, toadish skin.

			Flynn followed Archie down a long, narrow hallway that had been papered some time ago in a Regency stripe and was lit by a low-wattage chandelier that might have been Georgian or might equally well have been from Woolworths. Flynn had to duck to avoid hitting his head on the crystal drops. The hallway was made even pokier by a substantial console table and wide shelf displaying china ornaments and figurines of one kind or another. Flynn was no judge of antique porcelain, but to his eye they looked fussy. There would be no place for such things in Gerald Barry’s pared-down Scandinavian future.

			Archie took a roll call, pointing out different objects: “Meissen, Worcester, Chelsea, Dresden,” he said, picking up the figure of a woman and holding it out for Flynn’s appreciation. The woman carried a shepherd’s crook, and her dress was encrusted with flowers and ribboned bows. She had a pale, simpering face beneath her powdered hair. “Bought this little charmer for Mitzi’s last birthday. She collects these doodads,” Archie said. “Got it for a knockdown price. Since the war, there’s not much of a market for this kind of stuff.”

			He replaced the figure on the shelf rather negligently, almost sweeping it off with the peonies. Flynn, following in his wake, repositioned the shepherdess before it could fall and smash on the hard flagstones beneath their feet, where not even a drugget had been laid. No amount of striped Regency wallpaper and crystal drops could disguise that fact that this had once been the servants’ territory.

			After running the gauntlet of the hall, Flynn found himself in a cluttered living room where a dangerous-looking electric fire in the hearth was providing too much of a stuffy kind of heat. The gloom was relieved intermittently by dim lamps that were fighting for space on the busy side tables. The lamps were shaded in ruched and ribboned pink. “Mitzi disapproves of harsh lighting,” Archie said. “Says it’s not flattering for a woman.”

			Kitchen smells permeated the airless room, and the claustrophobic atmosphere was made worse by the bric-a-brac that fought for space with the pink lamps. Some of it looked as though it might be valuable, but it was mingled randomly with what were clearly cheap souvenirs from the Blinkhorns’ travels abroad: a raffia donkey; a Dutch doll; three brass monkeys on a log. Archie picked up the monkeys and gazed speculatively at them. “See no evil, hear no evil, speak no evil,” he ruminated. “Tricky,” he added. “All three.”

			The sunken basement windows were almost at pavement level and there was a regular footfall from passers-by. “Legs,” Archie said. “Legs and feet. That’s the view from here. In Knightsbridge …” He sighed, but the memory seemed to peter out as he reached for the comfort of a decanter on the overladen drinks trolley. “Mitzi’s slaving over the proverbial stove. I’ll fetch her in a minute, but first—drink?”

			Jesus Christ, yes, Flynn thought. “Please,” he said.

			“Sound like you need it, old chap.”

			“Sorry—it’s been a long day,” Flynn said, downing the Scotch like medicine.

			“Oh?” Archie said, sounding genuinely interested.

			“Oh, you know, the office.”

			“Wine, women and song—that’s the antidote to routine, Flynn. You can keep the song, mind you. Sadly, it’s the only one that’s free. Don’t get me wrong,” he said, in a sudden urgent whisper, “I worship the ground that Mitzi walks on, but a man has needs, you know.”

			Flynn shied away from this intimacy. He was distracted by a silver-framed photograph displayed on the sideboard, showing Mitzi and Archie at a fancy-dress party. Archie was dressed in a pirate costume, complete with an eye-patch and a (presumably) stuffed parrot perched precariously on one shoulder, while Mitzi seemed to have attended the party as Marie Antoinette, or perhaps a Dresden shepherdess. Flynn wondered what their chosen guises said about their characters.

			And then, standing next to Mitzi, wasn’t that—“Is that Giles Dangerfield?” He picked up the frame to get a better look. No fancy-dress for Dangerfield, just the starch of white tie and tails.

			“Ah, yes, Giles,” Archie confirmed. He took the photograph off Flynn and gazed at it. “That was an excellent do,” he said, smiling at the memory. “Nineteen thirty-six. The Carlton Club, a party thrown by the Mosleys.”

			“The Mosleys? Oswald Mosley? The Fascist?” Sure enough, right at the back of the group there was Mosley himself, looking rather grim considering it was his party. Nonetheless he looked to have the vigour of a man hoping to take command at any moment.

			“Persona non grata now, of course,” Archie rumbled on. “Mind you, the man had no sense of humour. Absolutely none. One’s not supposed to admit to ever having known them. Silly, really. I suppose we bet on the wrong horse.”

			“Were you a … ?”

			“Member? Well, no, not me, not exactly,” Archie said, chuckling at the idea. “Mitzi was a ‘fellow traveller’ for a while. She admired Diana’s style tremendously.” Archie sighed and looked wistful. “You know, Mosley had some good ideas—‘Britain First’ and all that. It was just a shame that his Blackshirts were such thugs. Still, thugs or not, they got things done. No one gets anything done these days. They just pussy-foot around.”

			“And what about Dangerfield? Was he a … ?

			“Oh, here she is! Mitzi, darling, Harry’s arrived.”

			Mitzi was wearing a flounced, bright-red dress that was reminiscent of a flamenco dancer’s costume. A large red rosette worn over one ear completed her outfit. Flynn almost expected her to start stamping her feet and clicking castanets; instead, she entered the room with a kind of half-twirl. “Isn’t she marvellous?” Archie murmured. Thankfully, no response to this eulogy seemed to be expected.

			“Harry,” she greeted, but took a step back when she saw his black eye, which saved him from being kissed.

			“Don’t worry, it’s not infectious,” he joked. She looked at him blankly. She was characterized, he realized, by a complete lack of humour.

			Archie was still holding the photograph, and Mitzi took it off him and put it back in its place without looking at it. “I thought we were having brandy champagne cocktails, Archie?”

			Archie jumped to attention and saluted. “You are so right, my darling. It’ll just take a jiffy.”

			“We don’t usually entertain on a Friday,” Mitzi said, a noticeable touch of froideur in her manner. “No one does.”

			Flynn would have thought that Friday was the very day that most people did entertain, but what did he know? Like Mitzi’s ardent fans, he was not in the habit of hosting dinner parties.

			“Sorry, I was ordered to come.”

			“And I was ordered to receive.”

			“By Dangerfield?” he asked, and Mitzi held up a hand and gave a facsimile of a smile. “Now, now, no shop talk. I shall bring in the canapés,” she said rather grandly, as if about to introduce new guests. (“Oh, the Canapés, have you met them?”)

			Flynn retrieved the peonies from Archie and handed them to her. She eyed them dubiously.

			“They need water,” he said.

			“I can see that.”

			Archie was inspecting the bottles on the drinks tray and eventually came up with a rather dusty bottle of cognac. Then there was much business with oranges and sugar cubes and a good deal of sloshing and stirring, and that was all before Archie went in search of the champagne. “Not chilled, I’m afraid,” he said when he returned with a bottle of Bollinger. “We had the luxury of a refrigerator in Knightsbridge, but here we must make do.”

			Flynn was curious. Did Archie have a job?

			“Oh, goodness yes,” he said, thumbing the cork from the neck of the bottle with the professionalism of a sommelier. The noise it made was like a shot in the confined space of the room. Flynn jumped and Archie said, “All right, old man? You were in combat, I’m guessing.”

			“Not exactly,” Flynn said.

			“But you know how to handle a gun?” The question was delivered with unwonted eagerness, as though Archie was expecting the basement flat to be in imminent danger of siege and needed reliable reinforcements.

			“Well,” Flynn said, “I know how to shoot. OTC at school.”

			“You weren’t in the war?”

			“No.”

			“Not a Quaker, are you?” (The idea seemed to horrify him.)

			“No.”

			“Good. Well, anyway, I import wine,” Archie said, apparently reassured. “That was your question, wasn’t it? I’ve a lot of connections in France, of course, from before the war, you know.” Mitzi pirouetted back into the room, tray aloft, to announce the arrival of the canapés. Not other guests but a plate of vol-au-vents that proved to be large, unwieldy things that had been stuffed with smoked haddock and proved very difficult to eat, every bite provoking a shower of pastry crumbs and fish flakes. The difficulty was squared once Archie handed Flynn a coupe brimming with the champagne cocktail. A red glacé cherry bobbed around in this lukewarm concoction like an unwelcome drop of blood.

			Cynthia, the girl who had been Mitzi’s kitchen help when she was making éclairs, entered, carrying a bowl of nuts. “You forgot these, Mummy,” she said accusingly to Mitzi, placing the nuts on an already overcrowded side table. Mummy? Mitzi was a mother? To Cynthia? She seemed so utterly unsuitable for the role. It must have been terrifying to be nurtured by that rather disobliging maternal bosom.

			Cynthia glanced briefly at Flynn and blushed. Out of politeness to her, Flynn took a handful of nuts from the bowl. They were dreadfully stale and he had to take a great swig of the champagne cocktail to get them down his throat.

			“Yes, indeed, bottoms up,” Archie said.

			“THE ENTRÉE,” Mitzi proclaimed triumphantly when Cynthia made her own entrée and deposited a large platter on the dining table. The dining room was even smaller than the living room, most of the space taken up by the table itself. The room was lit by candles, which like the pink lamps seemed to serve more to flatter Mitzi’s gorgonesque features than illuminate anything. Unlike the room next door, the temperature in this one was approaching Arctic.

			“Plateau de fruits de mer,” Mitzi announced. “A seafood platter,” she translated. “Do help yourself,” she said, handing Flynn a pair of forceps-like instruments that looked as though they belonged in an operating theatre. “What are we drinking, Archie?”

			“Ah, a lively little Petit Chablis from Louis Michel. Notes of—”

			“Just pour, Archie,” Mitzi said.

			“Yes, my darling. Of course.” He poured. “Cheers,” he said.

			On the dish were displayed oysters, crayfish, prawns, winkles, clams and mussels, all adorned with lemon slices that had been cut into fancy shapes. Flynn was (reluctantly) about to pick out a prawn when he noticed a tiny winkle detach itself from the array and begin to inch away from its fellows. He watched in fascination (not to mention empathy) as the fugitive mollusc slowly traversed the crevasse of lemon wedges. When he pointed out this shy renegade to Mitzi, she simply hitched her eyebrows up even higher and, ever the good hostess, said, “Which would you prefer—a live one or a dead one?” Flynn opted for dead, although the idea was hardly tempting. He did his best, washing down the seafood with a good deal of wine. Too much wine.

			Cynthia arrived to clear the plates. She avoided looking at him and, close up, he could see her plain features and limp, rather stringy hair. She behaved more like an unwilling servant than a member of the family, and Flynn, feeling bad for her, said to Mitzi, “I didn’t realize Cynthia was your daughter.”

			“Oh, yes, Cynthia,” Mitzi said in an offhand way. The paucity of the introduction seemed worse than no introduction at all and Flynn stood up—awkwardly, there was very little room between the table and the chair—and stuck out a hand and said, “Harry Flynn,” but Cynthia was already stomping out of the room with their plates. “She isn’t going to join us?”

			“Oh no,” Mitzi said. “She’s terribly shy.”

			“And we don’t have enough plates anyway,” Archie said. “We have only three soup bowls, three dinner plates, three cups, three saucers.” Flynn worried that the entire Trinitarian inventory of the kitchen would be recited. “We weren’t able to bring all our things with us when we moved.”

			“Yes, and whose fault was that?” Mitzi said. Oh, God, Flynn thought wearily. He was going to end up stranded in the middle of a domestic row. He wondered if he could just pretend to faint. Or crawl away like the winkle. Although, in fact, the winkle had failed to make good its escape, speared on a pin by Archie and eaten as a precursor to several oysters that the Major had tossed down his gullet in the manner of a heedless gannet. With their open, phlegmy throats, the oysters seemed like an invitation to food poisoning. Why, this is hell, nor am I out of it, Flynn thought. Where was that line from? Doctor Faustus? Was that it—had he accidentally made a pact with the devil and now the reckoning of his soul was due—to be trapped in this basement flat with the Blinkhorns for ever?

			The impending marital row was interrupted by the return of Cynthia, who cleared the remains of the seafood and thumped a dish down on the table in front of Archie. It was left to Mitzi to introduce the joint of beef—“le rosbif”—rolling her rs like a cat about to be sick. The beef was gently oozing blood on to the plate as if it had only recently arrived from the abattoir.

			“Ah, the sacrificial cow,” Archie said, and, wielding an enormous scimitar-like carving knife, he advanced on the joint with as many flourishes as a fencing master. Cynthia meanwhile continued to slouch to and fro, ferrying in a tureen of mashed potatoes, followed by cabbage and carrots and, bringing up the rear, a gravy boat and a dish of horseradish sauce. There was something ponderous about the girl, as if she didn’t fit her body properly.

			“There are peas as well,” Mitzi said to her.

			“No, there aren’t,” Cynthia said. She returned to the kitchen with a smirk on her face, as if the absence of peas represented a small triumph for her.

			How old was Cynthia? She could have been anywhere between fifteen and fifty. As if reading his mind, Mitzi said, “She’s twenty next month. It really is time she was off our hands.”

			“She’s terrifically useful though,” Archie said affectionately.

			“Do you find her attractive, Harry?” Mitzi asked, giving Flynn a beaky look.

			There was no good answer to this question. If he said no it would pique her mother. If, on the other hand, he said yes, it might, rightly, outrage her father. “She seems like a nice girl,” he said weakly.

			They listened in silence to the noises emanating from the kitchen. Plates were clashed, water could be heard splashing, something was banged down repeatedly, and all to the accompaniment of a high, keening noise that would have brought a dog running. “She’s singing,” Archie said after they had listened in silence for a while. “She’s a good girl,” he added.

			“Do you think she needs a hand in there?” Flynn asked as the sounds from the kitchen seemed to be approaching a peak.

			“Sit down, you’re a guest!” Mitzi honked when he made a half-hearted attempt at leaving the table.

			“I’m very fond of Cynthia,” Archie said in a low voice after Mitzi had disappeared in the direction of the crashing plates. “She’s not mine, of course.”

			“I’m sorry?”

			“She’s another chap’s by-blow.” His voice dropped even lower. “Love her just as much as if she were my own flesh and blood, though. I’ve been there since the beginning, you know. Took on someone else’s duty. A friend—at the time. Shouldn’t talk about it really. In vino veritas,” he laughed. (They were already finishing a second bottle of white.) “Should learn to keep the old cake hole closed, shouldn’t I? Paid for a good education as well, you know, Swiss finishing school and everything—not that you can tell, she still seems a bit unfinished to me, although what do I know about women, eh, Flynn?” Archie laughed again, as though at a shared joke. “Terrifically expensive as well, though I didn’t resent it.” He grabbed Flynn by the sleeve and said, “But seriously, old chap, she’s a great girl.”

			“Cynthia?”

			“No, Mitzi. Speak of the devil. Hello, darling. Time to move on,” he said, producing a bottle of red like a magician. “A Malbec. Very quaffable.” The Blinkhorns were a bibulous pair; Flynn doubted that he could keep up with them.

			Cynthia barged through the door carrying fresh crockery and cutlery—or presumably the same plates as before, now washed.

			FLYNN NIBBLED HIS WAY round the edge of the bloody slice on his plate. There had been a time when he had not been so squeamish. The mouse he’d eaten on the Railway was for a brief moment regurgitated in memory.

			The potatoes weren’t much help. They were grey and gooey, and the cabbage was watery and tasteless, the carrots gnarly. Flynn was struck by the realization that Mitzi was not actually a very good cook. Mitzi was a terrible cook. A bit of a charlatan, in fact.

			He wished there was a dog that he could have surreptitiously fed beneath the table. His thoughts roamed back to Wealdstone and Mrs. Betty, who was often the grateful recipient of clandestine food from his hand. In the short time that Flynn had lived there he had taught the little dog several tricks. She would do anything for food, even lie down and “roll over for the King,” which was probably more than most of his human subjects would be prepared to do for him outside of wartime. Mrs. Betty would be growing quite old now, perhaps she was dead. The thought of the good-natured, innocent little dog made him suddenly sad.

			Perhaps when the Festival job was over, Flynn thought, he could get his own dog, find some outdoor employment where it could accompany him. He imagined himself striding across purple heather or grassy hills, breathing in the clean air, a knotty stick in one hand, a collie by his side. Not a farm. Too much slaughtering and butchering. Though perhaps an arable one. Golden wheat waving in the wind. Big plough horses. The harvest safely gathered in. He realized that he was extraordinarily drunk. And incredibly tired. It was almost impossible to keep his eyes open.

			“More cow?” Archie asked, startling him awake.

			JUST WHEN FLYNN THOUGHT the torture was over, Cynthia produced “dessert.” Flynn’s mother would have staunchly insisted on the word “pudding.” Archie himself called it “afters,” a hangover from school, apparently. “Ampleforth,” he said. “Catholic, you know. Long time ago now, of course. Like so much in life, best forgotten.”

			The dessert made no promises. It was some kind of egg custard, cold and slightly curdled and decorated with yet more glacé cherries. Flynn wondered if Mitzi had purchased a job lot of the things after the war. Before serving coffee—percolating noisily on a sideboard—Mitzi disappeared to “powder her nose,” while Archie remained at the table, gazing at the dregs of a second bottle of Malbec in his glass. Flynn took this intermission as an opportunity to clear the table of some of the squalid remains of the meal and return them to the kitchen, where Cynthia had recommenced her strange crooning as she made a start on the washing-up. The kitchen was no more than a scullery and “washing-up” was a bit of a euphemism, as Cynthia was simply dipping plates into a bowl of dirty, greasy water before dropping them into a rack, a method that made Flynn’s gorge rise.

			“Hello,” she said, pausing in her slovenly labours. “Did you want something?” She flushed again, although it might have been from the heat in the kitchen.

			For the first time since Flynn had met her, she looked straight at him. He was stupefied. She had the most extraordinary eyes. Large, yes, but it was the colour—an astonishing, unusual green. Jade. Pellucid, he thought, wondering where that word had come from. It was the kind of adjective you would find in the worst of the Poems. The same rare, precious jade as Giles Dangerfield’s eyes. Dangerfield had Cynthia’s eyes—or, to be more accurate, she had his. Surely too unusual to be a coincidence. Another chap’s by-blow, Archie had said.

			The eyes didn’t transform her face—not at all; they served to render more painful the contrast with the doughy features they were set amongst. She didn’t seem to notice his surprise. “Thank you,” she said, when he deposited the dirty plates.

			“I’m sorry you’re stuck in here,” he said. “Can I help?”

			“No, you’re a guest,” she said, putting a sarcastic emphasis on the word. She brushed a lanky lock of hair away from her blotchy face and smiled. In novels, Flynn thought, Cynthia’s face would suddenly have been transformed by that smile. It would have revealed an inner beauty or happiness or some such nonsense. In real life, however, she was unaltered. (But those eyes! he thought. They could launch a flotilla of battleships all on their own.) “Can I have a fag?” she asked shyly. “Don’t tell Daddy, he doesn’t like me to smoke.” Flynn produced a packet of Players from his pocket and Cynthia abandoned her washing-up and moved nearer to him so he could light her cigarette.

			Alarmingly, she didn’t retreat once her cigarette was lit. The kitchen was tiny and her heavy, freesia-scented body pressed up against his flank. It was like having a large, placid animal leaning against him. Was it sexual? The idea was disturbing, especially as she smelt like his mother. He inched away as politely as he could. “Best get back in there,” he said.

			“You should be careful, you know,” Cynthia murmured.

			“Careful? Of what? Of whom?”

			“Just careful, that’s all.”

			A LOT OF FUSS was made about him leaving—the fetching of his coat and hat and so on. There was a parting gift of a beef sandwich, the leftover meat wrapped in greaseproof paper. He was reminded of birthday parties in his childhood when the small guests would be sent home with a piece of cake in a paper napkin. Infinitely more palatable than the rosbif.

			Flynn did eventually manage to extricate himself from the Blinkhorns’ clutches. Amidst the great clamour of unnecessary farewells, he noticed that the photograph of the Mosleys’ fancy-dress party was no longer sitting on the sideboard.

			Both Mitzi and Archie trailed along the hallway behind Flynn. This time he did hit his head on the low-hanging crystal drops. “There’ll be taxis at Victoria if you can’t get one on the street,” Archie said. “They’re like hen’s teeth around here at this time of night, I’m afraid.”

			“Will you be all right?” Mitzi asked. From the frown on her face, the question came less from a place of care and more from doubt as to his competence to get himself home.

			“Course he’ll be all right,” Archie said, patting Flynn (rather forcefully) on the shoulder. “The chap’s got a gun.”

			“I don’t have a gun, Archie,” Flynn protested. Mitzi had already retreated behind a closed door.

			“Then, here,” Archie said, opening a drawer in the console that was taking up much-needed room in the hallway. He produced a handgun, holding it by the barrel. Before Flynn had time to protest, Archie thrust the handle into his hand, saying, “Take this one. US Army–issue Colt. The Yanks in London in ’45 were giving them away on every street corner for a couple of quid. It’s always a useful kind of thing to have.”

			“Archie, I don’t want a gun.” They executed a little tug-of-war dance in the over-populated hallway as Flynn tried to give the gun back and Archie kept encouraging him to take it. Flynn feared that the gun might be loaded and he would end up shooting Archie, but eventually he managed to free himself and Archie took the gun back, saying, “Suit yourself, old chap.”

			Archie seemed to lose interest in him, and Flynn found himself being herded along the hallway and propelled up the basement steps and out on to the pavement. As he walked past the pink-lit windows, the lamps were turned off one by one, until the living room was in darkness. A single window remained illuminated, and Flynn realized it must be the scullery because Cynthia’s face suddenly loomed into view. The sink, he remembered, was beneath the window. She was still doing the washing-up. She glanced up and caught sight of him and winked. Somewhat baffled by this valediction, he could think of nothing else to do except wink back at her.

			WALKING IN THE COLD night air sobered him up a little. Archie had been right—there were no taxis on the streets. It was deathly quiet, as if everyone had gone to bed early.

			He encountered no one. No drunk rolling home, no coffee stall open for business—either early or late—no nightclub revellers staggering out after a night on the tiles. With every disoriented step his nerves grew more jangled. He began to develop the unnerving sense of a sinister presence. Something—or someone—malign. His hackles rose. A dog with another dog on his heels. Several times he thought he heard soft footsteps behind him, but when he turned to look there was only an old newspaper blowing around on a night breeze or an aloof cat picking its way along a wall. He headed onwards, following a compass in his head, his ghostly companion still trailing after him.

			It was strange, because Flynn knew London better than most and yet he must have taken a wrong turn somewhere and found himself now on unfamiliar streets. As he trudged on, the patently absurd idea began to grow in his addled brain (he had not, after all, sobered up as much as he had thought) that the Blinkhorns’ flat really had been an ante-room to hell and this was his final punishment—to wander for ever around the streets of London, accompanied only by an invisible spectral companion. He wondered if he was going quietly mad. Or was it perhaps some long-delayed after-effect of his beating the other night, or even his experiences during the war.

			He stumbled through an unlit bombsite, the bricks and soil churned up, waiting to trip him in the dark. Finally, he managed to negotiate his way out of this benighted quagmire and soldier on. Searching in his pockets for his cigarettes, he found instead the beef sandwich. He plucked out something else as well. Material of some kind. A handkerchief? Not one of his—his handkerchiefs were a bleached white, sent along with his shirts to Yang’s.

			He examined it beneath the light from a street lamp and recognized straight away the little red and blue Eiffel Towers. Delphine Dubois’s scarf. The scarf was crumpled, not in yesterday’s pristine state when it had been tied fashionably around Delphine’s neck. What’s more, it was stained with something dark and damp, although it was hard to make out what it was in the weak light of the street light. He caught the ghostly scent of her Shalimar perfume. Something else, too—the ferric tang of blood. He dropped the scarf in horror. Was it Delphine’s blood?

			She had been wearing the scarf in the Lamb and Flag, so how had it arrived in his pocket? Of course, he realized, the blood was not Delphine’s, it was from the wretched cow that had been sacrificed for dinner chez Blinkhorn. The beef sandwich must have seeped into his pocket and stained the scarf. Relief flooded his brain. Still, it didn’t solve the puzzle of why the scarf was in his pocket. Were Frida’s suspicions correct—had Delphine come home with him after all? Had she been in his bed? (Surely he would remember that?) The most likely explanation, he decided after some puzzlement, was that she had accidentally lost the scarf in the Lamb and Flag, and he had found it after she left and salvaged it for her. He picked the scarf up from where it had fallen on the ground. He could hand it back to Delphine when she returned to work. He would have to tread carefully though, in case she had been to bed with him. It would be best if she didn’t know that the act was lost in the dark pit of his amnesia. He wondered what the French for “cad” was.

			Then he imagined her horror if he handed it back to her in this condition and was suddenly gripped by a desire to get rid of it. He wrapped the unwanted sandwich in the scarf before ducking into a deserted alleyway, where a row of dustbins were lined up. He quietly raised the lid on one that seemed to belong to a restaurant, recoiling from the stink of fish that was released. It would take a strong stomach to go raking around in that dustbin. Flynn thrust the little unwanted parcel deep into the bin. Like someone disposing of evidence, he thought.

			WHEN HE EVENTUALLY made it back to Romilly Street, he had hardly got inside his flat when his stomach heaved, and he had to rush to the scullery sink and retch up what remained of Mitzi’s cooking. For a hallucinatory moment he thought he could see a small prawn swimming valiantly in the pool of his vomit.

		

	OceanofPDF.com


		
			[image: ]

			10

			Pretty, Witty Nell

			THE AMOUNT FLYNN had drunk at the Blinkhorns left his brain feeling mummified the next day, and he went for an aimless wander in Hyde Park in an effort to banish his hangover. He bought a tepid tea from a stall and took a seat on a bench to drink it, while contemplating how he should fill the rest of the empty afternoon. Perhaps he needed a hobby. Tennis or stamp collecting. Golf. He couldn’t imagine himself pursuing any of these things. He had been briefly inspired by an entry on the Stock List for archery—a longbow and leather quiver (John Jacques and Son Ltd, Thornton Heath, Surrey)—imagining the twang of bow and thud of arrow. You could probably fell an illegal deer in Richmond Park if you were so inclined. He wasn’t.

			He was debating whether or not to visit the nearby Natural History Museum—hardly an entertaining prospect, Flynn had not set foot in a museum since before the war—when he heard a breathy voice behind him saying, “Can I interest you in my wares, kind sir?” A plummy-sounding Nell Gwyn, and Flynn knew which one it was before he even turned round.

			Lydia. Lydia Fairchild, whose brother had gone down on the Hermes and who had made Badger blush.

			“Ahoy there again,” she said, taking a seat next to him. “You looked as though you were a million miles away.”

			“I was thinking about dinosaurs actually.”

			“Oh lord, I met enough of those during the war. I worked at the Admiralty. All the sailors like a nice girl. Shall we get some tea? Or we could go for a sedate stroll around the Serpentine.”

			Flynn opted for the latter.

			What did she do now? he asked, and she responded airily, “Oh, you know—this and that.” She didn’t seem like the sort of woman who worked from necessity. There was money there—family, he supposed. After all, she was Norfolk, too.

			She threaded her arm through his and they ambled companionably. The weather had turned warm and there were many worse ways to spend time than sauntering through a London park with a beautiful woman on your arm, breathing in the scent of lilacs somewhere nearby. Lydia was as pale as porcelain, but had the iron posture of a horsewoman and the certainty of her class. Flynn thought how easy it would be to succumb to her particular charms. He entertained her by telling her about the Festival Cake and dinner in Belgravia, embellishing the tale with some droll additions. Lydia seemed the sort who liked to be entertained.

			“Archie and Mitzi Blinkhorn?” she mused thoughtfully.

			“Do you know them? I think the Blinkhorns were Fascists before the war.”

			“Everyone was a Fascist before the war, even my own dear old Pa. Unless they were a Communist, of course. Ends up being much the same thing. Fascism in this country is as dead as the dinosaurs up the road.”

			“But there must be pockets of it left. Disaffected people. People like the Blinkhorns.”

			“The disaffected are like the poor, they are always with us. Enough of politics,” she said with a little toss of her perfect head. “It’s not a fit subject for a sunny day. I’m starving. Shall we get something to eat?”

			He thought she meant a café or a restaurant, but she laughed and said, “Oh, no, too dull, come back to mine and I’ll make you something. I’m famous for my omelette aux fines herbes. And I’m just up the road in Hans Crescent.”

			He had a feeling that there was more than an omelette on offer. Tempted though he was—although not necessarily by the omelette—he recalled the way in which Badger had gazed at Lydia. Badger would be mortified to think that Flynn had won her so easily. He had failed to win Jane Pargeter’s affections, Flynn wouldn’t betray him with another beauty. He opted for the dinosaurs instead.

			“Ah well, suit yourself,” Lydia laughed. “Apparently I can’t compete with poor old Diplodocus.”

			He was already walking away in the direction of Exhibition Road when she shouted, “Wait, hang on! Mr. Flynn.” She caught up with him, took his arm again and set off walking. “I can’t call you that—what’s your name?”

			“Harry.”

			“Harry. Oh, but you’re not really a Harry.”

			“I’m not?”

			“I shall continue to call you Flynn. Can’t I change your mind? I beg you—don’t doom me to the tedium of an English Saturday afternoon. That would be extremely cruel of you. Tell you what—if you come home with me, I’ll look and see if there’s anything on file about your Blinkhorns.”

			“On file? What file?” he puzzled. “What do you mean?”

			“You know, anything of interest. See if they’re still wrong ’uns.”

			“My God!” Flynn said when it dawned on him. “You work for the Security Services.”

			“Now and then. Here and there. Why so surprised?”

			“Well, for one thing, you applied to be a Nell Gwyn.”

			“I did, didn’t I? And I got the job! Thanks to good old Badge.”

			For one ridiculous moment Flynn wondered if she had been sent undercover by MI5 to investigate the Festival. Or perhaps just to infiltrate the Nell Gwyns.

			He did, after all, let Diplodocus down in favour of the omelette, although it turned out that there were no eggs in Lydia’s expensive flat and certainly no fines herbes. The only thing on offer was Lydia herself. His loyalty to Badger lay abandoned by the wayside, but then Flynn’s family motto wasn’t Veritas et Fides.
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			He took two cigarettes from the pack and lit both before passing one to Lydia, who was lying companionably beside him in her bed. Flynn’s mattress in Romilly Street was like a pallet of old straw compared to the one on Lydia’s bed in Knightsbridge—it might have been stuffed with swansdown. She didn’t own the flat—her father did, she said, as if it were of no consequence. It was “just a pied à terre really.” She propped an ashtray on the bedcovers between them. It was a pretty little thing (“Sèvres”) painted with flowers and insects, never intended to have Players stubbed out on it.

			“You’re really slumming it with me,” he said.

			“Known worse,” she said. It could have been a joke. Or not. Hard to say.

			All that cool self-possession of hers had been surrendered to overwhelming lust in an instant and recovered afterwards almost as quickly. She was rather brutal, Flynn thought. Like a man, he supposed. It would be easy to fall under the spell of a woman like Lydia. She would make an excellent Nell Gwyn. (Why had she applied? The question remained unanswered.)

			He lit more cigarettes, passed hers over and took a long drag on his. “And calm of mind all passion spent,” he said. “What’s that a line from?”

			“Samson Agonistes,” she said promptly. “I dislike Milton. So wordy.”

			Flynn was impressed. He didn’t usually consort with women who knew both Milton and more than one sexual position.

			“You won’t tell Badger about this, will you?” he said.

			“Badger, why on earth would I tell him? Are you suffering from buyer’s remorse?”

			“No, not at all, but he would be disappointed.”

			“In you, not me.”

			“He seems to be continually lovelorn for one unobtainable woman or another.”

			“Badger? Badger bats for the other team, Harry. Surely you know that?”

			“Badger?”

			“A gentleman’s gentleman, as it were. Queer as a corkscrew. Badger has his many secrets. He’s excellent at concealing them. And ‘unobtainable women’ are a good disguise, especially as he shares his London house with a ‘friend’ and has done for some time. Have I shocked you?”

			“No.” She hadn’t. Perhaps a little, but he was more shocked by his blindness to the obvious than anything.

			“What did Badger do in the war, Lydia?”

			“Is our pillow talk to be all about Badger?”

			“But you knew him,” Flynn persisted.

			“Well, we played together when we were children, but he was my brother’s friend, not mine. I didn’t realize at the time, but when I look back now I think Badger was in love with Edmund.” She said the word “love” as if it was a word from a foreign language that was new to her.

			“I’ve heard of it,” Flynn said. Lydia laughed; her throat was raw from the number of cigarettes they had smoked.

			“And in the war?”

			“Badger? Oh, you know, the usual. The Guards, Security Service, SOE and then the wilderness.”

			“Badger was in the Special Operations Executive?”

			“The ‘racket’? Yes. Not an agent in the field as such, he worked back at their HQ in Baker Street. Planning drops and so on. He did make it over a couple of times, I think, just to liaise with a couple of his agents. You can’t imagine Badger on a parachute drop, can you?”

			“Isn’t this all very hush-hush? Official Secrets Act and so on. Should you be telling me?”

			“Oh, God, you can forget hush-hush where that lot are concerned,” Lydia said disparagingly. “Yes, there’s stuff that will probably remain classified until Judgement Day because some people are rather good at covering their tails, but the SOE’s been a leaky sieve since the war, the OSA means nothing to a lot of them. They’re falling over each other to get their stories out before they can be accused.”

			“Accused of what?”

			“Oh, the list is long, but mainly incompetence. Not understanding when cells or networks had been compromised or when radios and codes and names had fallen into the hands of the enemy. Sometimes it was months before they realized and they continued to parachute agents straight into the welcoming arms of the Germans. And the Germans themselves became very good at impersonating SOE agents, not just in code but in person too. A lot of SOEs were rank amateurs. Traitors, too, of course. And as for the French … the way they tell it now, every single one of them was in the Resistance, but half of France was collaborating.”

			“And Badger?”

			“I believe Badger tried to stop some of the worst of it, but no one would listen to him. Hence the wilderness.”

			“Also known as the Festival Office.”

			FLYNN WAS UNCEREMONIOUSLY kicked out of Lydia’s bed in the early hours when she said, “Sorry, I need my beauty sleep.” Too tired to walk, he caught a cab that was roaming on the Brompton Road.
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			He rang Lydia at lunchtime from a phone box on Shaftsbury Avenue. She answered sleepily and he realized he had woken her. “How gentlemanly of you to call,” she said, “and on a Sunday, too” (which was criticism apparently). Although he didn’t say so, it wasn’t necessarily courtesy that had prompted Flynn to get in touch with Lydia, he just wanted to reassure himself that she wasn’t another woman who had disappeared from his life overnight.

			The pips went and Flynn fumbled in his pocket for a coin, but by the time he found one the line was dead. When he called her again, although he let it ring for a long time, there was no answer.

			He trailed home. There was nothing tempting waiting for him in Romilly Street. The bright memory of the beguiling Lydia was already fading, replaced by a growing feeling that she had engineered their meeting in the park, almost as though she had been stalking him. He had been her willing prey. Too willing, perhaps.

			On the way home he had picked up a couple of early editions of the Sunday papers. The cake had been introduced by the weekend papers with considerable fanfare and Flynn was supposed to be keeping a cuttings file, although he couldn’t imagine anyone ever wanting to look at it.

			He dropped into his own uncomfortable bed and finally rose to face the day again late in the afternoon. He found himself hungry, for once. An omelette aux fines herbes might have tempted him.

			There was a knock on the door. It was Leonora Kane, who came in without waiting to be invited, saying, “Only me, duckie. Oh, look at your poor face, Mr. Flynn. Get in a bit of a fight, did you?”

			“Something like that. Not as bad as it looks. Can I help you with something, Leonora?”

			“I wondered if you could spare me a few tea leaves? I’m completely out. I’ve used what’s left three times now, it’s hardly worth boiling the water for them and I’ve got a gentleman coming. He does like his cup of tea.”

			She grazed through the Sunday papers spread-eagled on the coffee table while Flynn spooned leaves from the Edward VII Coronation caddy into an egg cup. “Oh, yes,” Leonora said, pointing to a copy of the Sunday People that displayed a photograph of Mitzi and an article about the cake. “I read about your Festival Cake thing in the Standard.” Flynn had recognized the name on the byline of that piece. It had been written by one of the cake judges—the man with the Birmingham accent who wrote obituaries. The article was fulsome in its praise of both the cake and Mitzi, even though it did have the slight flavour of a funeral exequy.

			Leonora laughed. “Mitzi’s certainly come a long way since Mrs. Ramsbottom’s.”

			“Mrs. Ramsbottom’s?” Did Leonora know Mitzi? And who on earth was Mrs. Ramsbottom? It sounded rather like an old-fashioned girls’ educational establishment—his own mother had attended a “Mrs. Wedderburn’s”—but Leonora laughed and said, “Well, you could call it an education, I suppose. Long time ago now, of course, after the war—the first one, that is, not the one that’s just gone. A girl had to make a living somehow.”

			“You mean Mrs. Ramsbottom was …”

			“A madam? Yes, duckie. A good one, too. Looked after her girls.”

			“And Mitzi was one of her ‘girls’?” Flynn couldn’t contain his astonishment.

			“Close your mouth, duckie, you’ll catch a fly. Of course, she wasn’t Mitzi then, she was just plain old Ada. Ada Clegg. From Doncaster, I seem to remember. Somewhere like that, anyway. Let you into a secret—I was a Winifred. Winifred Birtwistle. But Mrs. Ramsbottom thought I needed something a bit more exotic, so hey presto, Leonora Kane was born. Ada became Mitzi Larkin. Mrs. Ramsbottom went by the alphabet, you see. I started with her the week before Mitzi, so I was a K. I always say it’s my stage name, but I was never on the stage, give or take the odd strip club when cash was tight. But I had my standards.”

			“Did Mitzi?”

			“Standards? Mitzi? She didn’t know the meaning of the word. She was notorious. There was no limit to what she would do.”

			And what happened to Mitzi Larkin? (Ada Clegg!) What had been her trajectory between Mrs. Ramsbottom and Major Blinkhorn?

			“Lost touch a long time ago, duckie. She moved upwards and onwards, got in with a military man is how I heard it. I recognized her when I saw her photo in the Standard. Calls herself a cook now—never even saw her boil an egg at Mrs. Ramsbottom’s. Oh Lord, is that the time? My gentleman will be here any minute and he’ll feel very let down if his tea isn’t ready for him.”
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			11

			Snakes Alive

			ARRIVING AT THE OFFICE on Monday morning, Flynn found everyone gathered in a fascinated circle around Badger’s desk. Badger himself was absent. “What is it?” Flynn asked the Boy, who was staring in wide-eyed astonishment at a cardboard box that was sitting on the desk. On the front of the box someone had written in large letters: “POISONOUS SNAKES—HANDLE WITH CARE.”

			“A commissionaire has just delivered it,” Maud Ogilvie said.

			“Looks like someone might have it in for Mr. Badger,” the Boy said.

			“If they do, it seems an unnecessarily complicated way to go about killing him,” Evans said. “Easier to knock him over the head in a dark alley, I would have thought. Or attack him from behind like a thuggee and garotte him with a length of cheese wire.”

			“Goodness, Mr. Evans,” Denholm clucked.

			“Cheese wire?” the Boy puzzled. “Wire made from cheese?”

			“Perhaps it’s a hoax,” Maud Ogilvie said. “Or a practical joke.”

			“No, I don’t think so,” Flynn said, turning the box round warily. “There’s a customs label on this side, in French. And a BEA stamp. These snakes have been flown here from France. From Nice, in fact, judging by the sender’s address.”

			“French snakes,” the Boy said in awe. “What will they think of next?” (Something that his mother said on a regular basis apparently.) “Aren’t you going to open the box, Mr. Denholm? Check if they’re still alive.”

			“Me?”

			“You’re the boss,” the Boy said reasonably.

			“It’s all right,” Evans said, “I’ll do the honours.”

			“Pandora comes to mind,” Maud Ogilvie said. Thick tape sealed the box, and she fetched a knife from her desk (fixed-blade utility, Flynn thought) and said, “Here, I use this in the office for opening things.”

			Evans slit through the tape. “Oh, very gung-ho,” Denholm said, taking a step back.

			“They’re probably dead,” the Boy said, girding himself for disenchantment.

			Evans lifted one of the flaps and gently but quickly closed it again. “No,” he said, “very much alive. Adders, I think.”

			Badger breezed in and said, “Oh, good, they’re here. They’re for the ‘Natural Scene’ in the Country Pavilion. They wanted adders, but English ones” (“British,” Denholm murmured) “were still hibernating when the request went in. Probably woken up by now, but tant pis, as the French themselves say. I know a chap in the British Embassy and I got him to ask the Mayor of Nice to find us some adders. They have more than enough down there. And here they are.”

			“What happens to them now?” Denholm asked.

			“Well, they’ll be killed, to put it bluntly, and then—this is the exciting bit—they’re going to be encased in this new-fangled substance called ‘acrylic plastic.’ ” He hefted the box off the desk and said to the Boy, “Come on, you can help me get them to the commissionaires. They can deal with them.”

			The snakes would not be alone. The Festival was to be awash with livestock of one kind or another. As well as the snakes, Badger was trying to source delivery of plankton for the freshwater fish in Wildlife. Denholm suggested that he enlist “Miss Ogilvie’s Boy Scouts.” Maud Ogilvie was in charge of overseeing the breeding of thousands of butterflies for Wildlife, which, when they arrived at the Festival, were not to be killed and pinned as the Victorians would have had them; they were to flutter freely in a glass display case so that the many benighted urban-dwelling visitors to the Festival could be given a display of “one of the wonders of pastoral England,” Maud Ogilvie explained. (“Pastoral Britain,” Denholm amended.) Maud Ogilvie had enrolled several troops of Scouts across the country to scavenge their local heaths and woodland for wildflowers to feed the butterflies and had arranged for weekly deliveries by train.

			“I think the Scouts will have enough on their hands,” she said, openly hostile, when Denholm proposed her Scouts for the plankton.

			And this was without the challenges provided by the sheep, cows, pigs, horses and any other animal that had the misfortune to be volunteered for the Festival. They had to be regularly changed out for fresh ones, as it was considered too challenging (and possibly harmful) to expect them to stay on site for the duration. Trowbridge and his subaltern, Jeanette, were already rehearsing their military-standard logistics to deal with all the comings and goings.

			“Seems a shame to kill them after they’ve come all this way,” Maud Ogilvie said after the snakes had been sent on the final leg of their journey.

			“You could say that about a lot of things,” Denholm said.

			“He took part in the D-Day landings,” Maud Ogilvie murmured quietly to Flynn after Denholm left.

			“Denholm?” It seemed more unlikely than a smoke-grinding machine.

			“I HESITATE TO SPOIL your day, Mr. Flynn, but I’m afraid we’re already getting a number of complaints.”

			“Complaints? About what?”

			“The cake,” Maud Ogilvie said with a sympathetic smile, as if it had been Flynn who was responsible for devising the recipe.

			“From?”

			“Those undaunted enough to try to bake it.” She waved a sheaf of letters in the air.

			“All those? Already?” Flynn frowned.

			“These are just a sample few from this morning’s postbag, I’m afraid. A housewife from Evesham, a ‘married lady’ from the north, and there’s a chef in Fortnum’s who was hoping to sell it in the Food Hall. He says, and I quote, ‘This cake is inedible.’ They all say that the recipe is too complicated, the ingredients too expensive or unavailable, and the result ‘not worth the vast amount of effort’—that from Mrs. L. Gill in Rotherham, who has also ‘had enough’ of hearing about the Festival. ‘What is it doing for Rotherham?’ she asks.”

			“Good question,” Evans said.

			“And this one is from a Mr. Pertwee in Salisbury who says, ‘You can take your ruddy cake and stuff it up your—’ Well, perhaps I shan’t read the rest of that one out loud.”

			Denholm entered quietly in daringly fringed suede moccasins. “I forgot to ask, Mr. Flynn. How was your dinner with the Blinkhorns? Did Mitzi serve you up a feast?”

			“Champagne cocktails, seafood platter, roast beef, egg custard.”

			“Oh, heavenly!” Denholm said, clutching his hands to his chest. “I see you still have the dove.”

			Flynn had not returned the errant bird to the South Bank. Instead it perched on his desk, glaring balefully at anyone entering the office. For a dove of peace, it gave off a surprisingly malevolent air.

			“Dangerfield’s threatening to come down from on high,” Denholm said. “Give us underlings a bit of a pep talk. Marshal the troops, urge us to sacrifice ourselves in order to get the Festival ready on time. St. Crispin’s Day sort of stuff. Cry ‘God for Harry, England and St. George!’ I played Henry the Fifth—long time ago now, a touring production. Quite exhausting. Felt as if I really did go into battle every night.” He sighed at the memory, his face the mask of the tragedian. “Still, we are a little band of brothers, aren’t we? And a sister, of course.” He gave a little bow in Maud Ogilvie’s direction.

			“Once more unto the breach,” she said.
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			It was too late for the wandering dove. Its flock had taken wing—suspended spectacularly from the roof of the Lion and the Unicorn Pavilion. Flynn wondered if he was condemned to carry the bird around for all eternity, burdened like Atlas or Sisyphus.

			The whole of the South Bank was still a building site, a cacophony of sawing and hammering. A bevy of workmen surrounded a crane that was delivering a monumental sculpture of two massive figures. “Barbara fucking Hepworth,” one of the men grunted at Flynn as they struggled to manoeuvre it into position.

			The Rooms, too, had at last begun to leave their drawing boards and were now under feverish construction. Ovens, fridges, washing machines all stood around waiting to be homed. Flynn came across a girl he knew called Hetty Barker who was staggering beneath the weight of a large box that contained a pressure cooker (“Universal pressure cooker,” L. G. Hawkins & Co. Ltd, 30–35 Drury Lane, London, WC2). Flynn relieved her of her burden. “Just put it down anywhere,” she said. “It’s chaos here. God, Harry, what happened to your face?” The offending bookcase was trotted out again to reflect on its guilt, while Flynn placed the pressure cooker on top of an electric oven (“Princess,” Revo Electric Co., Tipton, Staffs). This knowledge would die with him, he thought. Just as well.

			Hetty jumped up and perched on a washing machine that had been parked in the middle of the courtyard (Cotto Products, Enterprise Works, Scunthorpe, Lincs). He offered her a cigarette. As she leant in to light it, another girl (Margaret? Marjorie?) appeared and said, “Can I have one of those? Margot,” she reminded him. “What is that? Is it a pigeon?”

			“A dove.”

			“Can you get me a Silver Cross doll’s pushchair, Harry?”

			“No, sorry, it’s not on the Stock List.”

			“You can’t know it off by heart.”

			“Try me.”

			“No thanks. Oh, Gawd, Hetty, don’t look now but the Fowlers are over there. I detest them. Look at the way they peacock around the place.”

			“Lord and Lady Muck,” Hetty said.

			Hortense and Ivor were a husband-and-wife team who had landed the job of designing the Parlours. Even if you didn’t know, you would have guessed that Ivor was a designer from the heavy shawl-collared cardigan he was wearing and the pipe he was holding but not smoking. He looked as though he was modelling for a knitting pattern. Hortense was terrifically arty, in a Bloomsbury kind of way. Very tall, almost unnaturally so, her signature was the enormous necklaces handmade from a bizarre assortment of materials that she wore like breastplates over her great bosom, which navigated ahead of her like the prow of a ship. This morning she was ornamented with some kind of stomacher that seemed to have been constructed from nuts and bolts and bits of pipe. She was making extravagant gestures to a joiner who had a stubby pencil behind one ear and a cigarette behind the other and was staring at his feet, quietly ignoring everything Hortense was saying to him and patiently waiting for her to finish berating him so that he could get back to his work.

			Flynn had heard rumours about discontent from on high with the way the Parlours were being outfitted. Their furnishings and fittings were “too luxurious” and beyond the budget of “the common man.” No mention of the common woman. Maud Ogilvie would have stood up for her.

			“And why do the Fowlers get to design all the Parlours—all seven!” Hetty said.

			“Seven now?” Flynn said.

			“They’re breeding,” Margot said.

			Hetty sighed. “Meanwhile, I’m stuck with a Kitchen.”

			“Count yourself fortunate,” Margot said. “I’ve got a ‘Room for a Two-Year-Old.’ And my designer’s a martinet.”

			“I know. Bad luck. Mine’s a sweetheart,” Hetty said, jumping off the washing machine. “He’s called Philip, and he makes his own jam.”

			“His rhubarb’s lovely,” Margot said, a remark that made them both crease with laughter.

			“I can get you a Marmet pushchair, if that’s any good,” Flynn offered.

			“Definitely for a doll? Not full-size for a kid?”

			“Yes.”

			“You’re a life-saver.”

			“Harry always comes up with the goods,” Hetty said.

			“She’s German,” Margot said, returning to glaring at Hortense.

			“Do you hold that against her?” Flynn asked.

			“Very much so. I was on ack-acks in Hyde Park. Thought I was going to die every night. I had a cousin killed in the Sheffield raids. A boyfriend who went down on HMS Hermione in the Med. Don’t you still hate the Germans, Harry?”

			“Saw the beginning of the Blitz, but after that I didn’t have too much to do with them, to be honest,” he said.

			“Harry was out East,” Hetty said to Margot. “Japs,” she mouthed silently to her.

			“Burma? Oh, you poor lamb,” Margot murmured as though he were a child in need of comfort. “Was it absolute hell?”

			Flynn shrugged. “Others had it as bad.” He was thinking of Evans. Of almost every returning soldier since Troy and Thermopylae. Suffering wasn’t a competition, although The Competition of Suffering would be another good title for the soul-searching postwar novel that Flynn would never write.

			“I spent the war in a hut,” Hetty sighed. “I would love to have been on the ack-acks.”

			“A hut?” Flynn puzzled.

			“I heard your French girlfriend has gone AWOL,” Margot said.

			“My French girlfriend? Do you mean Delphine Dubois? She’s certainly French, but she’s not my girlfriend.”

			“I’m just back from her flat in Earl’s Court,” Hetty said.

			“Oh?”

			“Clerical sent me,” Hetty said. “Frida—that irritating Norwegian girl—went on and on at them about how she might be lying dead behind her own front door.”

			“Oh, Frida,” Margot said dismissively. “She’s such a nit-picker. She loves rules.”

			“The landlord let us in,” Hetty said. “I went with Posy Walker—do you know her, Harry? Father’s a bishop.”

			“Safety in numbers,” Margot said, and they both laughed. A private joke of some kind.

			“And was she?” Flynn asked. “Lying dead behind her own front door? Or has she simply taken some time off work without bothering to tell anyone?”

			“Occam’s razor,” Margot said. “Personally, I always prefer the less likely explanation.”

			“Well, if she was a corpse, we didn’t notice,” Hetty said. “Although there was certainly no sign of life. Rather a bleak and nasty place. Anyway, the horse seems to have bolted. Cleared off back to France, I suppose.”

			“So, you’re off the hook, Harry,” Margot said.

			“Off the hook for what?”

			“Oh, you know—last person to see her alive, and so on.”

			“Alive?”

			“Do you know what my theory is?” Hetty said. “About what happened to her?”

			“That I killed her?”

			“Don’t be silly, no one believes that. Not really. I’m pretty sure that she was having an affair. You know—married man—everything on the QT. The usual. She dropped hints. I don’t think she lived in Earl’s Court at all—not on a daily basis, anyway. I think there was a love nest somewhere.”

			“Frida said something about an ex,” Flynn said.

			“Love nest. I always think that’s such a lovely term,” Margot said dreamily. “Makes me think of little birds, billing and cooing away to each other, but I suppose it’s a euphemism and in reality I expect it’s rather grubby.” She glanced at the dove in Flynn’s arms as if it might be responsible for this sordid scenario.

			“Who was she sharing this nest with? The ex?” Flynn asked.

			Hetty shrugged. “No idea. But I expect it all went terribly wrong, and ergo she did a moonlight flit back to the Frogs.”

			“Why was she here anyway?” Flynn asked. “Did she come during the war? Or after? Or what?”

			“You didn’t have much conversation with her, did you?” Hetty laughed. “That’s what you’re supposed to do on a date, you know. So where did you grow up? Got any brothers and sisters? Oh, you like fish and chips, that’s funny, so do I.”

			“Everyone likes fish and chips,” Margot said. “You have to be more probing.” She put on a debutante voice. “So, which do you prefer—Deauville or Nice? Do your people ride with the hunt?”

			Flynn got the impression that neither of them talked about fish and chips when they were on a date. Deauville, perhaps.

			“Of course,” Margot said thoughtfully, “she could be lying dead behind the door of the love nest.”

			They were distracted by shouting coming from the Fairway, where the workmen were putting up the Skylon tower. “Engineering for the sake of engineering,” Hetty said. “What does it say to you, Harry? A cigar? A dirigible? A space rocket, perhaps. Or …”

			“Don’t!” Margot squealed.

			“It is quite you-know-what though, isn’t it?” Hetty said. “And they do seem to be having some trouble erecting it.”

			“Do you think they’ll get it up in time?” Margot said, and they were gripped by another fit of laughter.

			“It does rather lend itself to double-entendres, doesn’t it?” Hetty said, recovering momentarily before cracking up again. Flynn couldn’t but enjoy their spirit. They were the kind of girls who liked to do silly accents and lark around and make smutty jokes, but really they were not girls but women, women who used words like “martinet” and “double-entendres” (with a French accent) and talked about Occam’s razor. He knew that Hetty’s father was an attaché to the British Embassy in Paris and that she’d done something interesting during the war, although he didn’t know what—in a hut apparently. And they were the kind of girls who knew about Burma, too; sometimes it seemed to Flynn that no one else did. Or if they did, they didn’t care.

			“Nothing’s ready, you know,” Hetty said. “The opening will be a disaster.” The thought cheered all three of them up.

			“Oh, by the way,” Flynn said, “I just wanted to double-check with you—nobody can cook or bake anything in the Kitchens, can they?”

			“God, no. That’s a mad idea.”

			“We’re having lunch in the canteen,” Margot said. “Do you want to come with us?”

			“Sorry, I have to get off.”

			“Give me a shout if you fancy a drink sometime.”

			It was curious how being suspected of having a hand in a murder seemed to make him more, rather than less, attractive to women.

			“Oh, and Harry?” Hetty said. “Mind and tell The Powers That Be that my Kitchen is coming along nicely.”

			HE WAS POUNCED ON by Frida as he was crossing the Fairway. “Your girlfriend’s still missing,” she said. “She went out with you and then she disappeared. Not exactly a coincidence.”

			“I would have said that was the definition of a coincidence, Frida. Her disappearance has nothing to do with me. Besides which, I think you’ll find that Hetty Barker from Rooms was sent round to her flat by Clerical to check, and the consensus of opinion is that Delphine Dubois has cleared off back to where she came from.” (He wished Frida would do the same. Norway was welcome to her.) “I have no idea where Delphine Dubois is, and to be honest I don’t really care.”

			“What have you done with her?”

			“Done with her? Absolutely nothing, I’m not Bluebeard. She’s not hanging on a hook in a cupboard in my flat. There isn’t room to swing a cat in there, let alone hang a woman.” It was an unfortunate turn of phrase and Frida gasped at him in showy horror. She was given to melodrama, unusual in a Scandinavian.

			“Maybe you’ve murdered her,” she said with unnecessary relish.

			“Not guilty,” Flynn said. (Was he guilty?)

			“There’s something very suspicious about the whole thing. Something very suspicious about you, to be honest, Flynn.”

			“Maybe you’d like to come on a date with me, Frida. See if you end up dead as well, then you’ll have proof, but quite honestly, I don’t think you’re worth hanging for.”

			Flynn turned on his heel and left a fuming Frida planted in the middle of the Fairway, glowering after him until a man driving a builder’s lorry hooted at her to get out of the way.

			ONLY THE BOY was in the office and Flynn handed him the friendless dove. “Could you flog this thing, Terence?”

			“Doubt it, Mr. Flynn. I’ll take it off your hands though, someone might want it, I suppose.”

			[image: ]

			“Gentlemen, good of you to join us,” Dangerfield said sarcastically when Evans and Flynn entered the office tardily after lunch. “Punctuality is one of the bedrocks of civilization. I doubt that the Romans could have conquered the known world if they had turned up late for the Battle of the Teutoburg Forest.”

			“The Roman army was wiped out at Teutoburg,” Maud Ogilvie said with a helpful smile. Dangerfield ignored her.

			He spent some time talking at them about national stocktaking and the need to defend our heritage and to recapture something of the sense of the greatness of Great Britain, along with some other quite meaningless verbiage. Despite his assertive air, he was all bluff and bluster, Flynn thought. The House of Commons would be a perfect home for his kind of sound and fury. It signified nothing.

			None of them, not even the deferential Denholm (smiling placidly to himself), paid much attention to anything Dangerfield was saying. He was not the first to come down from Upstairs in an attempt to brace them and undoubtedly he wouldn’t be the last. How irritating Dangerfield must find the general loucheness of the Festival, let alone the unhappy few who were standing before him at present.

			Flynn tried to avoid thinking about the details of the unholy coupling of Dangerfield and Mitzi Blinkhorn, which might have produced the hybrid that was Cynthia Blinkhorn. Archie Blinkhorn and Giles Dangerfield—fellow travellers in the British Fascist Union. And Mitzi, who admired Diana’s style tremendously. Did Dangerfield know her when she was still the notorious Ada Clegg? He couldn’t help but laugh at the idea, and Dangerfield fixed him with a long look, the jade narrowing to gimlets. “It’s Flynn, isn’t it?”

			Flynn felt himself being marked down again. They also serve who only stand and wait. “He’s rather saturnine, don’t you think?” Maud Ogilvie whispered in Flynn’s ear. “Women are drawn to him. It’s those eyes—wasted on a man, in my opinion.”

			“Jade,” Flynn murmured.

			“I would have said gooseberries—less romantic, perhaps. He seems like a man of substance, but really he’s just an empty vessel that people can pour their hopes and fears into.” She laughed, and Dangerfield, querulous now, said, “Do you have something you want to share?”

			“Yes, actually. We need more paper clips, not trumpet calls,” Maud Ogilvie said crisply to Dangerfield. “And we hardly have cause for triumphalism.” Their employment was temporary and would end with the Festival; it gave them all a certain licence to mutiny, although, out of all of them, she was the one most inclined to speak truth to power. “And you haven’t mentioned the colonies, Mr. Dangerfield,” she carried on relentlessly. “Didn’t we expose them to our ‘peaceful, democratic ideals,’ and yet they are barely represented at the Festival. We plundered the Empire without receipt and yet it’s almost as if we have forgotten it happened.”

			Flynn heard Denholm groaning quietly, “Oh, God, I knew it—she is a Marxist.”

			She hadn’t finished. “The lives and society of our Commonwealth brethren are represented by a ‘steel-pan band.’ Wonderful though that is, it is hardly representative. Should there not be more recognition of the Empire’s contribution to our prosperity?”

			Dangerfield, unused to dissension in the ranks, was growing tetchy now. His face, handsomely patrician in repose, took on an ugly caste when he was moved to anger, so they were all grateful when he was distracted by the approach of a cheerful, albeit tuneless, whistling that heralded the return of the puckish Boy. He was carrying a luridly pink stick of rock, sausaged in shiny cellophane.

			“Mr. Dangerfield,” the Boy said, tipping an imaginary cap when he entered the room. Dangerfield regarded both him and the rock with distaste, but the interruption seemed to signal his loss of interest in all of them.

			“Well, anyway, keep up the good work, noses to the grindstone and so on,” he said. “We must deliver something splendid. Something truly English.”

			“British,” Denholm said, following obediently on Dangerfield’s heels.

			“Yes sir, no sir, three bags full sir,” Evans muttered, snapping a surprisingly smart naval salute once Dangerfield was out of the door.

			The Boy laughed, and said to Flynn, “Said Mr. Dangerfield was an arse, didn’t I?”

			“A cunty fuck of an arse,” Evans corrected him.

			“Mr. Evans!”

			BADGER RETURNED and said, “Did I miss anything?”

			“Only Dangerfield trying to give us a pep-talk,” Flynn told him.

			“I take it he’s slithered back to his dark cave.”

			“He has.”

			“But look what I’ve got, Mr. Badger,” the Boy said eagerly. “Festival Rock—like at the seaside. Have you been to Ramsgate, Mr. Badger?” A day trip to Ramsgate last year had been the highlight of the Boy’s existence so far.

			“I’m afraid to say that I haven’t.”

			“You should, it’s got everything. It’s the best place I’ve ever been. So, see this rock—instead of having ‘Ramsgate’ written all the way through it, it says ‘Festival Rock.’ It’s going to be made on the site and then sold from a stall on the Fairway. Let’s try it. I could break it on the edge of your desk, Mr. Evans.”

			“I could break it on your head,” Evans offered.

			“I have something much more fit for the purpose,” Maud Ogilvie said, reaching beneath her desk for her bag and producing a small toffee hammer. “I find it very useful in all sorts of situations.” Flynn tried to imagine a situation in which he would find a toffee hammer useful. You could kill a bird or a mouse with a tap on the head. Or a snake. He had eaten snake in Burma. It had been a skinny thing, shared between five men and eaten raw. Something like that could be the difference between living and dying. Certainly for the snake. He felt a twinge of sympathy for the French adders, plucked from some warm pleasant lair in Provence to be displayed in “acrylic plastic,” whatever that was.

			The Boy set about gleefully smashing the pink rock, before unpeeling the cellophane and handing round the sticky shards and splinters.

			“No, thanks,” Evans said. “I won’t risk my dentures.”

			“You should be careful,” Flynn said to Maud Ogilvie when she delicately picked out a small piece. “You know, with your diabetes.”

			“Oh, no need to worry about me, Mr. Flynn. I should worry about yourself, if I were you.” (What did she mean by that?)

			“Gets in your teeth, doesn’t it?” Denholm said.

			“Terence,” Maud Ogilvie said to the Boy, “when you’ve finished your rock, would you care to escort me to the Royal Docks? I expect you know the docks quite well.”

			“Certainly do, Miss. Why are we going to the docks?”

			“We are meeting a banana boat called the San Matteo that sailed from Port of Spain. That’s in Trinidad, in the West Indies.” The only thing the Boy recognized from this entire sentence was “banana.”

			“We’re picking up bananas?” The Boy’s face lit up. “They’re still on the ration, my ma says.”

			“No, something even better—we’re going to help greet a steel band off the boat. Or, to give them their full title, the Trinidad All-Steel Pan Percussion Orchestra.”

			“What’s that when it’s at home?”

			“Their instruments are oil drums.”

			“Oil drums?” The Boy frowned, trying to imagine how to get a tune out of an oil drum.

			“I think you’ll be pleasantly surprised.”

			“But no bananas? I’ve never had one.”

			“Wash your hands first, dear, they look rather sticky.”
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			That evening, after a solitary whisky in the Coal Hole, the nearest pub to the office, Flynn made his way home—a route that took him past the Royal Opera House, where an audience was streaming in. It was a gala production of Rigoletto, a poster informed Flynn, and everyone had dressed to the nines. Even for opera-goers they seemed unusually fanciful—tiaras and fur capes abounded, diamonds glittered. Top hats and even the occasional mothballed opera cloak had been pulled from the back of a cupboard. It was quite a spectacle and had drawn its own audience from the hoi-polloi, amongst whom there was not a mink or tiara in sight. Flynn heard someone say that “royalty” was attending.

			Flynn found opera largely unpalatable—either overblown or turgid. For him, a little Mozart went a long way. His father had liked opera and had amassed a considerable collection of recordings, mostly from the epic and tragic end of the canon. Flynn wondered if it had been an antidote to a life that was neither. His mother, on the other hand, had no feeling whatsoever for music. She might have had the Light Programme on the wireless playing in the background while she did the household chores, but he had never heard her humming along to Housewives’ Choice or Music While You Work. Nor did he ever remember her singing nursery rhymes or silly infant songs in their childhood, and she had been positively hostile towards their father’s opera records. Flynn had a vivid memory of her beating the life out of a rug she had hung on the washing line while, courtesy of his father’s gramophone, the Valkyries banshee-wailed their way across the Wagnerian skies above Acomb.

			And there—stepping out of the crush—was Lydia. Flynn didn’t know why he was surprised—this was her kind of territory, after all. No tiara, but a dress that was all silvery-grey froth and lace—the Faerie Queen dressed by Dior. She cast glamour wherever she trod, but was on the arm of a weedy, bespectacled type who looked as though he lived behind a desk in the Foreign Office.

			And there was Dangerfield (this was his territory, too), with a haughty-looking, whippet-thin woman who was presumably his wife. Jocasta Hunt. Dangerfield must have quietly hailed Lydia, because she turned round, a smile on her face, and walked towards him, her puny beau following obediently. Dangerfield gave her a little bow—it was obvious they knew each other—then he took hold of her gloved arm, raised it to his lips and kissed her wrist, before shaking hands in a particularly manly fashion with the weedy beau and introducing his wife to him. A lemony-faced Jocasta barely acknowledged Lydia.

			Lydia looked up suddenly and stared at Flynn. He raised a hand in acknowledgement, but she didn’t reciprocate. Instead, she turned to her unlikely companion and tugged at his elbow, and the pair disappeared into the crowd.

			“Spying on the toffs, boyo,” a voice behind him said. Flynn laughed. “Hardly spying, Hywel, just trying to make my way home through this mob.”

			“Fancy a drink, Harry?”

			The moleish Evans was so rarely sociable that it seemed churlish to refuse.

			The other day, as he was returning to the office from one meaningless sortie or another, Flynn had been halted on the stairs by the sound of “Guide Me, O Thou Great Redeemer” being sung stirringly by Evans, full-voiced and in a rather good bass baritone. Flynn loitered outside the door to listen. Denholm crept up behind, making him jump—the man had paws for feet.

			“Oh, yes,” Denholm murmured, “a fellow artiste.” The song had drawn one of the commissionaires as well. When Flynn glanced at him, he saw that the man had tears in his eyes. Flynn looked away quickly. He sensed it had something to do with the war.

			“Show me a Welshman and I’ll show you a man who can sing,” Denholm whispered.

			Evans must have heard him, as the hymn stopped abruptly just as he was reaching the crescendo of “Feed me till I want no more!” The commissionaire left quietly and when Flynn and Denholm entered the office they said nothing. Evans would have been mortified if they had commented on his singing.

			The hymn had sounded resonant, triumphant even, the way Evans sang it, but Flynn knew, unlike either Denholm or the commissionaire, that this was the hymn that Evans had sung when trying to keep himself alive after his ship had been torpedoed and he spent a week keeping death at bay in the Arctic waters. Flynn wondered if perhaps Evans was still trying to keep himself alive.

			Was redemption possible? That was the question, wasn’t it? For any of them. One day, even the Boy would have to atone for sins not yet committed.

			They left the opera crowd behind and settled at a table in the Lyceum Tavern. Flynn considered whether he might unburden himself to Evans—the missing hours, the missing Delphine, the mystery of the scarf—but in the end decided against it. (What could Evans do, after all?) Instead, they both took comfort in the two modest pints they drank, briefly finding clemency at the bottom of a glass of Worthington’s mild before shaking hands and going their own ways, Evans to the boredom of Bayswater and Flynn to his anchorite existence in Romilly Street and the nightcap that awaited him.
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			The Icing on the Cake

			FLYNN SPENT THE MORNING acquiescing to Mitzi’s prima donna demands as he ferried her around London. Their first port of call was a photo shoot in Battersea, during which Mitzi insisted on her “good side” being shot, much to the irritation of the photographer, who was used to more compliant sitters. Flynn was in mute agreement with the photographer that both sides of Mitzi looked much the same and neither of them was particularly prepossessing.

			After Battersea, they were off to Broadcasting House for a ten-minute live segment on Woman’s Hour. Flynn had instructions from Denholm to remind Mitzi (to little avail, as it turned out) that she was there to talk about the cake, rather than herself.

			On then to an interview that was to take place over an early lunch in Quo Vadis, where Mitzi seemed to be on intimate terms with “Leoni,” the maître d’. She gobbled up everything in front of her—lamb’s sweetbreads, a cheese course and gooseberry sorbet—and told Leoni the food was “exquisite,” while seconds later rolling her eyes at Flynn and muttering “terribly third rate.” “Of course, they’re cooks, not chefs,” she said to the browbeaten journalist from Woman’s Realm who was interviewing her—the same one who had been on the judging panel for the Festival Cake and who now seemed considerably less satisfied with her winning contestant, who had spent most of lunch pontificating on the dire state of British cuisine and how she was the only decent cook throughout the land. Flynn, recalling dinner in Belgravia, begged to differ but held his tongue. He imagined that Mitzi roused to ire would not make for a good digestif.

			Once Flynn had dutifully paid for lunch—he had ordered only the soup du jour (a sulphurous asparagus) for himself and barely touched it—Mitzi snatched the receipt from him and stuffed it in her handbag, saying that she could set the cost of lunch against her tax bill. He considered wrestling it out of her hands, but she was already speeding towards the exit. He would not have been surprised to discover that on her way out she had swept the cutlery off the tables and into her handbag.

			“The weary warrior returns,” Maud Ogilvie hailed him when he entered the office. “Any receipts for me?”

			FREE OF MITZI, Flynn set about the task of combing through the Stock List for articles to furnish a “Room for an Elderly Lady.” Among the long line of items that the (rather fussy) Elderly Lady required were an antique silver sweet dish, a lustre bowl, a glass decanter and a pastille burner (“Rockingham, preferably”), as well as a Royal Worcester tea set (“Chevy Chase pattern”). She had a liking for Irish linens from Woods of Harrogate, and she had books and magazines “selected by the Borough Librarian of Hornsey and supplied through the National Book League.” He imagined she would like Trollope. She was also in possession of a cat basket, a stuffed cat and a sewing kit, all of which Flynn had still to source. She owned “Mappin plate tea forks” but seemed to have neither a kitchen, a bathroom or even a bedroom, come to that. (“Sounds like they’ve got a house on my street,” the Boy said.)

			It was the consecrated hour of three o’clock and the Boy appeared with the tea things. Flynn had just tracked down a stuffed cat from the ever-reliable Rowland Ward in Piccadilly—even being offered a choice between tabby and tortoiseshell and settling on tortoiseshell—when Maud Ogilvie said, “Do you have a bulldog clip, by any chance, Mr. Flynn?”

			“I think so. In here somewhere,” Flynn said, opening the drawer in his desk. And then slamming it shut in horror as if the contents were on fire and in desperate need of extinguishing.

			“Mr. Flynn, are you all right?”

			For a moment he hoped that what he had seen was a figment of his over-heated brain, but he knew the truth. Sitting accusingly amidst the usual office rummage of paperclips and pencils was Delphine Dubois’s bloodstained scarf. It seemed like a harbinger of doom. His own.

			He had pushed that scarf deep into a dustbin outside a restaurant on his way home from the Blinkhorns. Hadn’t he? Had he dreamt it? No, he had definitely wrapped the scarf around the awful unwanted sandwich that Mitzi had made him take away. Who in God’s name had taken the scarf from the bin and placed it in his desk? Had the ghost who had been following him retrieved it and then brought it to Savoy Court and secreted it in his desk? How? And who would do such a thing, and to what purpose? To silently accuse him? To frighten him? Blackmail? A practical joke? He felt his brain careering out of control.

			“Are you sure you’re all right, Harry?” Maud Ogilvie asked, tipping her head to one side like a sympathetic bird. A crow rather than a finch.

			“Yes, quite all right, thank you, Miss Ogilvie. No bulldog clips, I’m afraid.”

			With a dramatic timing that he may possibly have lacked when he was on stage, Denholm entered and said, “These gentlemen would like a word.” He stepped aside with a theatrical flourish to reveal two men waiting in the wings. Denholm made a courtly gesture, indicating that they should enter the office. “The long arm of the law,” he said in a stage whisper to Evans.

			“Detective Inspector Vigo,” the larger of the two introduced himself. “And this is Detective Constable Tapper.” Tapper was small and lizard-like and could have fitted twice inside the porcine Vigo, the buttons of whose chequered waistcoat, visible beneath his gaberdine, were being strained to accommodate his beefy girth.

			“Biscuits, Tapper,” Vigo said pleasantly, nodding at the plate on the tray that the Boy was mulishly protecting.

			“Chocolate bourbons,” Tapper said. “These gentlemen are good to themselves, aren’t they? We’re lucky to get a Rich Tea.”

			“We just need a quick word with a Mr. Harry Flynn,” Vigo said. “Which one of you gentlemen would that be?”

			Flynn volunteered reluctantly, “That’s me. A quick word about what?”

			“Regarding a missing person.” Vigo made an unnecessary show of rifling through his notebook before pronouncing, “A French lady, a Miss Delphine Dubois.”

			Flynn’s heart began thudding loudly, almost painfully. Surely only people guilty of something would have that kind of response. He thought of Poe’s story “The Tell-Tale Heart.” Literature was, as usual, unhelpful.

			“Miss Dubois was reported missing by a Miss Frida Ibsen.”

			“Also foreign,” Tapper said.

			“But reliable nonetheless,” Vigo said.

			“Ibsen? Like the playwright?” Denholm said, suddenly more interested in the conversation.

			“Playwright, sir?”

			“The Master Builder, Hedda Gabler, A Doll’s House. One of the great dramatists of the last century. Surely you’ve heard of Ibsen, Inspector?”

			Vigo stared at him silently until an intimidated Denholm shrugged and said, “Oh, well, you know, not to everyone’s taste.”

			“To resume,” Vigo said. “She was your girlfriend, I believe, Mr. Flynn?”

			The Boy stepped in. “Not his girlfriend,” he said stoutly. “Just an ak-qwaint-unss. And she isn’t missing. She’s gone back to France.”

			“Has she indeed? Yet there is no evidence of that,” Vigo said, addressing not the Boy but Flynn. “Nothing at the ports. Or at the passport office. The passenger manifestos on the cross-Channel ferries don’t bear her name. And so on. Nothing at all to suggest that Miss Dubois has left this country.”

			“Upstairs says so,” the Boy insisted sullenly. “Everyone says so.”

			Vigo looked around the office. “Do any of you know Miss Dubois?” There was a general murmur of reluctant denial. “Only you, then, Mr. Flynn,” Vigo said. “We just want to make sure that nothing untoward has happened to the lady.”

			“Untoward?” Flynn could feel his blood draining away. They thought he’d killed her. The scarf in the drawer seemed to flare like a signal fire. Flynn couldn’t believe that Vigo and his sidekick couldn’t sense it. It was the kind of evidence that could hang a man.

			He wondered if he was losing his hold on reality. Suffering from some kind of psychosis in which, although innocent, he believed himself to be a murderer. Or perhaps worse—the opposite, a delusion where he was in fact guilty but believed himself innocent. He felt an unnerving spasm in his chest. Was he going to have a heart attack? A heavy sense of inevitable doom descended. He struggled for composure.

			“It’s just a routine enquiry, sir,” Vigo said, observing the struggle of emotions on Flynn’s face with polite curiosity. “No need to be alarmed. You haven’t been accused of anything. We’re not arresting you.” He looked around again and said, “Just finishing for the day, are you? All of you?” They all nodded mutely. “Let us walk you out then, sir,” he said to Flynn.

			“Word to the wise, sir,” Vigo said when they were outside the building, dropping his voice as if he were about to impart a secret. “We’d prefer it if you didn’t go anywhere for now.”

			“Where would I go?”

			“Cardiff?” Tapper suggested.

			“Cardiff?”

			“Birmingham, Newcastle.” Tapper seemed to be mentally working his way up the map of Britain. “Glasgow?” he speculated. “We’d never catch you there.”

			“Am I a suspect?” Flynn asked Vigo.

			“Are you?”

			“I haven’t done anything.” Somewhere beneath the pavement at their feet the silk scarf in his desk flared brightly again. It seemed eager to tell its story.

			“You’re what we call a ‘material witness,’ Mr. Flynn. You were the last person to see Miss Dubois alive.”

			“She’s dead?”

			“Slip of the tongue, sir. All I’m saying is stay in London, Mr. Flynn. We’ll undoubtedly need to talk to you again.”

			“So, I can go now?”

			“No one’s stopping you, Mr. Flynn, certainly not us—are we, Tapper?”

			“Definitely not.”

			“Come along, Tapper—my wife is making my favourite for tea, shepherd’s pie since you didn’t ask. I would hate for it to get cold.”

			They strolled off towards the Strand, an unlikely pair of flaneurs.

			IT WAS IMPERATIVE to retrieve the incriminating scarf, but before Flynn had a chance to do so, Denholm appeared out of the entrance to the office and said, “Ah, Flynn, I was hoping to catch you. Apparently Mitzi’s demonstrating how to decorate the cake in the Parkinson showroom. Thought we could pop along together, witness her in action.”

			“Now?”

			“Yes, now. You need to keep an eye on her—she’s inclined to go off book. Chop-chop, or we’ll be late.”
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			“And here’s one I prepared earlier.”

			Mitzi gestured to Cynthia, who shuffled forward like a reluctant ingenue entering on to the stage. She was carrying a large, naked cake. Those eyes, Flynn thought, even from this distance they were remarkable. If only you could mix and match a woman—Cynthia’s eyes in Lydia’s face, for instance. Not that there was anything wrong with Lydia’s eyes, but with those jade gems of Cynthia’s she really would be elevated to the status of goddess. Did Cynthia know who her real father was? Flynn wondered. Hardly the kind of thing you could ask.

			“Now, my darlings,” Mitzi said in her gravelly purr, “I am going to show you how to decorate your Festival Cake.” Was Mitzi a man? Flynn wondered, not for the first time. But then there seemed to exist the empirical evidence that was Cynthia Blinkhorn.

			Flynn was trapped between Denholm and Archie at the back, while at the front of the room the naming of parts was taking place—finely ground almonds, icing sugar, egg white … A frisson of excitement ran around the women in the Parkinsons showroom—die-hard admirers—as Cynthia began to assemble little dishes of jam and cream and the obligatory glacé cherries. Flynn couldn’t see what his presence could possibly add to the proceedings. If Mitzi went “off book,” whatever that entailed, he doubted that there’d be anything he could do to stop her, and Denholm didn’t look like a man who was prepared to do battle with anyone, least of all Mitzi Blinkhorn.

			Mitzi, dressed for the cocktail hour in an unflattering frilled and furbelowed dress that had survived the war, although only just, said, “First, my darlings, I am going to show you how to make marzipan, which is something I feel sure you already know how to do as only the laziest of housewives would resort to the expense of shop-bought marzipan when it is so easy to make it oneself.” She invested the words “shop-bought” with even more hostility than Flynn’s own mother would have once done, opening her eyes wide, her ostrich eyelashes fluttering in a pantomime of horror. She seemed not to notice the little susurration of distress that rose from the audience at the accusation of laziness for their use of Renshaw’s ready-rolled.

			“Nice time the other night,” Archie muttered in Flynn’s ear, with his usual aversion to unnecessary parts of speech. “Good spread Mitzi put on, eh?”

			Flynn mumbled what passed for agreement.

			“Remember that little proposition we talked about?” Archie said quietly, opening his cigarette case and offering one to Flynn. The case was gold and looked expensive, and, Flynn couldn’t help but notice, was monogrammed with initials that were quite different to Archie’s.

			“Proposition?” Flynn puzzled, distracted by the sight of Cynthia producing a small washing-up bowl, into which Mitzi proceeded to pour icing sugar. The bowl—scratched and battered polythene—looked very much like the one that he had seen Cynthia washing greasy pots in on the night of his dinner in Belgravia. “I don’t remember any proposition being mentioned.”

			“And then it’s quite simple, you see. You simply squeeze your icing bag, and then with a little flick of the wrist …”

			Archie jerked his head towards the door and said, “Talk—out there?”

			Flynn mimed having a cigarette with Archie to Denholm, who seemed rapt by Mitzi’s performance, although more in horror than delight.

			Once they were out in the corridor, Archie said, “Hear you’ve got yourself into a spot of bother, old chap.”

			Mitzi’s foghorn voice followed them out of the room. “Cut a piece of greaseproof paper and roll it into a cone and there—Voilà, my darlings, you have an icing bag! Now drop a large rosette nozzle into the bottom of the cone …”

			“I don’t know what you’re talking about, Archie. What ‘spot of bother’?”

			“With the missing mademoiselle from Armentières, or wherever it is she’s from. Where could she be, eh, Flynn? They seek her here, they seek her there, they seek the French mam’selle everywhere. Cherchez la femme, eh?”

			“I don’t think that’s quite what that phrase means, Archie.”

			“Bit of a pedant, aren’t you, Flynn?”

			“Not at all. And I didn’t have anything to do with her disappearance.”

			“No? Coppers seem to think you did, don’t they?”

			Did Archie have a “source” in Bow Street? Tapper, perhaps. Off his official leash. Or perhaps Archie had been commissioned by Vigo, charged with wrangling an admission of guilt out of him. Chummy up to him so that he would slyly confess, one tarnished male to another? Confess what, though?

			“I hear they’re talking murder.”

			“I haven’t murdered anyone, Archie.” (Had he?)

			“Whip the cream stiffly, my darlings. It’s all in the action of the wrist.”

			Flynn heard someone guffaw loudly in a very unladylike way. Cynthia, he realized.

			“The thing is, old chap, they would need evidence to convict you. Might there be some, do you think? Evidence?”

			“Evidence? No, of course not, Archie.”

			“No? Not a scarf, perhaps? Little silk thing? Eiffel Towers?”

			Flynn thought he might be sick. How could Archie possibly know about the scarf? Was it him who was responsible for its reappearance?

			“Is it a souvenir of a memorable night? Although perhaps one that didn’t go quite according to plan? Un crime passionnel, as the Frogs would have it. Was your French filly strangled with it, do you think? Or perhaps shot with a gun? Or stabbed with a knife? Drowned in a bathtub? Hit over the head with a large ashtray?”

			“Shut it, Archie.” Flynn had previously taken Archie to be a fool, a duffer. Now he began to discern the sinister depths of the man’s character.

			“Wouldn’t want the police getting their hands on that scarf, would you?” Archie said. “Have them putting two and two together and coming up with any number they fancy? Perhaps your fingerprints are on it.”

			“What is it you want, Archie?” Flynn asked coldly.

			“A favour. A simple favour, old man. You do me a good turn and I’ll do you one and—hey presto—you’ll have the scarf back. Can’t talk here, Flynn. I have to take Mitzi out to dinner. Meet me in the King’s Arms in Roupell Street tomorrow at nineteen hundred hours.”

			“And then we take our glacé cherries and place them on the cake.”

			“Best get back in there,” Archie said. “Mitzi’s topping off the cake.”

			A crush of women swept forward as Cynthia began to cut the cake into little morsels that she then dropped in paper jelly cups. The cake was received and eaten with the solemnity of Communion by the women in the audience. Denholm, Flynn noticed, had slipped away.

			Cynthia stopped in front of Flynn and thrust a jelly cup into his hand. He had never met anyone who blushed as much as Cynthia. Her fingers brushed his—on purpose, he was sure. Did she have a crush on him? “Thank you, Cynthia,” he said. She turned an even deeper shade of beetroot.

			“Et voilà, my darlings, you have now seen how simple it is to create your very own Festival Cake and impress your friends.”

			Flynn threw the little jelly cup in a bin on the way out.

			IN SAVOY COURT, the night commissionaire on duty was sitting at the reception desk, nursing an enamel mug of tea. He held his Stanley Thermos aloft in invitation when he saw Flynn coming through the door. “Cuppa, sir?” Flynn declined, making some vague, readily accepted excuse about having left “paperwork” behind on his desk.

			The building was eerily quiet now—no echo of heels as secretaries clattered up and down stairs. No clamour from the telephone exchange. No one worked overtime in the Festival Office—overtime was for factory workers, the “lower classes.” Perhaps there wouldn’t be so much panic about the approaching deadline if more of them put their hands to the tiller, especially Upstairs, where the business of the day ended promptly and was removed to the gentlemen’s clubs in Pall Mall and Piccadilly, to the accompaniment of gin and tonics and snifters of brandy.

			Their office was always unlocked; no one who worked there could imagine that anyone in their right mind would want to steal anything out of it. Flynn switched the light on—nothing suspicious about being in your own office, after all—and went straight to his desk. He pulled the drawer open, poised to snatch the scarf and stuff it back in his pocket. Nothing. No scarf.

			There was the usual stash of office paraphernalia: pencils; his pack of Players; a souvenir Skylon biro, minus its base; a knot of tangled rubber bands; a bottle of blue-black Quink. And absolutely no trace whatsoever of Delphine’s bloody scarf.

			“Found what you wanted, Mr. Flynn?” the commissionaire asked as Flynn quickly made his way past.

			“Yes, yes, thank you. Enjoy your tea.”

		

	OceanofPDF.com


		
			[image: ]

			13

			A Sickly Season

			DURING THE COURSE of the following morning, Flynn grew increasingly agitated about what Archie’s “favour” might be. I hear they’re talking murder.

			“Spot of lunch, Harry?” Evans said. “You’re looking a bit green about the gills. Food might help.” Flynn doubted it would, but nonetheless he accompanied Evans to the Lyons Corner House next to Charing Cross Station, where they shared a ham salad and boiled potatoes, neither of them feeling able to commit to an entire meal.

			For a long time after he came back from the East, Flynn had been unable to stomach anything but rice. The irony was not lost on him. He had returned part of the way on an American troop ship, where the food was the stuff of a starving man’s dreams. A breakfast buffet piled high with shelled boiled eggs, white and shiny as marble; trays of cereal to be dived into; heavenly-tasting bacon; the most unimaginably soft white bread. Gallons of milk, maple syrup, coffee. For the first day or two, his fellow POWs had, with the encouragement of the sympathetic American cooks, gorged themselves on everything going. To the Yanks’ horror, a couple of them died, their stomachs unable to take this bounty.

			“Same thing happened when they liberated Belsen,” Evans said as they lingered over their cigarettes. “I heard Richard Dimbleby’s report for the BBC when I was home on leave. Painful listening. April ’44. You’d have missed that.”

			“I did.” Flynn couldn’t remember exactly where he had been in April ’44. After a while, one hellhole merged into another. He certainly hadn’t been listening to the Home Service.

			“Poor fuckers,” Evans said. “Not many people had it worse than we did, Harry, but the Jews in the camps did. We all walk on the bones of the dead, boyo.” Sometimes the musical lilt of Evans’s accent made it seem as if he was speaking in pleasantries. “It’s all about the glorious ‘Few,’ ” he added bitterly. “Or your ‘plucky’ Londoners during the Blitz. Makes me sick. No one talks about the Atlantic convoys or your lot in Burma. Even the Bomber boys have been swept beneath the carpet.”

			“The Malays, the Chinese, the Tamils,” Flynn said. “They had it worse than anyone on the Railway and there were a lot more of them. I doubt their story’s ever going to be told.”

			“No pageants for them, eh?”

			“People always move on as quickly as they can from war,” Flynn said. “Can’t blame them. A few years later and they start wanting to remember again. A few decades more and they’re wallowing in it.”

			“Not the First World War, surely no one will ever wallow in the memory of Passchendaele or the Somme.”

			They split the meagre bill and paid the nippy. Flynn recognized her from the cake judging.

			“She was flirting with you,” Evans said glumly. “I don’t think a woman has ever flirted with me.”

			As they left the Lyons, they encountered a man parading up and down with a sandwich board announcing The End Is Nigh, a message which seemed to perk Evans up. “Glad someone’s noticed. The end came a long time ago for some of us. Apologies, Harry. Miserable Welsh bugger and all that.”

			Flynn patted him on the shoulder. “You’re all right with me, Hywel.”

			They were late. They could just hear Big Ben chiming a quarter-hour. “Creeping like snail,” Flynn said.

			“What?”

			“ ‘The whining schoolboy, with his satchel and shining morning face, creeping like snail unwillingly to school.’ The Seven Ages of Man.”

			Evans had no Shakespeare. He had left school at fourteen and later qualified as a marine engineer by attending night classes. “I would remind you, Harry,” he said, “that I am a philistine.”

			“I think you’re probably the smartest person I know.”

			A flustered Evans, unused to flattery, almost tripped on an uneven paving slab.

			“THIS CAME FOR YOU, Mr. Flynn,” Maud Ogilvie said when they returned to their desks. She handed him one of the official-looking slips of paper she kept for messages. It was a note from Lydia, saying she would be in the Rose and Crown in Mayfair this evening if he wanted to join her. He was surprised that she wanted to see him again, she had seemed to ignore him outside the Royal Opera House and had been decidedly cool when he had last spoken to her on the phone after their tryst (a pleasant, almost courtly word for something that had been more of a frenzied abandonment).

			“Thank you,” he said to Maud Ogilvie. She gave him a conspiratorial little smile. “Lydia Fairchild,” she said, more a statement of fact than a question.

			“Do you know her?”

			She laughed. “Not at all.”

			ALTHOUGH ON THE SOUTH BANK frantic preparations were being made for the opening of the Festival, in the basement of Savoy Court the afternoon laboured onwards, unaffected by any particular sense of urgency. The only excitement came when the Boy rushed in to report a bomb in the Dome of Discovery. They all trooped dutifully upstairs, anticipating watching from the Embankment as the South Bank was blown up. (“I wish,” Evans said.) They hadn’t even got as far as the street when they were informed that it was, disappointingly, a hoax and they trooped back downstairs again. The Boy was particularly deflated by this news. To cheer him up, Maud Ogilvie set him the task of going round all the offices to scavenge for stray rubber bands until it was time for the tea break. “He would make an excellent dog,” she said. “A retriever or a spaniel.”

			“He’s more of a terrier, I think,” Evans said. A general discussion ensued about the various breeds of dog and their canine attributes, until the Boy returned, his truffling successful, and Maud Ogilvie patted him on the head and said, “Well done, Terence.”
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			Flynn had to push his way through quite a crowd in the Rose and Crown. He spotted Lydia already seated at a table, although she wasn’t alone. She was having what looked like a rather intense conversation with a man who had Security Service written all over him. As Flynn approached, the man got up and left quickly, tipping an imaginary hat in his direction.

			“You’re early,” Lydia said by way of greeting.

			“Who were you talking to? One of your lot?”

			“Oh, no, he was no one. Just some man trying his luck. Told him I was waiting for my fiancé, who was an Oxford Blue.”

			“And in what sport do I hold this prestigious award?”

			“Boxing.” She laughed, her mood suddenly brightening. “He scarpered pretty quickly when he saw you, didn’t he? I’ll have a G and T. Thank you.”

			“YOU CAN’T REALLY THINK that the police believe you’re involved in this Frenchwoman’s disappearance?” Lydia said after he had given her a curtailed version of events. “What’s her name again?”

			“Delphine Dubois,” he said. “It’s worse than that. I think the police suspect that I’ve killed her.”

			“And have you? Killed her?”

			“I don’t think so.”

			“Very reassuring.”

			“I don’t remember.”

			“Are you sure?”

			“Quite sure. I lost a whole night,” he confessed. “I had some kind of a blackout.”

			“Again—very reassuring,” she said, opening her cigarette case and offering it to him. “Fabergé,” she said carelessly when he complimented it. A twenty-first birthday present, although she didn’t say who from. He tweezered two cigarettes out and she leant in to his lighter, making a languid performance out of it. Her expensive perfume mingled with the first hit of tobacco.

			“You seem to have got yourself in a bit of a pickle, Flynn.”

			“Don’t you think that if I’d killed someone I would remember?”

			“Just because you don’t remember killing someone doesn’t necessarily mean that you didn’t.”

			“What a comforting thought.”

			“I do love a juicy murder though, don’t you?”

			“Can’t say I do,” Flynn said. “Out of interest, what does a murder have to involve to earn the accolade ‘juicy’?”

			“Sex. The more deviant the better, usually. Do the police have any actual evidence against you?”

			He refrained from mentioning Archie or admitting to the scarf. There was nothing about either its appearance or disappearance that could be interpreted in his favour by Lydia. They may have been intimate, but he hardly knew her, and she might feel duty-bound to inform the police.

			“No one would ever know if I killed someone,” she said. “I would commit the perfect murder.” The little diamonds in her ears glinted in the fug of cigarette smoke that seemed to have replaced most of the oxygen in the atmosphere of the pub. She crossed one finely stockinged leg over the other, and Flynn thought that he could catch the faint susurration of nylon on nylon. Or more likely, being Lydia, silk on silk.

			She was fascinating, Flynn thought. Like a rare and beautiful animal who would think nothing of tearing open your veins and lapping your blood.

			“I saw you, you know,” he said.

			“Oh?”

			“Going into the opera. You were with someone.”

			“Are you jealous?” She laughed. “No need to be. That was Bertie, he’s a country cousin, up in town for a few days. Pa charged me with entertaining him for the night, but Rigoletto bored him rigid—quite rightly—so we snuck out at the interval and I took him to the Astor club. Full of tarts and criminals, much more entertaining for Bertie. He’s an estate manager in Aylsham, his life is very dull, poor boy.”

			Flynn chinked his glass against hers and said, “Our women. It’s an Army toast,” he said when she raised an eyebrow.

			“I only know naval toasts. My favourite is ‘A bloody war or a sickly season.’ ”

			“I don’t understand it.”

			“It means you’re hoping your fellow shipmates will die so you can gain promotion.”

			“We walk on the bones of the dead.”

			“I’m sorry?”

			“Nothing, just something Evans said. He’s a colleague. By the way, did you find anything ‘on file’ about the Blinkhorns? You said you were going to look? Did you?”

			“I did.”

			“And?”

			She took a long, elegant drag on her cigarette and then stretched her lovely pale throat and blew a perfect smoke ring towards the ceiling. “My brother taught me how to do that. You’re looking at my neck. Are you thinking of strangling me?”

			“No.” He really wasn’t.

			“You were wondering what it would be like though, weren’t you?”

			“Only now that you’ve put the idea in my head.”

			“Ha. Very funny.” She blew another perfect smoke ring. “I miss him.”

			“Your brother?”

			“Mm. Overdue and presumed lost.”

			“My brother too,” Flynn said. “On the Tigris, south of Capri.”

			“A submarine? How horrible.” She gave a little shiver. He was surprised that she knew the Tigris, but then, of course, she had worked at the Admiralty during the war. All the sailors like a nice girl.

			“I used to imagine that my brother was still on board his ship,” she said. “It’s that word ‘overdue,’ you know. And perhaps he was having trouble finding his way home. Like Odysseus. I expect it was a little like that for you in the war—on the Railway—a terrible journey with no guarantee of reaching a destination.” She made it sound as if he had been travelling on an actual train.

			“It was a little less philosophical than that. A little less Odyssean,” he added facetiously.

			“Well, yes, obviously,” she said, sounding only mildly chastened. “You must have had a dreadful time. Bad luck. Do you want to talk about it?”

			“No. I’d rather talk about Archie Blinkhorn.”

			She sighed at his persistence. “Well, he’s not a major, for a start. He’s given himself a promotion. He never rose above captain before he was cashiered out in ’42. Before the war, he was considered to be on the periphery of the British Union of Fascists, but I think he might have been in deeper than officialdom realized. During the war he was accused of fraud, theft, impersonating a superior officer—pretty serious stuff, especially during wartime—but he was never court-martialled, just quietly given a dishonourable discharge. Spent the rest of the war as a black-market racketeer. Again, never prosecuted. Men like your Major have a knack for wriggling out of tight corners.”

			“Or for having friends in high places?”

			“I don’t know about friends. I think he might be the sort who squirrels away people’s secrets and then digs them up when they’re useful to him. He’s been quiet since the war though, nothing on the grapevine about him. Why are you so interested in him?”

			“Just curious. He seems to be friends with Giles Dangerfield.” Did one of her delicate eyelids give a little flutter? A tell. “You must have come across him.”

			“I don’t know everyone in London, you know.”

			“You don’t know him, then?” Outside the Royal Opera House, Dangerfield had kissed her wrist and made it look uncomfortably intimate. Why would she deny his acquaintance?

			“What is this, Flynn—the Inquisition? And I’m not your personal private detective, you know.” She drained her gin and considered the emptiness of the glass. “Do you want another, or would you rather continue to bore me to death with this conversation?” I shall die of ennui, he thought. Was Delphine Dubois dead? (But not of ennui, surely? It seemed an unlikely weapon. Bored to death.) “Or shall we just go back to my flat and fuck?”

			“Sorry?” The word, coming from her well-bred lips, startled him. He presumed that was her intention. “Not afraid I might murder you, then?” he said.

			“It might be the other way round.”

			“I’m afraid I’ve arranged to meet someone,” he said, genuinely regretful.

			She shrugged—a gesture that he interpreted as irritation rather than indifference. He suspected that Lydia wasn’t rejected very often.

			He escorted her to the front door of her building, where she gave him a chaste kiss, her lips barely brushing his cheek. “Well, another time,” she said. “Perhaps.”

			Why had she wanted to meet him? He didn’t really think it was to bed him, that would have been incidental to her. It had been an interrogation of sorts. Both Lydia and Maud Ogilvie seemed overly keen to know what he remembered about the attack the other night.

			He set off, and when he glanced back he saw that she was still standing there watching him, her expression as inscrutable as a sphynx’s. He had no idea what she was thinking.

			THE KING’S ARMS WAS on the corner of Roupell Street. Although it was near to the Festival site on the South Bank, it was a place Flynn had never come across before. Its Dickensian terraces of workers’ houses had somehow managed to evade being bombed during the Blitz, despite its proximity to Waterloo Station. It seemed an obscure watering hole for Archie, although Flynn guessed that was why he had chosen it. He would be safe from prying eyes here. Safe from Ritz-loving Mitzi as well.

			He found Archie sitting at a table that was tucked into a shadowy corner. He was the only person in the place. “My office,” Archie laughed. “Nobody bothers me here.”

			There was a fire in the grate making the place unseasonably warm, but Archie was still muffled in his camel-hair “car” coat. He stood up when he saw Flynn and came over and shook his hand as if they really were in a business meeting. “I held back before ordering,” he said. “Buy you a drink?” Without waiting for an answer he steered Flynn by the elbow towards the bar, where he was acknowledged as a regular by the landlady, who said, “The usual, Major?” already pouring a gin and ginger for him. “Make it a double, kind lady,” Archie replied.

			Flynn ordered a whisky and they ferried their drinks back to the table. “Bottoms up,” Archie said, raising his glass. When Flynn didn’t respond, Archie said, “All right, old bean? You look a bit peaky.” There was something rancid about Archie. His bloodshot eyes narrowed as he regarded Flynn keenly.

			Flynn didn’t bother with the niceties and said, “What’s the favour you want me to do for you, Archie?”
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			A Favour

			BREAKING AND ENTERING? You want me to steal for you?”

			“Not stealing, old chap.” Archie looked affronted. “It’s retrieving my rightful property. I’m being blackmailed, that’s what’s criminal.”

			“Who’s blackmailing you?”

			“You don’t need to know that. In fact, better that you don’t. And it’s not breaking and entering because I’ll give you a key.”

			“Why do you have a key?”

			“Questions, questions. The person who lives there—”

			“The blackmailer?”

			“The person who lives there will not be at home tonight. I know this for a cast-iron fact, so you don’t need to worry on that front. And the paramount thing is that you will be saving Mitzi’s honour.”

			“Why can’t you? She’s your wife.”

			“Gammy leg,” Archie said, knocking on his thigh as if it were a door. It did sound odd. He had a wooden leg? Flynn had not previously noticed any limp. “Old war wound. Not very nimble on the stairs.”

			“What is it exactly, Archie, that you want me not to steal?”

			“There are some shall we say ‘compromising’ photographs. If they were to become public knowledge, they would ruin Mitzi’s reputation.”

			“You mean nude photos?”

			“Worse than that.”

			“Worse?” Flynn said. “In flagrante, you mean? With a man? The blackmailer? Or someone else?”

			“Best not to go into details,” Archie said. “Suffice to say, if the photographs got out it would be utterly humiliating for Mitzi. She’s known for her spotless character.” (Did Archie know about Mrs. Ramsbottom’s establishment?) “Housewife’s choice and so on. There would be an appalling hullabaloo if they fell into the wrong hands. Some sleazy journo-wallah, say. And, of course, it wouldn’t do you any good either, old man.”

			“Me?”

			“You’re the one who chose her for the cake. Given your current troubles with your absent lady friend, I don’t think you need any more speculation attached to your name. And, after all, the man in the photographs is anonymous. Could be anyone. Could be you.”

			Christ, Flynn thought. He would rather bed Medusa than Mitzi. “So now you’re blackmailing me, Archie?”

			“Dirty word, ‘blackmail,’ Flynn. I prefer ‘quid pro quo.’ You scratch my back, I scratch yours. Come up with the goods and I guarantee that you’ll be off the hook for your missing mademoiselle.”

			Archie stood up, drained his drink and said, “Best be off. Don’t want Mitzi worrying about where I’ve got to. So, I can trust you to get those photos back, can I, Flynn? I’ll give you the address, shall I?” He produced a book, tore out a page and scribbled in the margin. Flynn recognized the book: it was Perfect Cooking by Parkinson. The page carried recipes for, amongst other dishes, curried cod, stewed eels and stuffed roast lamb’s hearts. The idea of eating a heart, let alone one that a lamb had a more legitimate claim to, made Flynn qualmish.

			“Report back to me here afterwards. And another thing—don’t look at those nudies when you find them, don’t peruse them, as it were. Mitzi would be mortified if she thought you had seen her in the buff. Oh, and Flynn?” Archie dropped his voice. “Take your gun, old chap.”

			“Don’t have a gun, Archie.”

			Once Archie had left, Flynn lit a cigarette and ordered another whisky.

			“Looks like you need it,” the landlady said.

			“Oh, you know—the office.”

			“I don’t know, actually, dear. Never worked in an office.”

			“Count yourself lucky.”

			IT WAS A BALMY EVENING, and to a casual observer Flynn must have looked like a man taking a leisurely stroll across town rather than someone intent on criminal activity.

			The flat was in Half Moon Street, on the top floor. There was a spyhole in the door and for a disquieting moment Flynn imagined that there was an eye behind it and that the owner of the eye was waiting to nab him the moment he passed over the threshold. He knew that he should not have agreed to this enterprise, but he was here now, so he steeled himself and turned the key—a simple Yale—in the lock and entered warily. He wondered if Archie’s “cast-iron” guarantee that no one was home might be some kind of bluff. An entrapment. This was an idiotic escapade, and yet here he was, being an idiot.

			A scattering of unopened post littered the doormat. Flynn stood for a few moments in the hallway, listening for any sign of life. Smelling for it too, his nose raised, seeking out danger. Like a hunter. Or the hunted. The stale scent of cigarettes and alcohol was overlaid by a trace of the sickly-sweet stench of rotting flowers. Freesias? He thought of Cynthia, but why would she have been here? It was hardly likely, although more likely than his own freesia-scented dead mother. The place felt cold and lifeless. No one, dead or otherwise, had breathed here for several days.

			He froze. There was a noise coming from somewhere in the flat. Had Archie indeed lied about the occupant not being at home? Yet it was an odd sound—as if someone—or something—was shambling around in a haphazard fashion, knocking things over, barging into walls. Perhaps they were ill or injured. Flynn advanced cautiously along the dark hallway, following the disturbance, and found himself in a bedroom, where he discovered that the cause of the commotion was a common street pigeon—the poor man’s version of a dove—lumbering around in hapless slow-motion panic, caroming round the room and knocking things over. It didn’t seem intelligent enough to understand that the open window that had been its entrance was also its egress and considered itself to be helplessly trapped. Flynn felt a certain kinship with it.

			He opened the window as wide as it would go, and after a lot of coaxing the brainless bird stopped cannoning off the walls, slipped awkwardly out and took wing, arrowing out into the night sky and disappearing into the dark.

			Like any good burglar Flynn had brought a torch, although it took him a while to adjust to its weak beam as he trod tentatively across a floor that was dotted with rugs, the entire purpose of which seemed to be to trip up the unwary housebreaker.

			Even in the gloomy illumination provided by the torch, he could see that the whole place was a tip. There were signs of a raucous evening having taken place. He righted a lamp that had fallen over. He picked up a magazine from the floor that he had almost skated on. In the small kitchen he trod on something sticky.

			A woman lived here, that was clear. A slovenly woman. Clothes and underwear were strewn carelessly around the bedroom, and pots and potions littered a dressing-table that was covered in a fine dusting of face powder. The smell of rotting flowers was stronger now; something had died in here and left the ghost of its scent behind. Flynn traced it not to a corpse but to a vase of decaying freesias. He was relieved that he hadn’t imagined the scent.

			Archie had been vague about the exact whereabouts of the photographs. All Flynn knew was that they were in a Manila envelope—which he found after much raking around, hidden beneath one of the seat cushions on the sofa. Ignoring Archie’s instruction not to look at the “nudies,” he gingerly slipped the contents out, unsure as to what horrors he might find when he shone the torch over them.

			It was clear from even a tentative glimpse that Archie hadn’t been wrong when he called the photographs compromising. “Damning” might have been a better word. The man in the pictures was anonymous, cut off at the head, although his member, standing at full mast, was disconcertingly visible. (“Fallick,” Flynn couldn’t help thinking.) If these images became public, conjecture about the ownership of this particular piece of anatomy would be the subject of endless debate.

			There was nothing anonymous about Mitzi, however. The photographs portrayed a somewhat younger version but there was no mistaking her, recognizable in all her black and white glory: the girlish ribbon in her hair, the neck laden with costume jewels and the busy beringed fingers. Flynn had expected, at worse, fellatio, but some of the acts Mitzi was performing were so blue that they would have made a Soho strip-club proprietor blush. Even Mrs. Ramsbottom might have felt embarrassment at her alumna’s brazen exploits.

			ON HIS WAY OUT, he scooped up the post from the doorstep and rifled quickly through it in case it gave any clues to the blackmailer’s identity. He was hoping for a name, but there was only a gas bill addressed unhelpfully to “The Occupier,” an equally unhelpful flyer from a local church, and a little card advertising the services of a local tradesman, exactly the kind of thing that Flynn once composed—George Smith and Son—Joiners. No Job Too Small. He slipped the card in his pocket because only the other day Maud Ogilvie had said she was looking for a reliable handyman to fix a sash window.

			He left, pulling the door shut behind him.

			“Are you looking for the French lady?”

			Flynn nearly jumped out of his skin. Turning round, he found himself face to face with an elderly woman coming out of the flat next door. Did she think he was a burglar? (He was a burglar, of course.)

			“I’m sorry, did I startle you? I’m Miss Norris—her next-door neighbour. She’s not at home, I’m afraid. I haven’t heard or seen her for several days.”

			“The French lady?” Flynn felt a stab of foreboding. “And that would be Miss … ?”

			“Dubois.”

			“Delphine Dubois?”

			“I believe so, although we weren’t really on first-name terms.”

			Flynn’s brain convulsed with horror. This was Delphine’s flat? The missing, possibly murdered Delphine? What in God’s name did Archie have to do with her?

			“Were you coming out of her flat just now?” a suspicious Miss Norris asked, and Flynn held up the key that Archie had provided him with to prove legitimacy. The key trailed its own questions in its wake now. How did Archie come to be in possession of it? Had he been given it by Delphine, or had he stolen it from her?

			The sight of the key didn’t seem to quell Miss Norris’s suspicions; if anything, it seemed to propagate them further. Congratulating himself for thinking so nimbly on his feet, Flynn took the No Job Too Small card from his pocket and flashed it briefly in front of his questioner’s eyes, relying on the thick-lensed spectacles that she was wearing to help his sleight-of-hand. “George Smith,” he said, returning the card to his pocket. “Detective Inspector George Smith.”

			“Oh dear. Has something happened?”

			“No, no, just a routine enquiry, madam,” Flynn said, borrowing his script from Vigo.

			“Well, that’s a relief. I’m afraid I have to go, Inspector, I’m rather late for my bridge club.”

			“I must be on my way too. My wife’s made a shepherd’s pie that’s got my name on it. I don’t want it to get cold.”

			He gave her a few minutes to go down the stairs and leave the building—she was frustratingly slow—using the time to light a cigarette and try to calm his racing heart. Was Archie the “ex” that Hetty and Margot had speculated about and the flat in Half Moon Street their “love nest”? Was Delphine Archie’s jilted mistress, seeking revenge by blackmailing him with obscene photographs of his wife and her priapic lover? There were certainly weaker motives for getting rid of someone. Is that what Archie had done—“got rid of” Delphine? Murder most foul. Was that Hamlet? Did it matter?

			And was the chaotic state of the flat caused not as Flynn had surmised by an untidy occupant but a terrible struggle? He had a sudden overwhelming conviction. Delphine Dubois was dead. And she had died here in Half Moon Street, by Archie’s hand.

			He had barely put a foot on the pavement outside the building before he was confronted by a wiry scrapper of a man who said, “Give me the photos, pal.” He spoke in a guttural gnarl—Glaswegian, by the sound of him.

			“Let me pass,” Flynn said.

			“I’ll let you pass when you give me the photos, pal.”

			“The photos?” Flynn said innocently. “What photos?”

			“Don’t give me that fucking shite—just hand them over.” The man held out his hand, rather like a menacing schoolteacher demanding the return of contraband.

			“Or?”

			“Or I’ll kick yer heid in.”

			Flynn tried to jink him, but his assailant grabbed him by his jacket and held on. What followed was more of a scuffle than a brawl, and before either of them managed to land a decent punch or kick anyone’s heid in, they were brought to a halt by the appearance of a uniformed policeman.

			He identified himself as “Constable Hopkins.” (Flynn imagined Denholm saying, “Oh, like the poet?”) “Ladies, ladies,” Hopkins said, “stop this right now or you’ll find yourselves in the back of a Black Maria.”

			Flynn’s antagonist looked shame-faced and said meekly, “Sorry, constable.” Pure play-acting, Flynn thought irritably. He supposed he should be grateful though, as it seemed to mollify Hopkins, who took his notebook out slowly (he was the ponderous sort) and said, “I shan’t be charging either of you with causing an affray, because luckily for you my shift’s about to finish and I’m not going to stay on just to process a pair of drunken nincompoops.”

			Flynn didn’t think he’d ever been more sober in his life, but he let the slur pass.

			“I’ll take your names and addresses though,” Hopkins said. Flynn sighed impatiently, but his adversary wore an almost blissfully tolerant expression. Flynn experienced a strong desire to kick his heid in. His name was Arthur Stamp, he said and gave an address in Charing Cross.

			“And your name, sir?” Hopkins said to Flynn, who hesitated for a brief second before saying “George Smith,” employing his useful alter ego—demoted now from detective inspector to civilian—along with an invented address in Fitzrovia, all written down achingly slowly in the constable’s round, utilitarian hand before Hopkins concluded, “You’re free to go, the pair of you. I’ll be keeping an eye on you, though.”

			Stamp was quick on his feet and was already off the blocks and sprinting away when Flynn, in an instinctive reflex, patted his jacket pocket. To his horror, he found that the photographs were gone—finessed by Stamp. All that posturing, the threats to kick his head in, had been nothing other than the deflective ruse of a skilful pickpocket. The sleight of hand of a magician.

			Flynn set off after him in what he already knew must be a hopeless pursuit. A dog decided to join in whatever game it thought was being played and ran alongside him, down Pall Mall, barking all the while. It wasn’t long before the dog realized it had better things to do with its time. When an out-of-breath Flynn reached the address in Charing Cross that Stamp had given, it proved to be a bombed-out building.

			Stamp—or whatever his real name was—had been no casual thief. His target had been the photographs. Stealing them on someone else’s behalf, presumably. Not Archie’s—that was Flynn’s assignment. So who else might want them? Flynn was a robber who had been robbed—hardly something you could report to the police.

			“STOLEN? What do you mean, stolen?”

			“I mean stolen, Archie. Said his name was Arthur Stamp, although I doubt it.”

			“Never heard of him.” Archie looked suddenly sickly, his mouth slack, his eyes rheumy and rimmed red from drink. He already had two empty, sticky glasses on the table in front of him. “I don’t understand. You stole them and then someone stole them off you? How do I know if you’re telling the truth, Flynn? You might simply have kept them to use against me yourself.”

			“That was a risk you took anyway. And to be honest, Archie, I don’t give a fig whether you believe me or not. You didn’t give me the full story about Half Moon Street, did you? Didn’t tell me you were sending me to Delphine Dubois’s flat. Delphine Dubois who is missing. Delphine Dubois whose disappearance the police suspect I’m involved in.” A furious Flynn grabbed Archie by his lapels and hauled him out of his seat. “Was Delphine Dubois your mistress?”

			Archie gave a bark of cynical laughter. “God, no, she was a nightmare of a woman. A virago. One doesn’t take a mistress to be harried from pillar to post. You’re choking me, old man.”

			“All right over there, gentlemen?” the landlady asked. “Do I need to fetch Norman up from the cellar?”

			Flynn let go of Archie. He had no idea who Norman was, but he reassured the landlady that he didn’t need to be fetched from the cellar. The landlady returned to polishing glasses.

			“No need to get so het up,” Archie said, adjusting his tie. He finished his drink. It seemed to revive him and he said, “Pretty damning for you, though, eh, Flynn? Your spoor’s all over that place now.” His intonation made the word sound obscene. So that was it—the photographs had been nothing more than bait to get him inside that flat and implicated in murder. He was tempted to smash a glass in Archie’s face, Norman be damned.

			“It won’t look good for you when they find your French lady friend’s body,” Archie said, miming putting a noose around his neck and then jerking it while making a grotesque face. “Don’t want you to take the long drop, old man.”

			“She’s dead?”

			“As a doornail. Didn’t you stumble across her? She was pretty hard to miss. Can’t have been a pretty sight, old chap. Bet it gave you a bit of a shock.”

			“What are you talking about, Archie? There was no one in the flat, dead or alive.” (Surely he would have noticed a corpse? Lying dead behind her own front door.) “You killed her.”

			“As God is my witness, I didn’t lay a finger on the woman. I swear on Mitzi’s life.”

			“You bloody fucking lying sod, Archie.”

			“Gentlemen, I’ve warned you. This is a respectable establishment.”

			Archie cast a wary eye at the landlady and said in a clenched whisper, “I really do want those photographs back, Flynn. Remember, I’ve still got that scarf. Goodness, is that the time? Better be getting back to the old trouble and strife, she’ll be wondering where I am. Give her your best regards, shall I?”

			FLYNN FLUNG HIMSELF into a cab at Waterloo. To find the cab fare, he had to turn his pockets out for every last halfpenny and farthing.

			When he arrived in Romilly Street, he was dismayed by the sight of yet more police—two uniformed constables in this case. They seemed to be sprouting from the ground these days. Perhaps someone had sown dragons’ teeth beneath the pavements of Soho. (Some myth that Flynn vaguely remembered.)

			The taxi driver must have seen the anxious look on Flynn’s face and addressed him in his rear-view mirror. “Want me to carry on driving for a bit, guvnor? I can let you off round the corner if you don’t want to talk to the Old Bill.”

			“No, no, here’s fine. They aren’t here for me.” Flynn laughed, trying to sound jocular, but he supposed he only succeeded in sounding guilty.

			But he was right—they weren’t there for him, they were there for Leonora Kane. She was holding her arms out in front of her to make it easier for one of the policemen to snap her into handcuffs. He caught a glimpse of a man, presumably one of Leonora’s “gentlemen,” hot-footing it along the street. The constables showed no inclination to follow him.

			“I wouldn’t mind,” Leonora said to one of the policemen, “but I only popped out to pick up a sausage for my breakfast.”

			“Sausage! That’s one word for it,” the policeman said. “Pull the other one.”

			Leonora leered and said, “Ooh, have you got more than one, duckie? Your wife’s lucky, isn’t she?” The constable gave a filthy laugh, and Leonora rewarded him with a friendly little slap on his arm, saying, “You’ve got a dirty mind, you.”

			“Now, now, Leonora,” he rebuked, still laughing. “I could have you for assaulting a representative of the law.” They could have been on stage at the Hackney Empire. The other constable was not so friendly, but every act needs a villain.

			“Can I help?” Flynn asked her.

			“Don’t worry, duckie, I’ll be up before the beak in the morning and I’ll be back home by lunchtime, more than likely. The desk sergeant in Bow Street always makes me a nice cup of tea. He’s even got biscuits. Garibaldis.”

			“Only for you, Leonora,” the friendly policeman chuckled.

			“Get a move on,” the other, less amiable, one said.

			UNSURPRISINGLY, Flynn slept badly. His journey in the Land of Nod was peppered with unsettling dreams, culminating in a nightmare about the Festival Cake. In the dream there was an incessant knocking on his front door. He opened it and found the cake standing there. “Mrs. Ramsbottom sent me,” it growled menacingly at him. It had grown to the monstrous size of a tank and seemed to be intent on eating him in revenge for itself being eaten. But surely, he had argued with the cake (quite reasonably, he thought), it was Mitzi Blinkhorn who should be the object of its retribution, not him. To no avail, as the cake opened its jammy jaws, preparing to devour him. The knocking meanwhile continued unabated, and it took him some time to understand that the dream wasn’t real but the knocking was.

			His alarm clock informed him that it was barely seven. Only bad news came calling at this inhospitable hour. Was it Vigo and Tapper come to arrest him for Delphine Dubois’s murder? Or for breaking and entering in Half Moon Street? Or for Vigo’s shepherd’s pie having gone cold by the time he got home? Or for impersonating a policeman (Detective Inspector George Smith)? The list of Flynn’s possible crimes was growing by the hour.

			He opened the door, and his brain took some reconfiguring when he saw who was standing there.
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			The One and Only

			IVY SHEARS. On balance, Flynn would have preferred the cake.

			“Ivy?”

			“Not lost your memory then, I see. Because I did think that was maybe what happened to you,” she said sarcastically. “You know—you got hit on the head and forgot who you were and where you lived. Not to mention who you were married to. And that was why you left us in the lurch like that. Are you going to keep me standing on the doorstep?”

			“I didn’t forget. I did us both a favour. You know that as well as I do. How did you find me?”

			“Had to hire a private detective—you’ll be getting the bill.”

			He opened the door wide to let her in—not that he would have been able to stop her, she was like a human bulldozer. The front door led straight into the living room, and Ivy gazed around with an expression of disgust. “So this is where you’re hiding out. In a hovel in Soho.” (It was hard to defend himself against the accusation.) “You look bloody awful, by the way. Like something the cat’s dragged in.”

			“You look well, Ivy.”

			She looked magnificent, in fact. The figure-hugging suit she was wearing, the make-up that could have taken on an entire studio of Klieg lights, and the heavily lacquered hair that would survive a gale-force wind—all made her seem more like a woman who had been built than one who had grown organically. Built for battle, by the expression on her face. She could have led a Celtic tribe against the Romans.

			Ivy took a cigarette packet out of her handbag and waited for Flynn to fumble for a light. “Can I get you anything?” he offered. “A cup of tea or something?” There was no “something,” only tea and milk that had almost certainly gone off.

			“I won’t risk my health, thank you. Aren’t you going to ask me what I want?”

			“A divorce?” he hazarded.

			“Yes. I’m getting married again.”

			“Congratulations.”

			“Which obviously I can’t do while I’m still married to you, so I need you to do the gentlemanly thing. A hotel—most people go to Brighton, I’m told, as it’s already a den of iniquity. You rent a room, the chambermaid comes in with the morning tea tray and lawks-a-mercy, if it isn’t Mr. Harry Flynn caught in the act with a woman who isn’t his wife—she’ll be a prostitute or some such. You’ll pay her cash in hand—four pounds is the going rate, apparently. And the maid with the tea tray—slip her a tip on your way out. And the man on reception. They’re all in on it. It’s a ruddy swindle. You’re in the wrong job, whatever job you’re in. Are you in a job?” (Flynn had forgotten how garrulous Ivy could be. She seemed to take only one breath. She could have been a pearl diver in another life.) “And also I need you to look after Veronica. We’re going to France for a couple of days.”

			“We?”

			“Me and Gerald. My fiancé. Keep up. Mr. Gerald Lister. Owns a garage. Doing very well for himself. Flew Lancasters during the war. More than you ever did.” (Ivy shared the Japanese military’s contempt for surrender.) “Veronica!” she yelled so unexpectedly that Flynn jumped.

			Veronica, carrying a small suitcase, appeared on cue, arranging herself carefully in the doorframe in what Flynn interpreted as an attempt at coquetry. Mrs. Betty followed her in, looking considerably happier to see Flynn than Veronica. Flynn sent up a small prayer of thanks to a God he didn’t believe in for Mrs. Betty’s continued survival.

			As for Veronica, the skinny, knockkneed child Flynn remembered—serviceable plaits, pegs for legs and schoolgirl sandals—was in the process of being usurped by a woman. The dress Veronica was wearing was a size too small, so that she seemed to be bursting out of it in places, the buttons straining over her burgeoning chest. “Clothes can’t keep up with her,” Ivy said. “She won’t stop growing.” Veronica lolled against the door jamb, unrepentant about her expansion.

			“How old is she now?” a horrified Flynn asked.

			“I’m here,” Veronica said, rolling her eyes. “You can speak to me directly, you know.”

			“She’s thirteen, and rather fresh, I’m afraid,” Ivy said. “Very forward for her age.”

			“Still here.”

			“You can’t leave her with me,” Flynn said. (The idea was terrifying.) “I have to go to work.”

			“Oh, she’ll be all right on her own. Pop the wireless on and buy her some sweets and magazines. She’s got a box of toffees with her. It’s best to keep her sugar up—if it drops, she starts whining. And she’s got a couple of those detective novels she likes reading. You can buy her more—the racier the better.”

			“Racy?”

			“They’re harmless. It’s just words. Keeps her entertained. Like I said, it’s only for a few days.”

			“Shouldn’t she be in school?”

			“Of course she should be. You try dragging her there.”

			“I’m naturally clever. School’s a waste of my time,” Veronica said, finally giving up on her affected air and flopping down on the sofa. “It stinks on those stairs,” she said. “Smells like someone’s died.”

			“Rats, probably,” Flynn said. “Or the drains.”

			“You can’t leave me here,” Veronica said to Ivy. “It’s a slum. It’s disgusting.”

			“I know.” Ivy was unmoved. “It’s a dump, but it’s just for a couple of days.”

			Surely there was someone else she could stay with?

			“She’s your daughter.”

			“Stepdaughter,” Flynn said defensively.

			“Legally, she is your daughter. You took her on when you married me. Although we dropped the ‘Flynn’ as soon as you left. Didn’t need any reminders, thank you very much. You owe me, Harry.” She checked her watch. “Time to go. I’m flying, can you believe?”

			“On a broom?”

			“No need for sarcasm. Any more questions? Right, I’ll be off. Oh, and—” she gestured towards Veronica, “she won’t eat fish.” Veronica made a gagging gesture. “Unless it’s fish and chips, and then she doesn’t seem to have a problem, of course. And don’t get me started on vegetables” (more gagging from Veronica), “except as before if it’s in the form of chips—yes, a potato is a vegetable, Veronica—and no coffee, alcohol or cigarettes, and she’s allergic to good manners. You be good,” she said, turning her attention to Veronica. She kissed the tip of her gloved finger and placed it on her daughter’s cheek. Veronica flinched away. “I’m afraid she hasn’t improved since you last saw her.”

			COULD HE REALLY GO to work and leave Veronica all day to her own devices, with only an elderly dog to keep her in order? She was currently rummaging in her bag—Flynn recognized it as an old handbag of Ivy’s. His erstwhile wife had swung it at him once, hitting him squarely in the jaw. He couldn’t remember why now, but he didn’t blame her. Veronica eventually produced a well-thumbed paperback from the bag and sprawled on the sofa with it.

			“Good book?” he asked.

			“Very good,” she said, holding it up for his inspection. The cheap cover depicted a screaming woman fleeing the menacing figure of a man who was holding a gun. At least she could read, that was something, he supposed. But shouldn’t Ivy be censoring at least some of this stuff? It’s only words, she had said, as if words had no power, yet words could start wars or make women fall in love with you and they could send innocent men to the scaffold. Or men who believed themselves to be innocent, which wasn’t necessarily the same thing.

			“The Love Nest by Madeleine K. Webb,” he read out loud.

			“Know what that is? A love nest? See, the man pays the woman’s bills and everything. Like Uncle Gerry, really.” She tapped the cover. “She also wrote The Viper’s Revenge and Death Comes to Dawlish—that’s a cracker. You should read it.”

			“I just might.” The Love Nest, Flynn thought—the title seemed like a particularly unfortunate coincidence. She could be lying dead behind the door of the love nest. And now he had found the love nest in Half Moon Street, but the bird had flown. Or been killed. But she hadn’t been behind the front door. Had she? Was Archie right and he had managed to overlook a corpse?

			“Will you be all right on your own all day? There are plenty of people in the building, you can always pop down and visit them. And there’s no food in the flat to speak of, but there’s a shop on the corner. I can give you my ration card. And don’t forget Mrs. Betty, buy her some food as well.”

			Veronica rubbed her thumb and forefinger together and said, “Need money for that.”

			“Sorry—I’m cleaned out.” Flynn was forced to show her his empty wallet as proof.

			“ ’S okay, I’ve got money, I’ll write an IOU for you.” She produced a drawstring purse from the bag. The purse was bulging with money. She spilled out the contents on to the cracked and stained coffee table. The table had a wonky leg (two, actually) and Veronica said, “Can’t you afford proper furniture?” Like the Boy’s Festival Rock, you could have broken Veronica in two and she would have had “Wealdstone” running all the way through her.

			“No, I can’t,” he said. He thought of the Stock List entry for a “Room for a Businessman.” The Businessman had an easy chair, a divan, a mobile reading table, three different lamps, a desk from Heal’s and a “low coffee table” (Gimson and Slater, Vesper Works, Edgar Rise, Nottingham). And that was just for starters. Flynn had frequently wondered if he couldn’t stealthily purloin some of the (clearly successful) Businessman’s swag, take it out of the Chicheley Street entrance at the back of the site, put it in a van and drive it back here.

			Veronica was counting out coins—some notes, too—making little piles of money in much the same way that her father must have once done when he was a bank teller. Where on earth had she got all this money from?

			“Uncle Gerry. ‘Mr. Gerald Lister. Owns a garage. Very successful. Flew Lancasters during the war.’ ” (She did a commendable impression of Ivy.) “The next stepdad after you. Oh, actually there was one in between, but he didn’t work out. Uncle Gerry didn’t actually fly the bombers, you know, he was just on the ground, fixing them. Saw his discharge papers. I know all sorts of things about Uncle Gerry that Ivy doesn’t. I know he tops up his whisky bottle with tea so she doesn’t know how much he drinks.” Veronica didn’t, he noticed, afford Ivy a maternal soubriquet. He supposed it seemed sophisticated to her. He imagined calling his own freesia-scented mother by her name. Bertha. So wrong.

			Flynn frowned at her. “Why does he give you money?”

			“No need for alarm. Nothing like what your dirty mind’s thinking. He pays me to be nice. ‘Harmony in the home,’ he calls it.”

			“I could pay you to be nice?”

			“No, not you,” she laughed. “You don’t have any money, for one thing.”

			“And for another?”

			“You’re my father.”

			Flynn felt a little knot, somewhere where he imagined his anatomical heart to be. Perhaps his metaphorical one, too. It made him feel uncomfortable—scared, even. He worried that it might be the seed of paternal love germinating. He really hoped not. It would wither on the vine if he was given care of it.

			“You know I’m not actually your father?”

			“Of course I do. He was blown to smithereens in the war before I was born. But you’re my legal father. Ivy says so.”

			“Well, I’ll pay you back for anything you have to spend. Obviously.”

			“Obviously. With interest? Compound?”

			She knew about compound interest?

			“Well, my dad did work in a bank. Must have got it from him.”

			“A knowledge of compound interest? What if he’d been a train driver, would you have been able to drive a train? Or a surgeon, could you operate on someone?”

			“Probably. Ivy says I’ve got his nose as well.”
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			Ivor Fowler knocked on the open door of the office. “So, this is your hang-out, Flynn. We did wonder. It’s like the Black Hole of Calcutta down here.” He had an artful forelock of hair that he had to keep brushing back from his forehead to stop it flopping in his eyes. The gesture drew attention to his strong features. Flynn heard a quiet hiss from Evans. On account of the hair, probably.

			“We thought you might like to come and have a gander at the Parlours.”

			“The Parlours are finished?”

			“Well … I wouldn’t say finished, exactly.”

			“What would you say, then?” Maud Ogilvie asked tartly.

			Fowler was taken aback by her castigating tone. “I don’t know. Almost finished, I suppose.” She made a disdainful little noise, signifying the inadequacy of his answer. Flynn suspected she was scolding Fowler for his hair on behalf of Evans. Or perhaps on account of the jibe about the Black Hole of Calcutta. She was very protective of the office.

			“Have you seen Badger yet today, Miss Ogilvie?” Flynn asked as Fowler began wandering around their small space, picking things up and examining them before putting them down again in the wrong place. Flynn could sense Maud Ogilvie’s patience thinning by the minute.

			“I think he said something about going over to Homes and Gardens,” she said, her raptor eyes following Fowler’s progress around the room. “I’m afraid I must love you and leave you. I believe there are some problems that need sorting out with the quality of the crockery in the Regatta Restaurant.” (E. Brain and Son, Fenton China, Stoke-on-Trent, Staffs, Flynn thought.) “I have been asked to go and investigate. I shall be back within the hour.” Flynn suggested that she walk with them, but she whisked her hat and coat off the coat stand and said, “No, no, you go with Mr. Fowler.”

			Flynn eventually managed to herd Fowler out of the building, and they made their way to the South Bank across the pedestrian bridge. By the time they were on the bridge there was no sign of Maud Ogilvie.

			Fowler seemed convinced that the Bailey bridge was in danger of collapsing again. “Might do, I suppose,” Flynn said, indifferent to their fate. “Do you swim?”

			“Only in the Med, usually. Or the Italian Lakes.” (What contempt Evans would have displayed at this answer.) “So,” Fowler said, when they had safely negotiated the peril of the Thames and were on site, “shall we have a tour? The first Parlour’s over here. Hortense’s favourite, actually.” Where was Hortense? “Brook Street, probably,” Fowler said. “Looking for curtain fabric.”

			Desperate, last-minute noisy construction was being carried on all around. Unlike Battersea, where it had been announced that the opening of the Pleasure Gardens would be delayed, there was no talk of surrender here. They would be working through the night, fighting on the beaches.

			Flynn’s heart sank when he caught sight of Mitzi, taking up a militant stance in one of the Kitchens. She was wearing a dress whose design seemed to have been inspired by a Savoy cabbage, and she could have easily passed for a pantomime dame. Widow Twanky, perhaps.

			She had cornered Hetty, to whom she appeared to be delivering a spirited sermon on the necessity of there being a working kitchen in which she could bake the Festival Cake. Flynn wondered if he should warn Hetty to keep her spice racks and Pyrex bowls locked away from the light-fingered Mitzi. From the many to the few, wasn’t that what Archie had said? Did Mitzi know anything about what Archie was up to in Half Moon Street? She might not know about his shenanigans with Delphine Dubois, but she must be aware of the existence of those photographs—they had not been taken by a covert camera but had been deliberately staged for someone’s delectation. Whose? Not Archie’s surely—why would Archie need lewd photographs of his wife when he had access to the real thing? Flynn gave an involuntary shudder at the thought. Perhaps they had been taken for commercial purposes (Mitzi was a graduate of Mrs. Ramsbottom’s academy, after all), intended for sale underneath the counter in Soho.

			Hetty caught sight of him and mouthed “Help.” Flynn sighed, feeling obliged to rescue her. “You go on ahead,” he said to Ivor Fowler, “I’ll catch up with you.”

			“Harry,” Mitzi said, by way of a greeting. “Harry, this girl is saying that I can’t bake the cake in one of your kitchens,” demoting the Kitchens to lower case.

			“They’re not strictly speaking mine, Mitzi,” he said.

			“Giles assured me that I would be able to.”

			“Giles?”

			“Dangerfield. Giles Dangerfield,” she said impatiently.

			“Yes, sorry, of course. The problem is that nothing actually works in the Kitchens,” Flynn said, promoting them back to upper case. “None of the appliances are connected.”

			“That’s ridiculous.”

			Out of the corner of his eye, Flynn could see Hetty backing away in furtive retreat. When she was a safe distance from Mitzi, she blew him a kiss (gratitude, he supposed) and then embarked on a dumbshow for his benefit—miming drinking from a glass and then tapping the watch on her wrist before displaying seven fingers. A drink at seven o’clock tonight, he interpreted. He was transfixed by her bravura attempt to communicate the Coach and Horses in Greek Street when Mitzi interrupted her charade, bellowing in his ear, “Harry! Are you listening?”

			“Yes, sorry.” He made a gesture of helplessness to Hetty.

			“So—we’ve agreed—you’ll get me a Calor gas cylinder or a portable generator, or indeed both. And water, of course.”

			Perhaps he could divert the Thames for her. Get the river nymphs to arrange something. Hetty had disappeared now and he was stuck on his own with Mitzi. She was saying something about a “water bowser,” but he was finding it hard to concentrate as the photographs of a naked Mitzi kept popping up in front of his eyes like a deviant zoetrope.

			Hortense Fowler came sailing towards them through an assortment of workmen like a trireme ploughing through the Aegean. She was armoured in an immense stegosaurian necklace that seemed to have been made out of stone plates. Flynn was relieved to find that Mitzi was her intended prey, not him.

			It seemed the Fowlers were having a “little soirée” on the eve of the Festival’s launch and wished to invite the Blinkhorns. Like two old Titan gods they manoeuvred around each other, vying for supremacy. Flynn worried that he might be crushed between them. He made a rapid set of excuses to Mitzi, saying he had “urgent Parlour business,” gave a formal little bow to Hortense (where had that come from?) and made his escape while they were distracted by each other, leaving the Kitchens to fend for themselves.
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			“What do you think then, Flynn?”

			“About what?”

			“The Parlour.”

			“Oh, very nice, I’m sure.” The Parlour contained, amongst other things: a grand piano, an ivory cigarette box, a backgammon board, a Robert Adam sculpture and a marble fireplace. Not to mention a large everlasting-flower decoration (“by the Rt Hon Elizabeth, Countess of Bandon, Padworth House near Reading, Berks”). They had all been raided from the Stock List, but nonetheless when put together in the one overly gracious interior Flynn could see that if this one was anything to go by Parlours would be in trouble with the Rooms Committee.

			“Hortense is an aesthete,” Ivor Fowler said. “She believes the common man should be elevated by living amongst beautiful things. It’s about discernment, not affordability.” Which was more or less the exact opposite of Festival thinking on the Parlours.

			Once he’d managed to shake off a rather dissatisfied Ivor Fowler (expecting more fulsome praise for the couple’s handiwork), Flynn went looking for Hetty. He found her and Margot—thankfully there was now no sign of either Hortense or Mitzi—taking a “fag break” and drinking tea from enamel mugs. “I can get you a tea if you want,” Margot said. “The Garden Café’s got its power up and running. We’ve been sneaking in and stealing from their urn.”

			“Don’t let on to Mitzi.”

			“No chance, that woman’s completely loco. Her husband, too. He was here earlier, said he was doing a recce, wants Mitzi to put on a show. Said—and I quote—that there was ‘good moolah’ to be made from the cake. He’s deluded if he thinks he’d get permission for that.”

			“I know.”

			“Found your missing French girlfriend yet, Harry?” Margot asked.

			Flynn was beginning to feel rather sorry for Delphine, reduced now to little more than her nationality and sex. He remembered the bleak atmosphere in Half Moon Street last night and felt suddenly nauseous. He must have looked it, too, as Hetty said, “Are you all right, Harry? Sure I can’t get you some tea?”

			“Yes, sure. I’m fine. Thank you, Hetty. I’m actually here looking for Badger. Someone said he was in Homes and Gardens. I don’t know why, he never comes here.”

			“Badger?” Margot said to Hetty. “Do I know him?”

			“Alistair Badgley,” Hetty said to her. “The Norfolk Badgleys? Their disgraced scion. Propositioned a man in the gents’ on Oxford Circus. Just his luck it was a policeman undercover.”

			“Blimey.”

			“Blimey indeed.”

			“Do you know anything else about him?” Flynn asked.

			“Only that he was in Special Ops during the war. Sent a friend of mine over to France. Never seen again after she was dropped.”

			“Germans,” Margot said in disgust. “They tortured women. Who tortures women?”

			“I’m sure Badger would rather that hadn’t happened,” Flynn said.

			“Anyway,” Hetty said, “haven’t seen him. Sorry.”

			“Must go,” Margot said. “Can you get me a silverware colander, Harry?”

			“How are you really, Harry?” a concerned Hetty said when Margot had gone. “There’s a rumour that the police think you did it.”

			“Did what?”

			“Killed Delphine Dubois.”

			“Well, I didn’t.”

			“Of course not. Uh-oh—Dangerfield alert. On the Fairway. He’s not coming this way, is he?”

			“No, he’s going into the Dome. You know him, do you?” (Hetty moved in opera circles too, he supposed.)

			“Horrible man. His wife’s not much better. She can be quite formidable. And he’s …” She went quiet and looked uncharacteristically pensive. “Well, the clue’s in the name.”

			“Dangerous?” he guessed. “Dangerous how?”

			Hetty shrugged. “I was at a party, after the war, the Dangerfields were there. I was hot and tired, been dancing all night, and went looking for a glass of water, down in the servants’ quarters. There was only champagne upstairs—it was that kind of party. And it was cooler downstairs as well and I always prefer hobnobbing with the servants, don’t you?”

			Flynn laughed. “You’re hobnobbing with one now, Hetty.”

			“Well, you know what I mean. Anyway, Dangerfield must have followed me down, because before I knew what was happening he had me pinned up against the wall in the servants’ passage. No one was around. He held me very tightly by the wrists.” She bit her lip. “It hurt. I couldn’t get away from him. You know, people talk about his eyes—how attractive they make him—but close up, when he’s looking at you, I think they’re the ugliest things in the world. There was nothing behind them. They were blank, like a wolf looking at his prospective prey.”

			“God, poor you. Did you manage to escape? Were you all right?”

			“Kneed him in the cobblers,” she said, suddenly cheerful at the memory. “I was brought up around boys, they don’t scare me. Giles Dangerfield did though, that time. Hey-ho, all part of life’s rich tapestry, as they say. And that man will get his just desserts one day, you’ll see.”
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			Flynn was greeted enthusiastically at his front door by Mrs. Betty. It was nice, he thought, to have a living creature to come home to (although not necessarily Veronica). He followed the dog into the living room. In contrast to the animated Mrs. Betty, Veronica was lounging on the sofa, a cigarette in one hand and a glass of his whisky in the other. It was a rather stagey pose, and he suspected that she had heard his key in the lock and hastily arranged herself like that in order to shock him. He supposed he should be grateful that she had survived all day without him.

			“You’re supposed to tell me off,” Veronica said, sounding disappointed. “I’m a child.”

			“I’m too tired to start chastising anyone, least of all you. It’s been a long day.”

			“Doing what?”

			“Oh, you know, the office.” He laughed rather maniacally and then caught the worried look she gave him. “Sorry,” he said.

			There was food in the flat for once, evidence of Veronica’s trip to the corner shop—milk, eggs, cheese, bread, even bacon, as well as a bag of dog biscuits. Wealdstone had arrived.

			“You need to give me a key,” she said. “Had to leave the door on the latch. Anyone could have walked in. Just as well you don’t have anything worth stealing.”

			Flynn made bacon sandwiches and they ate them while Veronica regaled him with her day’s activities.

			“Went to the shop, I’ve got an IOU for you. Then I went to the shop again for the old women downstairs—”

			“Hilda and Gertie—they’ve got names.”

			“More IOUs for you, ’cos they didn’t have any money. Taught me to crochet. Boring, but they earn money from it. ‘Antimacassar’—big word. Then I visited the old man, the tailor Mr. Whatever—”

			“Rakowski.”

			“He made some lunch—Ivy would have called it foreign muck, but I quite liked it. Then we played chess for a bit.”

			“You know how to play chess?”

			“I do now. Then I went to that restaurant downstairs—the French place? Washed some pots for them, so they gave me food as well—more foreign muck but again quite nice, no frogs’ legs or snails or anything nasty like that.”

			“You’re very enterprising.”

			“Another big word, don’t know what it means.”

			Flynn’s inner thesaurus was momentarily challenged, but then he came up with “bold.”

			“I like that,” she said.

			Flynn poured himself a large whisky, sank down on the sofa next to Veronica and said, “Cheers,” clinking his glass against hers.
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			16

			Interrogation

			D-DAY IS APPROACHING, gentlemen,” Denholm said, materializing in front of them. “Has anyone seen Miss Ogilvie? Is she still hors de combat?”

			“Order what?” the Boy said.

			“She said something about going to the Regatta Restaurant,” Flynn said. “But that was yesterday, and she also said she’d be back within the hour.”

			“Perhaps she’s been kidnapped,” the Boy said hopefully.

			“Who would kidnap Miss Ogilvie?”

			“Martians.”

			“Yes, that makes perfect sense,” Flynn said. Although he had to admit that if he had been a Martian looking to study the human race, Maud Ogilvie might have been high on his list for abduction. She had a wealth of knowledge in that canny corvine brain of hers, more than all of them put together probably.

			“Or murdered,” the Boy said hopefully.

			“Well, Badger hasn’t been kidnapped,” Denholm said when Flynn asked about him. “Or murdered, for that matter. He’s about to set off to a farm in Berkshire, to meet someone from the Jersey Cattle Society.”

			“Why?”

			“To choose the Festival Cow.”

			“The what?”

			“The Festival Cow.”

			“The Festival has its own cow?”

			“She’s to spend a week here, being led around the South Bank site on a rope so that people can admire her close up.”

			“I’ve never seen a cow,” the Boy said, almost as excited by the prospect as if an actual Martian was to be exhibited on the South Bank.

			“The Wandering Cow,” Evans said.

			“Will there be milkmaids? On this farm?” the Boy asked.

			“Probably not.”

			“Can’t I go?”

			“No,” Evans said.

			A pair of rather woebegone Boy Scouts appeared in the office, shepherded in by one of the commissionaires, who, addressing no one in particular, said, “I think these lads belong to you.” They were each carrying a cardboard box lined in burlap, containing bedraggled-looking flowers wrapped in damp newspaper. “Ah,” Denholm said. “The wildflowers that are to feed Miss Ogilvie’s butterflies. I believe the butterflies themselves are due any minute.”

			“She was supposed to see us off the train at King’s Cross,” one of the Scouts said, rather bitterly. “We hung around for ages.” Both boys and wildflowers had made the journey from Lincolnshire and seemed equally discombobulated by their adventure. “We were told she would meet us with a taxi, but we had to walk here. We had to keep stopping people to ask the way. I wish I had a penny for everyone who said, ‘I thought you were supposed to “be prepared.” ’ ”

			“Or ‘Dib dib dib, dob dob dob,’ ” the other one said, indignantly adjusting his woggle.

			“Well, I don’t think the butterflies themselves have arrived, but we’ll give you some tea in the canteen and get those flowers in water, shall we?” Evans said kindly. They were sent on their way, with the Boy assigned the task of reviving both flowers and Scouts. Evans handed him three shillings and said, “Get them something to eat.”

			“Well, chop, chop,” Denholm said to the dwindling rump of the office, clapping his hands. “Lots to do.”

			“SOMEONE TO SEE YOU in Reception, Mr. Flynn,” the Boy said when he returned from disposing of the Scouts. “A woman. Sort of. Didn’t give a name. Not your French girlfriend,” he added hastily. “Sorry.”

			Flynn found Cynthia Blinkhorn peering at the dull archaeological finds that the Royal Engineers had dredged from the riverbed. She was leaning on the glass case that contained them in a way that made Flynn worry that it might break. “Cynthia, is there something I can do for you?”

			“Hello, Flynn. Daddy sent me. He wants to know if you’ve ‘got the goods yet.’ ”

			There were plenty of curious eavesdroppers in Savoy Court and Flynn, in an effort to avoid them, said, “I was about to go over to the South Bank, do you want to come?”

			They walked along to the entrance to the Bailey bridge. The turnstiles for the public were not in operation yet, although since Flynn crossed it yesterday the bridge had been decked out with flags and poles that bore brightly coloured spinners being driven round by the breeze.

			Cynthia took his arm rather forcefully. She was wearing the freesia scent again, and he thought of the dead flowers in Delphine’s flat. She managed to lean on him as she was walking, so that Flynn felt hobbled as though they were in a slow three-legged race together. He gave an exasperated sigh as he caught sight of Frida steaming along the bridge towards them. A matador’s cape would have come in handy, he thought.

			“Already moved on to a new girlfriend?” she said breathlessly when she reached them. “Have you stopped looking for the old one already?”

			“Oh, yes,” Cynthia said to Flynn, joining in uninvited, “Daddy said something about your girlfriend going missing.”

			“He’s not telling the truth, you know,” Frida said, giving Flynn her best Nordic scowl. He could imagine her with snow shoes and ski poles, grimly propelling her way across Norway. (According to Hetty, she had made a daring escape ahead of the Nazi invasion.)

			“Flynn?”

			“Yes?”

			“The police were asking you questions, weren’t they. They must think you’re guilty of something.”

			“Why are you so bothered, Frida? You didn’t even like Delphine.”

			“That doesn’t mean that I don’t think someone should find out what happened to her.”

			“She makes a good point,” Cynthia said. “Whoever she is.”

			“No, she doesn’t.”

			Frida jabbed a finger at Flynn and said, “You’ll be found out, you’ll see,” before stomping on her way.

			A train passed them, caterpillaring its way noisily into Waterloo Station along the Hungerford railway bridge that ran alongside the Bailey bridge. Cynthia raised her voice to be heard over the noise of the train, but—Sod’s law—it squealed to a halt as it waited for a platform, and her question “Do the police really think you killed your girlfriend?” was shouted into the sudden silence, attracting several curious glances. So much for dodging the eavesdroppers.

			“Oh my God. No, Cynthia.”

			“There’s quite a few people I’d like to kill. All the girls I was at school with, for a start.”

			“All of them?”

			“Yes. They were horrid to me. Everyone’s horrid to me. Not you, you’re not horrid.”

			“Of course I’m not. Why would I be?”

			“There’s no evidence, is there? That you killed her?”

			He scrutinized her bland features. Had Archie told her about the scarf? About Half Moon Street? Surely not about the photographs. “I wondered if you could tell your father—”

			“You mean Daddy?”

			“Yes. That no, I don’t have the goods yet.”

			She began to lean even more heavily on him. Perhaps she had a medical problem. His own mother was always having “funny turns” that her GP attributed to low blood pressure. “I’m going down,” she would say, grabbing on to the nearest piece of furniture.

			“You’re not feeling faint, are you, Cynthia?”

			“Not a bit.” She squeezed his arm rather tightly. She would be useful in the next Olympics in Helsinki. As a shot-putter, perhaps.

			“This is nice, isn’t it?” she said.

			“Is it?”

			“Why don’t you come to Belgravia this evening? Mummy would love to see you.”

			“Would she?”

			“Of course. You can chat about the arrangements you’ve made.”

			“What arrangements?”

			“For baking the cake at the Festival, of course.”

			“I’m terribly sorry, Cynthia, but I’m afraid I’m otherwise engaged.” It was something Maud Ogilvie said. He presumed that she was lying, too, when she said it.

			HE MANAGED TO SHAKE OFF Cynthia and made his way to the Regatta Restaurant. There was a frantic air everywhere on site. The restaurant itself proved to be still little more than a shell. It was hard to see how it would be ready in time for the majestic visit. Flynn eventually managed to chase down a distracted man (“Mr. Brown”) who seemed to be in charge. He was standing on the Regatta’s terrace overlooking the Thames, staring despondently at a great stack of Robin Day’s “Antelope” chairs. “Chairs,” he said to Flynn. “No tables to sit at though. They need each other—tables and chairs.”

			Maud Ogilvie’s very existence was denied. No, Brown said—he had never heard of a Miss Ogilvie and the delivery of the crockery had been calamitously delayed, “so if there are problems with its quality you would have to be a psychic to know what they were. I mean, look at this place,” he said, glancing around despairingly. “People will be lucky to have a roof over their heads tomorrow, let alone a cup to drink tea out of.”

			There was an enormous crash on the ground floor as if something very large had fallen over, followed by groans of despair from the workers. Brown said, “Sorry, sir,” and ran off to investigate.

			BY THE TIME Flynn returned to the office, Badger had come back from Berkshire and left again. “No cow,” the Boy said. He had been eagerly awaiting the arrival of the Festival Cow in Savoy Court, not having thought through the practicalities of keeping a beast of the field in their tiny office, and was now facing the disappointment that was a regular feature of his life. He remained remarkably sanguine in the face of it. She was called Orange Blossom, he told Flynn.

			“Actually, her full name’s Carswell Orange Blossom,” Evans said.

			“That’s a fancy name for a cow,” Flynn said.

			“She’s a fancy cow, according to Badger.”

			“Where is he?”

			“Said something about drum majorettes.”

			Flynn told him about the mysterious non-appearance of Maud Ogilvie in the Regatta Restaurant.

			“Maybe she was kidnapped on her way there,” the Boy speculated. “Kidnapped and then murdered,” he added with relish.

			“Hopefully not. I’m not sure that she ever intended to go there.”

			“Oh, no!” the Boy surprised Flynn by slapping himself (quite hard) on the forehead. “I forgot—Mr. Denholm said something about her having a toothache or going to the dentist, or something. I wasn’t really listening. Did you know he used to be a king?”

			“Denholm?”

			“Yeah. He had a different name then.”

			“Not Lear, by any chance?” Flynn hazarded.

			“Yeah, that’s it! You knew something good like that and you never said?”

			“Sorry. I’ll remember next time.”

			“HAVE YOU HEARD from Miss Ogilvie at all, Mr. Denholm?”

			“Me?” Denholm said. He was sitting at his desk. There was no indication that he ever did any work there.

			“Yes, you,” Flynn said. “Apparently she said something about a toothache.”

			“She’s not in the office?”

			“No,” Flynn said patiently. “Did she talk about going to a dentist?”

			“Mm. Something about a filling. Or a crown. Don’t remember. Sorry.”

			“OH, NO, THEY’RE BACK,” the Boy muttered.

			“Mr. Flynn?” Inspector Vigo was standing in the open doorway of the office. “May we come in?” he said pleasantly. He nodded a silent greeting to Evans and Denholm, ignoring the Boy. He didn’t wait for an answer. Tapper followed him in.

			“The peelers are back, Mr. Flynn,” the Boy said.

			“We just need you to come down to the station and give a statement, Mr. Flynn. Don’t worry, still not arresting you.”

			Tapper muttered something under his breath. It sounded like “should do.” Vigo ignored him and said, “We just need to go over a few things.”

			“Are you going to cuff him?” the Boy asked Tapper.

			“I’ll cuff you, you little bugger,” Tapper said.

			“Hang on,” Denholm said mildly. “You can’t talk to him like that.”

			“Yes, I can,” Tapper snarled. “Your bum-boy, is he? Fat faggot,” he muttered as an afterthought. Denholm recoiled from the word. Evans whistled softly through his teeth and the Boy started to say something, but was cut off by Tapper saying, “Shut up, you little runt, or I’ll take your tiny balls and hang them on my Christmas tree.”

			“Watch it,” Evans said, getting ready to take a swing at Tapper. Denholm, looking aghast, made a choking noise.

			“I’ll tell my ma what you just said,” the Boy said to Tapper, who laughed and said, “Ooh, I’m scared,” but then he had never met the Boy’s mother and was ignorant of the severity of the threat.

			“Yes, no need for an argy-bargy,” Vigo said soothingly. “Mr. Flynn? If you’d be so good as to come with us.”

			Flynn gripped the edge of his desk to steady himself. The Boy patted him on the shoulder. Evans, seeing how pale Flynn had grown, said, “Take it easy, Harry,” as if steadying a nervous dog. Flynn felt in his pocket for his cigarettes but couldn’t find them. “Here,” Evans said, tossing him his Woodbines. Flynn botched the catch. The Boy scooped the pack up before it hit the floor and placed it in Flynn’s hand. “You all right, Mr. Flynn?” he whispered, gazing earnestly up into Flynn’s face.

			“Yes, yes, Terence. Thank you. Sorry,” he said to the room in general, “bit wobbly. Should have eaten breakfast.”

			A little guard of honour of two formed itself in the doorway. Morituri te salutant, Flynn thought. “Good luck, Mr. Flynn,” the Boy said, as if he was indeed a gladiator going to the arena. He wouldn’t have been surprised if they had handed him a net and a trident. Evans even shook his hand and said, “God speed, Harry.” Denholm’s “Nothing’s as bad as it looks, Mr. Flynn” provided little in the way of comfort. Nor was it necessarily true, in Flynn’s experience.
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			The room in Bow Street was little more than a cupboard with a small window set high up in the wall. It was an intimation of what a cell might be like.

			“So,” Vigo said, sitting his bulk down heavily (“Oof!”) opposite Flynn. The table between them was very narrow, and Flynn had to shift his knees so that they didn’t touch Vigo’s. They were so close to each other, in fact, that Flynn could smell the fish that Vigo had lunched on. He found it difficult to take his eyes off the tiny flake that had lodged itself in the detective’s moustache. Cod or haddock? he wondered to distract himself from his surroundings. Impossible to tell the difference, of course. Tapper remained standing behind Flynn, his presence unnerving, but he had suffered at the hands of worse brutes than Tapper out East.

			“So,” Vigo said again. He steepled his hands and rested his chin at the apex. He seemed to be waiting for Flynn to say something. To confess, Flynn thought. The silence between them began to feel incriminating, although not nearly as incriminating as the evidence of the scarf would be if Vigo knew about it.

			“So just to check again, Mr. Flynn, sir,” Vigo said. “You were with Miss Dubois in the Lamb and Flag on the evening in question, which is the last time Miss Dubois was seen alive—”

			“She’s dead?”

			“Slip of the tongue, sir,” Vigo said smoothly. “The last time she was seen by anyone was with you, outside the Lamb and Flag, where you say you helped her into a taxi.”

			“I did.”

			“Did she need help?”

			“Well, no …”

			“And then what did you do?”

			Flynn sensed that a series of traps were being laid for him and that sooner or later he would walk into one of them. If he hadn’t already.

			“I had another drink—in the Lamb and Flag—and then I went home.”

			“So that’s it—taxi, drink, home?”

			“Yes.”

			“Because we have a witness who says that they saw you outside said pub, arguing with Miss Dubois.”

			“We didn’t argue. What witness? Who?”

			“Barman at the Lamb and Flag. Said you were having, and I quote, ‘a real ding-dong’ with Miss Dubois. And Miss Ibsen—you remember her—she says she noticed that you had several bruises and cuts on your face the morning after your date with Miss Dubois.”

			“Did she wallop you one?” Tapper asked.

			“I think she was seeing someone,” Flynn said. “I think she was going to meet her lover.” Was he growing delirious? He felt shivery. Not malaria, he thought, not now.

			“ ‘Lover,’ ” Tapper said, sniggering as if Flynn had said something filthy. “That’s the Frogs for you. All that parlayvoo and jennusayquar just leads to a load of howsyourfather.”

			“Tapper,” Vigo said, “no need for that. There was another man?” he said, turning to Flynn. “She was someone else’s girlfriend as well as yours, you mean?”

			“She’s not my girlfriend.” Flynn sighed. Oh, what was the point in denial? Even to his own ears it sounded like a tired refrain. “She said she was late for Zheel.”

			“What is that? Zheel? How do you spell it?” Tapper asked.

			“No idea.”

			Something was lurking on the seabed of Flynn’s memory, something that wanted to be dredged to the surface so that it could see the light of day. What? His nerves were too stretched to allow rational thought.

			“Mr. Flynn,” Vigo said, sending the memory plunging back to the seabed, “can I suggest a different version of events? That you were in a struggle with Miss Dubois and acquired your injuries while she was defending herself from an assault by you.”

			“Knew a woman once who killed a man with the heel of her shoe,” Tapper said conversationally.

			“Thank you, Tapper,” Vigo said.

			“I didn’t attack her. I would never attack a woman.”

			“But you would attack a man?”

			“You’re putting words in my mouth!”

			“No need to get worked up, sir.”

			“I’m not worked up!”

			Flynn’s mouth was so dry that his voice was now no more than an overwrought croak. “I wouldn’t mind a glass of water.”

			“Tapper—get the gentleman a glass of water.”

			Tapper returned and dumped a glass of water in front of Flynn. Some spilled on to the cracked veneer surface of the desk. “Now look what you’ve done,” the constable said. For a moment Flynn thought Tapper was going to hit him.

			“Now, now, don’t start,” Vigo said to Tapper. Tapper retreated resentfully and stood near the door.

			Flynn understood what was happening to him. A plot was being fabricated—a series of fictions was being woven around him until he was trapped in the web with no way out. Only … what if it wasn’t a series of fictions? He no longer felt certain of anything, but then he remembered something else. “She said she was being watched.”

			“Watched?” Vigo said doubtfully. “Sounds to me like you’ve been reading too much John Buchan. Good writer, by the way.”

			“Never read him,” Tapper said.

			“You’ve never read anything, Tapper.”

			“I read the Express, sir.”

			“She said they were going to sacrifice her,” Flynn said.

			“Sacrifice?” Tapper jeered. “What is that—devil worship? Are you a Satanist, Mr. Flynn?”

			“No! Don’t be ridiculous.”

			“Calm down, Mr. Flynn,” Vigo said. “Tell me, are we going to be fishing your French lady friend out of the Thames? Digging her up in Epping Forest? Dragging her out of a sewer?”

			“I don’t know what happened to her or where she is. I can’t state it more plainly than that.”

			Vigo sighed heavily as if he had been let down by Flynn, although it might equally have been Tapper who disappointed him. “Right!” he said, suddenly jumping to his feet like a much more athletic man. He startled Flynn so much that he jumped up too. Tapper’s heavy hand on his shoulder pushed him back down into the chair.

			“It’s fine,” Vigo said to Tapper, waving his hand dismissively. “We’re finished with Mr. Flynn.”

			“We are?” a disgruntled Tapper said, echoing Flynn’s own surprise.

			It didn’t matter whether or not he had killed Delphine Dubois, did it? Flynn feared he might be done for either way.

			Flynn thought that Tapper was going to bar his exit from the room, but at the last moment he opened the door and let him out. Vigo shouted after them, “Take the gentleman’s fingerprints before he goes, Tapper.”
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			17

			The Lamb and Flag

			WHERE’VE YOU BEEN?” Veronica said. “I was worried about you.”

			“You don’t look very worried.”

			Veronica had made herself a sausage sandwich and was reading a battered copy of The Seven Dials Mystery. “The old ladies downstairs lent it to me.” She held the book up. “Agatha Christie. Never heard of her. Have you?”

			“I have.”

			“She’s quite good.”

			“I’m sure she’d be flattered to hear your opinion.”

			Veronica finished her sandwich and licked her fingers. “Where have you been, anyway?”

			“Oh, you know—the office.”

			“I’d like to see this office. Sounds like an interesting place.”

			“SO THIS ARCHIE PERSON is trying to make a patsy of you?” Veronica said, crunching noisily on a piece of the cinder toffee he had bought for her on the way home (with money he had been forced to borrow off her). A grateful Mrs. Betty was chomping—almost as noisily—on a bone that Flynn had begged for her off a butcher. She was a good deal more portly these days, he noticed.

			“A patsy? Yes, I think so.”

			He hadn’t intended to tell Veronica his woes, yet it seemed ironic that of all people she seemed the most trustworthy person to roll out his own sorry tale to. She had no respect for authority, so it seemed unlikely that she’d run off to the police, and she certainly appreciated a good story.

			“And this Delphy person was—”

			“Delphine,” he corrected. “And let’s keep her in the present tense for now.”

			“The what?”

			“Never mind.”

			“Was she this Archie’s floozy? His doxy? His bit of fluff? Started making demands on him? Wanted him to leave his wife?” (What was in those books she read?) “And was the floozy blackmailing him with mucky pics of his wife?”

			“Put succinctly.”

			“Big word. Don’t know what it means.”

			“In a nutshell.”

			“Uncle Gerry keeps his mucky pics in the tool shed.”

			“Are they of women?” he felt obliged to check.

			“Yeah, women—what else would you have mucky pics of?”

			Flynn wasn’t about to reveal to her the vast amount of human frailty and corruption that could be fitted into a Manila envelope. The more he heard about Uncle Gerry, the less suitable a father figure he seemed to be. Even less suitable, if that were possible, than Flynn himself.

			“Floozies do a lot of blackmailing,” Veronica said, nodding sagely. “And now the floozy’s—”

			“Delphine.”

			“She’s disappeared and you think this Archie might have killed her, but the police think it was you that might have knocked her off.” She looked thoughtful. “What about his wife?”

			“Mitzi? What about her?”

			“Maybe she topped the floozy in a jealous rage. Women do kill people—they do it all the time in books.”

			Flynn’s instinct was to deny the possibility, but when he thought of Mitzi he could imagine her large hands wielding a blade or squeezing a neck only too well. Knew a woman once who killed a man with the heel of her shoe, Tapper had said.

			“And what about this barman who saw you fighting with the floozy outside the Dog and Bone?” (Mrs. Betty’s ears pricked up.)

			“The Lamb and Flag. He lied. I didn’t fight with her. Delphine, call her by her name.”

			“Why don’t you ask the barman why he lied?” Veronica stood up abruptly, scattering crumbs of cinder toffee all over the floor. Mrs. Betty hurried to clean up like an efficient char with a carpet sweeper. “We can be at the Lamb and Whatsit before closing time if you get your skates on. Come on, Dad.”

			Dad? Flynn was surprised at the effect of that one-syllable word on his heart. A punch rather than a caress. For all he knew, its use was ironic on her part, but he gave himself the benefit of the doubt.

			How did Veronica even know the opening hours of public houses? Flynn had never given much thought to what it would be like to be a parent, as he had never really expected to be one. At best, he supposed he had imagined patiently dribbling a ball around a garden with an apple-cheeked little boy or teaching the same boy how to hold a cricket bat. As the boy grew, Flynn would initiate him into the mysteries of Wisden and the internal combustion engine. As for a daughter, he hadn’t been able to conjure up much beyond a little lisping thing who sat on his knee and gazed up at him in adoration. He had certainly never imagined the feral creature that was Veronica Shears.

			“THE GAME IS AFOOT!” she said, her eyes shining as they approached the Lamb and Flag. Flynn was surprised. She had read Sherlock Holmes, not just the other literary dross she was so fond of?

			“Sherlock who? No, it’s just something Uncle Gerry says.”

			Mrs. Betty waddled into the pub, bringing up the rear. She had insisted on bringing her bone, carrying it awkwardly but proudly in her mouth.

			“Mine’s half a shandy, please,” Veronica said, hopping on to a bar stool and grinning like a cannibal at the barman.

			“How old are you, young lady?”

			“Eighteen,” Veronica said promptly.

			“And I’m the Queen of Sheba. I’m not serving you, miss. You’ve got yourself a handful there, squire,” he said to Flynn. “I bet she keeps you on your toes. Worth it though, I imagine,” he added with a leer.

			“She’s my daughter,” an appalled Flynn said.

			“They all say that, squire.”

			He rang the bell and shouted at the top of his lungs, “Time, gentlemen, please!” even though there was only one other customer sitting quietly in the corner. Like one of Pavlov’s dogs, the man drained his pint obediently and shuffled out of the door. “See you tomorrow, Tommy,” he said. The barman acknowledged the valediction with a snort.

			“That your name, then?” Veronica said. “Tommy?”

			“Gammage, Tommy Gammage. What’s it to you?”

			“Are you in charge here?”

			“Landlord’s laid up in hospital. I’m running this place for the brewery. I have to live above the shop and get paid a pittance. If I could get something else I would, trust me. Anyway, you can both bugger off. I’m closing up. Last orders were ten minutes ago.”

			“We’re not here to drink.”

			“Then what are you doing in a pub?”

			Veronica produced a little notebook from Ivy’s handbag, as well as a pencil, the end of which looked as though it had been gnawed by a rat. You had to admire her. She was so used to getting her own way that it never struck her that one day she wouldn’t. Painstakingly, she wrote Tommy Gammage. Her spelling was even worse than her handwriting.

			“Do you recognize me?” Flynn said to the barman.

			“Never seen you before in my life.”

			“Let me jog your memory. You told the police that you saw me fighting with a woman outside the Lamb and Flag last week. Someone paid you to lie to them.”

			“What can I say? A man’s got to eat, hasn’t he?”

			“Not at another man’s expense, he doesn’t.”

			Gammage shrugged. “Everyone has a price.”

			“Who paid you?”

			“Can’t remember.”

			“Try.”

			“How much money were you paid, Mr. Gammage?” Veronica asked. “Because, I tell you what—we’ll double it if you spill the beans and tell us who paid you it.” She took the little drawstring purse from Ivy’s old handbag and dangled it in front of Gammage like a lure to a recalcitrant hawk.

			“Gave me five quid, then,” he said, his eyes glued hungrily to the little purse.

			“Try again,” Veronica scoffed. Was this how she negotiated with Uncle Gerry? Flynn wondered. She dangled the purse again. “There’s two pounds in here for you, if you tell us who it was.” Flynn doubted that. Veronica’s little drawstring purse was beginning to look as flat as a dead mouse.

			Eventually, after many protestations and having been talked half to death by Ivy Shears’s relentless daughter, Gammage bottomed out at one pound. That was all it cost to hang a man for murder, Flynn thought despondently. You probably couldn’t even buy the hoof of a cow for that.

			“Mind you,” Gammage procrastinated, “if you put another ten shillings on that—” He broke off mid-sentence and stared open-mouthed at Veronica—or, to be more specific, at the gun that she was aiming at his chest as if there were a bullseye painted on it. She had a steady hand, Flynn noticed.

			“Veronica,” Flynn said quietly, “what’s going on?”

			“Don’t ask me,” she said, and started to wave the gun around in a terrifyingly careless fashion. “Found this behind a cushion on your sofa. Doesn’t seem to me like a very safe place to keep a gun. Thought it might come in useful.”

			It looked exactly like the gun that Archie had tried to press on Flynn. US Army–issue Colt. The Yanks in London in ’45 were giving them away on every street corner for a couple of quid.

			“I’ve never shot anyone before,” Veronica said conversationally to her target, “but I suppose you simply pull the trigger. There can’t be much more to it than that, can there?”

			Gammage sighed in the manner of a man who might not be a stranger to having a gun pulled on him. “All right, all right. Put that thing down, will you? It’s giving me the jitters.”

			“Veronica?” Flynn said. “Do you want to give the gun to me?”

			She handed it over—somewhat grudgingly—and said to Gammage, “Go on then, give us a name, or he’ll shoot you.” She nodded at Flynn. “Won’t you?”

			“Maybe. Just in the leg though. A name?” he prompted.

			“He’s called Billy Braithwaite. Hadn’t seen him for years. He used to be a regular down at the Cat and Mutton in Hackney when I worked there. Ugly mug—sitting at the bar when you came in.”

			“Shrapnel scar on his face? Told you to bet on Vidi Vici?”

			“That fucking horse,” Gammage said. “I was going to back Three Cheers, but then he convinced me Vidi Vici was a dead cert, and, sod’s law, Three Cheers won by a head. I could have made a packet if I hadn’t listened to him. Hired hand, that’s our Billy. Someone owes you money, you send him round to collect. Some bloke’s tupping your missus, send Billy round to show him the error of his ways. And he’s not above shoving someone in the river or off a building. That ugly mug, by the way? It’s not a shrapnel scar. He got it before the war from a razor blade in a ‘disagreement’ with a fellow rough. He was one of Mosley’s lot.”

			“A Blackshirt?”

			“Not that I disagreed with what old Oswald had to say—”

			“Then what?” Veronica interrupted impatiently, sensing politics.

			“He left.”

			“Then what?”

			“Came back the next day, offered me a couple of quid to tell the coppers that you were fighting with that French tart you were with.”

			“And was it him who paid you to slip me a Micky Finn as well?”

			“Nothing to do with me, mate.”

			Flynn wouldn’t have been surprised. It would be easy enough for Gammage to sneak a few drops of chloral hydrate into a pint of Fuller’s London Pride and then fleece a wristwatch, a wallet, a signet ring from some poor dupe. Or just hand the poor dupe over to a thug to beat up or, indeed, to set up for the killing of a Frenchwoman.

			“How do we find him, this Braithwaite?”

			“Search me. In a pub usually,” Gammage said. “Or the police drunk tank in Bow Street. That’s where he probably spent the night. Coppers picked him up outside here—drunk and disorderly. You were away with the fairies that night.” He was unable to suppress a smile at the memory.

			“Somebody hired him?” Flynn persisted. “Who? Was it a man called Blinkhorn—Major Blinkhorn?”

			“Search me. You asked for a name, I gave it to you, so what about my money?”

			Flynn considered smashing his fist into Gammage’s face just for the pleasure of it, but an unperturbed Veronica said, “No problem, Mr. Gammage. Don’t worry, I’m going to pay you.” She proceeded to scribble an IOU in her little notebook before tearing the page out and handing it to Gammage. “There you go,” she said, pressing the paper into his unwilling hand.

			“You bloody little bitch.”

			“Succinct, that’s what I call that,” she said happily to Flynn as they made their way out of the pub.

			FLYNN REASONED THAT he couldn’t very well walk around with the Colt in his hand, so he allowed Veronica to put it back in her bag. And he couldn’t very well walk around with her handbag, so he let her carry that. After all, Ivy’s list of prohibitions (no coffee, alcohol or cigarettes) had not included guns. Instead he carried Mrs. Betty, whose elderly little legs weren’t used to so much walking. Like the dove, she was heavier than she looked. They were all three relieved when they were back in Romilly Street.

			“Archie would have known Braithwaite from before the war, from the BUF,” Flynn said once they had settled on the sofa, with a whisky for Flynn and a bottle of lemonade for Veronica that gave her the hiccups.

			“The what?”

			“British Union of Fascists—like the Nazis, just not as successful.”

			“So you think your Archie killed his floozy and then this Braithwaite helped him cover his tracks—made you look guilty for it?”

			“It’s beginning to look like that.” (Unless he was guilty, of course. Still a possibility.) “And he must have planted that gun. I’m pretty sure it belongs to Archie, but it will be my fingerprints that are on it. Could have been Braithwaite who planted it. Leonora Kane said that she saw someone claiming to be a friend coming out of the flat.”

			“Seems too straightforward,” Veronica said. (It didn’t seem in the least straightforward to Flynn.) “Where’s the twist?”

			“The twist?”

			“There’s always a twist. You should read The Hand of Fate by L. K. Minns. There’s so many plot twists that it nearly gave me a headache. Oh, yeah, that reminds me, we need to get rid of our fingerprints on the gun.” She took the Colt out of her bag and used the hem of her dress to hold it while she wiped it clean with one of Flynn’s handkerchiefs, unfazed by the amount of knicker elastic she was exposing. She swaddled the gun in the handkerchief before handing it to Flynn. He had to admit that her assiduous reading of trashy novels was proving useful.

			He should get rid of it. Drop it in the Thames perhaps, where it could add to the detritus of centuries. He could imagine only too well the triumphant expression on Tapper’s face if he found the gun in Romilly Street. You’re nicked! Got you bang to rights, Flynn. (Tapper was undoubtedly a man of clichés.) For now, Flynn put the gun back in the drawer, locked the drawer and put the key in the Edward VII Coronation tea caddy.

			“Promise you won’t touch that?” he said to Veronica.

			“Scout’s honour.”

			“You’re not a Boy Scout, Veronica. You’re not even a Girl Guide.”

			“So—one question—where’s the floozy’s body? Read a book where the killer feeds his victim to pigs and they eat him all up. So no body, no crime. Maybe that’s what happened to your woman Delphy-whatshername. The pigs had her for their dinner.”

			“So this killer got away with it?” Flynn asked. “In the book, I mean?”

			“Well, no. He accidentally falls in the pig pen and gets eaten himself. All that’s left of him is his false teeth. Now that’s a twist. It’s called Just Desserts. Good title, eh?”

			TO KEEP VERONICA from boredom, Flynn taught her to play German Whist. She turned out to be a very aggressive player and found it difficult to understand the concept of trump cards, shouting “Trump!” whenever she put a card of any suit down. It was almost a relief when there was a rather diffident knock at the door.

			Mr. Rakowski. He was worried, he said to Flynn, that Leonora had still not returned home after her arrest the other evening. “Disappeared,” he said mournfully. (God, not another one, Flynn thought. Where were all these women disappearing to?) Flynn reassured the little tailor—instead of imposing the fine and releasing Leonora, as she had expected, the Bow Street Court magistrates had probably sentenced her to a few days in Holloway. It had happened before. Mr. Rakowski, however, was not to be put off, and Flynn, against his better judgement, volunteered to accompany him to Bow Street to see if they could find out where she was.

			“You stay here,” he said to Veronica. “And you too,” he said to Mrs. Betty, who had got up and was following him to the door.

			IN BOW STREET, at the charge desk, Mr. Rakowski pushed Flynn forward to speak to the desk sergeant. He would fare better, was the implication, as an Englishman. The police were not naturally inclined to favour small Jewish tailors. Was there a Leonora Kane still in custody here? Flynn asked. The desk sergeant opened his charge book and ran his finger down the list of entries.

			“She was arrested a couple of nights ago for soliciting,” Flynn said. “In Romilly Street. Brought along here by two police constables.”

			“A whore?” the desk sergeant said, raising a matter-of-fact eyebrow. He ran his finger down the list again. “No,” he said. “No one arrested in Romilly Street for soliciting on the date in question.”

			Perhaps, Flynn suggested, she might have fallen through the cracks and been handed on to the magistrates’ court without being registered here?

			“Are you questioning my paperwork, sir?” the desk sergeant said. He was unruffled by the accusation, and with the long-suffering sigh of someone who encountered fools daily, if not hourly, he turned to another ledger.

			No again. No Kane. She was arrested on a regular basis, Flynn protested to the desk sergeant—he must know her, must have encountered her a hundred times. “She said you were nice, and that you give her tea and biscuits. Garibaldis.” Did the desk sergeant’s eye give a little twitch at “Garibaldis”? “Not me, sir,” he said. “This is a police station, not a Lyons Corner House.”

			“She can’t just have disappeared into thin air,” Flynn persisted. (Why not? Others did.) Was she lost somewhere in the judicial system? The victim of a bureaucratic hitch that had misaccounted for her? Or something more sinister?

			A door opened behind the charge desk and the last person Flynn wanted to encounter entered the small space. Tapper.

			“I’m expecting someone,” Tapper said to the desk sergeant. “Let me know when they arrive.”

			“Mr. Flynn!” a surprised Tapper said when he saw him. “Back so soon, sir? We can’t keep you away from this place, can we?”

			“These gentlemen,” the desk sergeant said to Tapper, “are looking for a whore who goes by the name of Kane.”

			“And have they found her?”

			“No, sir.”

			“You seem to know a lot of missing women, Mr. Flynn,” Tapper said.

			Just three, Flynn thought. Three was plenty, of course. Three too many, some might say. Delphine, Maud Ogilvie, Leonora Kane.

			Tapper disappeared back into his hole and the desk sergeant said to Flynn, “The police have better things to do with their time than search for some misplaced whore. Run along now, sir. And take your little Hebrew friend with you.”

			ONCE OUTSIDE, Flynn encouraged Mr. Rakowski to have a cigarette. “Calm your nerves,” he said. There was a whiff of lavender in the air. From the Flower Market across the way, perhaps. A hearse pulled up outside the station in front of them. It felt like an unlucky omen. An undertaker climbed out of the driving seat, but from the passenger side there emerged a man dressed in an evening suit. He looked as though he might have been pulled out of his club for whatever unsavoury task he had been called upon for. He looked familiar, and it took Flynn a few moments to place him. He was the man who had been sitting at Lydia’s table in the Rose and Crown the other night—the one who had left so peremptorily when Flynn had arrived. He didn’t seem to see Flynn.

			Tapper came out from the police station and said, “Still here?” to Flynn.

			“Just going,” Flynn said, grinding his cigarette out beneath his shoe.

			The undertaker said to Tapper, “We’ve got a gent to collect,” and the man in the evening suit said sharply to Tapper, “Not here. Round the back.”

			Flynn’s eye was caught by someone moving swiftly away—a small figure flying along the street, their funereal gaberdine flapping like bat wings. They disappeared round the corner into Floral Street. Maud Ogilvie. So much for toothache.
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			Hors de Combat

			IT WAS HARDLY a surprise that when he did manage to crawl back on to his sofa, Flynn found that the gates to the Land of Nod were now firmly shut against him. No golden slumbers—the entire Stock List would not have helped. The night was deathly quiet; even from Romilly Street he could hear the hours being doled out grudgingly by Big Ben. To make matters worse, every time he drifted off he was poked awake by the broken springs of the sofa, until finally he was woken for good by a fully dressed, alarmingly wide-awake Veronica pinching his ear. “You were screaming in your sleep,” she said. “Thought I’d better wake you.” She thrust a cup and saucer in his face. “Here. Made you a cuppa. Good of me or what?”

			“Are you after something, Veronica?”

			“That’s not a very nice thing to say. I made you tea out of the goodness of my heart.”

			The tea tasted like iron filings, as if Veronica had dumped the remains of his entire week’s ration into the pot. Why was she up so early? “Why are you up so early?”

			“It’s not early. You forgot to set your alarm.”

			He made another attempt at the tea. It really was foul.

			“Good cuppa?” Veronica asked.

			“Yes, very good,” he lied. “Thank you.”

			She preened at the praise and fetched the little aluminium teapot and poured more tea into his cup. Could he really trust her to be left on her own all day a second time, especially now that “the game was afoot”? She was possessed of a kind of low cunning and had no sense of danger. She might return to the Lamb and Flag by herself, or be unable to resist the temptation to take the gun out of the drawer, despite her promise not to. The gun. The problematic gun. He had disposed of the scarf and that had come back to haunt him, perhaps the gun would do the same if he got rid of it. Perhaps he should keep it. A useful kind of thing to have, Archie had said. Was it?

			“Drink your tea up,” Veronica said and monitored him until he had drained the cup.

			“Delicious,” he said.

			“Actually …”

			“You do want something.”

			“Can we have a day just … being. Daughter and Dad, kind of thing. Please?”

			Flynn was so surprised (moved, if he was honest) that he acquiesced immediately. He could see it wasn’t fair to keep Veronica cooped up so much—but perhaps more importantly it would distract her (and him too, if it came to that) from his current fretful predicament.

			“All right. How about a spot of sightseeing?”

			It transpired that Fortress Wealdstone was Veronica’s entire universe and she didn’t know the capital at all, even though it was almost within touching distance of where she lived. “Been to Selfridges,” she said. “Ivy works there. And Whiteleys.” She was counting off on her fingers. “Swan and Edgar’s. Harrods. Liberty’s. Peter Robinson—”

			“So every department store in London, but not the Houses of Parliament?”

			“What’s that when it’s at home?” she mumbled, hindered by a caramel she had foraged from somewhere.

			“It’s the seat of government.”

			“Sounds boring.”

			He had to admit it did. “How about Big Ben? Westminster Abbey?” he asked, fathoming the depths. It took a woefully long time to hit rock bottom. She stared at him like a hypnotized cat. She was wilfully ignorant. The mute staring continued. She was a mouth-breather, he noticed. The cat went briefly cross-eyed, which seemed to be a comment on his tiresome catechism. She rolled the caramel from one cheek to the other.

			“How about St. Paul’s?”

			“A church?” She mimed an extravagant yawn, exposing the sickly remains of the sweet.

			“Buckingham Palace?”

			“I know that, silly. It’s where the King lives.” (Although not for long, apparently. He would be “dead before next Easter,” according to Lydia, a fact conveyed to him when they had been in her bed. They would have a new queen—young and beautiful to boot. “Now that will be a tonic for the nation,” Lydia said. “Your Festival will pall in comparison to a Coronation. A new era. A new Jerusalem.”)

			“I’m not stupid, you know,” Veronica said.

			“Didn’t say you were. How about the Tower of London?”

			“Yep, heard of that too.” (Increasingly pleased with her sum of knowledge.) “That’s where they chopped people’s heads off.”

			“So, shall we, then? Go and see the sights?”

			Veronica removed the tiny nub of remaining caramel and examined it before putting it back in her mouth. “Go on, then,” she conceded.

			BIG BEN WAS briefly admired. Buckingham Palace was tolerated, as were the Houses of Parliament, although Veronica was baffled as to why they couldn’t go inside either building. (“So we just look at them? What’s the point of that?”) The National Gallery was offered and refused. (“Just pictures?”) Ditto the Victoria and Albert, the Natural History Museum and its neighbour the Science Museum. “Science” and “Museum” in the same sentence was a double dose of horror where Veronica was concerned. Flynn’s rather feeble attempts at enlightenment—politics, history, the streets of London—fell on deaf ears. “Is there anything you don’t know?” she said, growing rebellious.

			“Well, I don’t know where Delphine Dubois is.”

			“Yeah, there’s that,” she agreed.

			THE SIGHTS WERE SWAPPED for food, for Veronica anyway. She seemed to have a bottomless appetite. Flynn wondered if she had worms. All this eating was funded by an endless stream of IOUs as Flynn still hadn’t had a chance to go to the bank to replenish his funds.

			There was lunch in a Lyons; an extravagant sundae in an Italian ice-cream parlour near Piccadilly; a cup of tea and finally a currant bun in a café that faced on to the entrance to the British Museum—the closest Veronica was prepared to get to its great edifice, despite the promise of the embalmed dead. “Mummies?” she said, suspicious of the word.

			“Not like Ivy,” he said. “Although …”

			“Could murder an Eccles cake,” she said.

			“You must have hollow legs.”

			Veronica inspected her limbs as if she was checking their solidity. She had no idea of human anatomy, of the skin and bone and fragile flesh that constituted a body. Or of how vulnerable it could be—how it could be wiped out in the swipe of a bamboo stick, the prick of a bayonet, by any and every filthy disease. He gave himself a little shake and put the war back in his own museum.

			“Well, they’re not full yet,” she said. “An Eccles cake’ll probably do it.”

			This must be how the hoodwinked foster parent of a cuckoo chick felt, Flynn thought, eaten out of house and home. He bought the Eccles cake and also a sausage roll for Mrs. Betty, who was tied patiently to a lamppost outside, staring vacantly at the edifice of the British Museum across the road. Next time they embarked on this kind of lengthy expedition he should leave her behind—with Leonora perhaps, who professed to be a dog lover. If she returned, of course. But then, why wouldn’t she?

			“Bored now,” Veronica bleated.

			“How about St. James’s Park?” Flynn cajoled, thinking of somewhere he might be able to rest for a while. “You might see the pelicans. Pelicans are big birds,” he elucidated before she could ask.

			He carried Mrs. Betty to the park and was relieved to deposit her on the grass. Even more relieved to deposit himself on it. The sun was warm, and a drowsy Flynn, deprived of rest for countless nights now, was grateful to lie down and plunge into the deep pit of sleep. He was hauled out of it only a short time later by Mrs. Betty licking his face, her dog breath hot and meaty. There was no sign of Veronica anywhere and Flynn surprised himself with how fearful her absence made him suddenly feel. The fear felt visceral, as if his guts had shrunk and twisted. It was only the scarf that was being held to ransom at the moment—what if Veronica was next?

			Leaping to his feet in a panic, he started shouting Veronica’s name. He was about to set off in search of her when she stepped unexpectedly out of the middle of a large herbaceous border, pushing aside a tall stand of delphiniums and saying, “Keep your hair on. What are you yelling about? I just went to have a wee in the bushes, I didn’t know where the Ladies’ was.”

			“Well, next time you’re planning on disappearing, maybe you could tell me,” he said crossly. She was a force majeure who had entered his life uninvited and would perhaps wreck it. He had been terrified by her absence and now he was terrified by her presence. The germinating seed was pushing painfully towards the light. (He was in danger of poetry.) He still refused to think of it as love. Love flayed the skin off you. Then it flensed the flesh. Within no time at all, it was down to the bone.

			An untroubled Veronica said, “Let’s find a café. They might have iced buns. Are you coming?”

			“WHAT’S HAPPENING HERE, then?” Veronica said. They had slowly wended their way home, all three of them wilted by the long day.

			“I don’t know.” What was happening here? Flynn wondered. They had been halted in their tracks by the sight of two uniformed constables at the far end of Rose Street, outside the Lamb and Flag. They seemed extraordinarily interested in something on the pavement. One of the constables was stroking his chin as if he was trying to work out a conundrum. Occasionally they glanced up at one of the windows as if assessing its height.

			The barman, Tommy Gammage, had said he “lived above the shop.” There were two floors above the pub; on the third floor a window gaped, its curtains billowing out in the evening breeze.

			“Gammage lives up there, doesn’t he?” Veronica said.

			An ambulance rounded the corner of the street, its bell ringing a tocsin that brought several residents out from the surrounding buildings to discover the source of the excitement. The ambulancemen clambered quickly out of their vehicle and hurried towards the two police constables. All sense of emergency dissipated, however, as they joined in the contemplation of whatever it was on the pavement that was exercising so much fascination. They, too, looked up at the windows of the building, as if they were calculating the drop.

			Before he could stop her, Veronica went darting up Rose Street to investigate. She was quick to return, saucer-eyed. Tugging Flynn by the hand, she said quietly, “Come on, let’s go home.”

			“Is it Gammage?” he hazarded.

			“Yeah. Splatted on the pavement. Like strawberry jam.”

			“Jesus Christ.”

			“DO YOU THINK he was murdered?” Veronica asked once they were back in Romilly Street. “He spilt the beans to us and so someone pushed him out of the window.”

			“Defenestrated.”

			“Big word.”

			“From fenestra—Latin for window.”

			“The plot thickens.”

			Was there an innocent explanation? Or was Veronica right and Gammage had been killed for “spilling the beans”? Or perhaps in case there were more beans for him to spill. Or was it a punishment for Gammage or a warning to Flynn? Or both? Were dark arts at work? Flynn wondered. He must have voiced his doubts aloud because Veronica said, “Dark arts? Don’t like the sound of them.”

			Could he keep Veronica safe here? Was there anyone who could?

			[image: ]

			“You want me to babysit?” Lydia raised a cool eyebrow—freezing, even. It was nearly nine o’clock in the morning, but Flynn had got her out of bed and she wasn’t happy about it. She was rigged in a fancy silk negligée over matching pyjamas—an outfit that would have felt insulted if it had been asked to make an appearance in his bedroom in Romilly Street. There was no invitation for him to come inside, he noticed.

			“I have to go to the office,” Flynn said.

			“The entire complicated machinery of the Festival can’t manage without your one little cog?”

			He should probably feel insulted, but she was right. He was a cog.

			“How old is she anyway, this child? She’s not small, is she?” Lydia gave a little shiver. “I wouldn’t have the faintest idea what to do with a small child.”

			“She’s thirteen.”

			“Well then, she’s quite old enough to take care of herself. Why do you need me?”

			“Because she’ll do something reckless if no one’s keeping an eye on her.” And someone might push her out of a window, he thought, but refrained from saying so. Of course, there were other ways to kill someone apart from defenestration. A spear-point bladed knife. A US Army–issue Colt. A silk scarf printed with little Eiffel Towers. Knew a woman once who killed a man with the heel of her shoe. (And let’s not forget ennui, Flynn thought.) Was Delphine dead? Archie had certainly implied that she was, but nothing that came out of his mouth could be trusted.

			Lydia sighed the sigh of a put-upon woman—not a role she took on often. “Where is she?”

			“Waiting downstairs.”

			Lydia led him into her drawing room, where three large, almost floor-length windows, swagged with plush velvet, looked down on the street. The rugs had a deep pile, the furniture was expensive and gleamed with polish. Flynn doubted that it was Lydia’s fair hand that held the duster. The whole room spoke of money. The last time Flynn was in Lydia’s flat they had by-passed this room. No prelude had taken place in here—no drinks or cigarettes or polite chit-chat—Lydia’s path had led them swiftly to her bed.

			“I suppose you’d better bring her up, then. I’ll get dressed.”

			IMPRESSED BY HER SURROUNDINGS, Veronica gave a little bob when she was introduced as if she’d suddenly found herself in front of royalty. “Fenestra,” she announced. “Fenestra Shears. Pleased to make your acquaintance.” (Said in a ridiculous attempt at an upper-class accent.)

			“Named for one of the martyrs of the early church, presumably,” Lydia said, the eyebrow now sardonic.

			“Yes, she was thrown out of a window.”

			“It’s Veronica actually,” Flynn intervened.

			“And a dog, too,” Lydia said. “How lovely.” (Irony, Flynn thought of explaining to Veronica, but didn’t.)

			Lydia disappeared into the kitchen to make coffee. The coffee pot, when it came, was silver, engraved with a family crest. Flynn wondered what kind of people put their crest on a coffee pot. Norfolk kind of people, he supposed. Like the Festival’s ubiquitous emblem, it was a badge of ownership.

			Lydia poured the coffee into little cups that were as fragile as eggshells. Veronica was handed one, too. Coffee was on Ivy’s list of banned substances, but Flynn had been found wanting on so many fronts in his role in loco parentis that coffee seemed the least of his failures.

			“You don’t seem the sort to have a child, Flynn,” Lydia said.

			He shrugged. “Takes all sorts.”

			“Cigarette?” Lydia offered, opening a rather grand ebony and ivory box that sat in the middle of the coffee table. Veronica started to raise her hand but then thought better of it. Flynn lit their cigarettes with an onyx table lighter that was so heavy he nearly dropped it.

			Lydia inhaled deeply on her cigarette and blew one of her perfect smoke rings. Veronica was transfixed at the sight. She had the makings of an acolyte.

			“So,” Lydia said, looking speculatively at Veronica, “why am I required to be a jailor today?”

			“Just keep her out of trouble.”

			“I thought it was you that was in trouble. Don’t the police still suspect you of doing something dastardly to your Frenchwoman?”

			“He didn’t do anything,” Veronica bridled indignantly. “He’s too soft to kill anyone.” (A criticism, apparently.) “He’s being framed.”

			“By whom?” This addressed to Flynn, ignoring Veronica, who was jumping up and down in eagerness to tell the story.

			“Archie Blinkhorn, I think,” Flynn said.

			“Ah—that’s why you were asking me about him.”

			“I think Delphine Dubois was his mistress—ex-mistress—and she was blackmailing him with obscene photographs of his wife, so he paid a man called Braithwaite to kill her. And then made it look as if I’d done it. Archie would have known Braithwaite from before the war—he was one of Mosley’s henchmen from the old BUF days—”

			“But Gammage!” Veronica interrupted, unable to contain herself any longer. “Tell her about Gammage—wait, I’ll tell her—the barman, the barman at the Lamb and Flag—that’s a pub—he lied to the police—said he saw my dad fighting with the flooz—whatshername—Delphine—and we went to see him, and he admitted he’d been paid to say that by this Billy Braithwaite bloke, but only when I pointed a gun at him. And then Tommy Gammage was pushed out of the window above the pub. On to the pavement. Splat.”

			“She has a gun?” Lydia said, raising the cool eyebrow at Flynn. Perhaps it was the only part of this tale she was able to make sense of. “And now you’re worried the same thing might happen to little Fenestra here? Splat?” She sighed again. “Very well, you can leave her here. But don’t ask for any more favours. What are you going to do now, Flynn?”

			“Find some evidence that I’m innocent.”

			“For heaven’s sake, don’t do anything stupid. I’m sure this will all sort itself out in the fullness of time without you sticking your oar in.”

			“What makes you think that? Do you know something about it? You do, don’t you?”

			“No, I don’t, actually. I just think that if you’re as innocent as you say—”

			“He is!”

			“If you’re as innocent as you say, then everything’s bound to right itself in the end if you just leave it alone. Most things do, you know. And for heaven’s sake, get rid of that gun.”

			Was Veronica safe with Lydia? Was anyone safe with Lydia? He certainly wasn’t. He sensed she was playing a game, and he had no idea what the rules might be. Or was he just a pawn in a larger game? A game where it felt like there were no rules at all.
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			D-Day Minus One

			AND THERE SHE WAS. Maud Ogilvie Redux. Right as rain and sitting at her desk when Flynn walked into the office. No one else was present, the ground was cleared for a contest. A duel.

			“You exist,” Flynn said.

			“I do. Did you doubt it?”

			“Just for a moment. Your Scouts were here. They felt rather let down by you, I’m afraid.”

			“Oh, my goodness, I knew they would manage without me. They’re resourceful wee boys. I’m sure they rose to the challenge.”

			“And your toothache, is it all better now?”

			“Oh, yes. The tooth had to come out, I’m afraid. Beyond repair.”

			Show me, he wanted to say. An empty socket—that would be incontrovertible evidence. But he could hardly ask her to open her mouth to allow him to check. Instead he said, “Well, I’m glad you’re feeling better.” He changed tack. “I thought I saw you the other night.”

			“Really? Where?”

			“Bow Street, outside the police station.”

			She laughed. “Goodness, not me, Harry. Sounds like a case of mistaken identity.”

			Mistaken identity, he thought. Another good title for a novel he wasn’t going to write. Flynn was amassing quite the canon. He changed tack again. “And the problems with the crockery in the Regatta Restaurant? All sorted now?”

			She gave him a shrewd look, and he felt the rather unnerving power of her scrutiny. Her intelligence. “Crockery?” she murmured serenely. “I don’t recollect. In my defence, I have a dreadful memory.”

			No, you don’t, Flynn thought. You never forget anything.

			“Oh, yes, of course,” she rallied, not in the least flustered by the unspoken accusation. “Now I think about it, there was some purported problem at the Regatta Restaurant, but it turned out to be a case of crossed wires. The crockery is to be delivered today, it seems. ‘In the nick of time,’ as Mr. Brown said.”

			“Mr. Brown?”

			“He’s in charge over there. Didn’t you meet him?”

			Flynn could have sworn there was a triumphal gleam in her eye as she stepped neatly out of his crude trap. She really was a world-class liar. He would like to see her in contest with Lydia. It would be gladiatorial.

			The Boy arrived, bringing plunder from his morning manoeuvres—a pack of Festival cigarettes. They were manufactured in Ulster and intended for sale in the many tobacco kiosks on the site. Maud Ogilvie took one, although she had not previously lit up in the office. “In my defence,” she said, “I am curious as to the quality of the tobacco.”

			“Curiosity killed the cat,” the Boy said. (The mother again.)

			“Just as well the cat has nine lives, then,” she said, puffing daintily on her cigarette.

			“D-DAY MINUS ONE, chaps,” Denholm said. He was on a War-Room footing—a condition that manifested itself in the rather tight wool flannel suit he was wearing. “Tomorrow morning at dawn’s first light we shall be scrambling ashore in our landing craft. Hopefully there will be no Nazi gun emplacements ready to mow us down on the …” Denholm faltered. He tried again. “On the …” He stuttered to a stop, staring into the middle distance rather like Badger’s rabbit did when it ran down. Sans carrot.

			“Beaches?” Flynn supplied, trying to turn the key for him.

			“Yes,” Denholm said softly. “Such utter hell, you know.”

			“He was there,” Flynn said quietly to a surprised Evans.

			It defied the imagination to think of Denholm disembarking from a landing craft and leading a charge up the Normandy beaches.

			“A beach? Like Ramsgate?” the confused Boy whispered to Evans.

			“Not quite.”

			“Yes, well, one was there, you know,” Denholm said. “And yet in some ways one wasn’t. It was like a dream—well, a nightmare obviously. I was a captain in the 7th Battalion. Green Howards.”

			“First wave,” Evans said, nodding respectfully.

			Denholm took his place on the podium of suffering. “Hard to imagine when you look at me now, I know.” He laughed self-consciously. “I cut a trimmer figure before the war. Was in the OTC at school, so that helped me wrangle a commission. Gave up the role of Lear at York Theatre Royal. As flies to wanton boys are we to the gods. We did it abridged in rep, can you believe? I was far too young for the part, of course, but they didn’t have anyone in the company who was old enough and still had enough marbles to remember the script. They could have had one or t’other, but not both. I cared deeply for our sceptred isle—still do. Felt I had to do my bit for England.”

			“Britain,” the Boy amended sotto voce.

			“Saw a lot of my men cut down,” Denholm said sadly. “Dropping into the water all around me, but one couldn’t stop. He that outlives this day and comes safe home. So many didn’t. The ‘lads,’ that’s what I used to call them. ‘My lads.’ It makes me think of Shakespeare, you know. Golden lads and girls all must, as chimney-sweepers, come to dust. Tragic.”

			“Don’t worry, Mr. Denholm,” the Boy said. “None of us are going to die on a beach.”

			“Well, not today,” Evans said.

			“Yes,” Denholm said, heaving a great breath into his lungs, “let’s not dwell on the past. You’re my lads now, I suppose. And lasses. Lass,” he added with a nod at Maud Ogilvie.
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			“At Temple Bar the greys driving the royal landaus are reined in for the performance of a traditional ceremony—the presentation of the Pearl Sword by the Lord Mayor. His Royal Majesty …”

			The Festival was being launched this morning by the King with a service of inauguration in St. Paul’s Cathedral, after a royal carriage procession from Buckingham Palace with all the bells and whistles. In the evening the Royal Festival Hall would be similarly christened with a concert programme of British music. In twenty-four hours’ time, the real invasion would take place when a large assortment of various royals would troop dutifully around the Festival’s exhibitions, most of which were unfortunately still under construction, and the King would finally declare the South Bank open for business. Not open to the public, of course—the hoi polloi would have to wait until after midday, when the royal party had left, before they could enjoy the Festival.

			“God, it’s taken them for ever to get to St. Paul’s,” Hetty said. “Margot and I have been listening since they left Buckingham Palace. Interminable.”

			They were crouched over a portable wireless in the deserted “Breakfast Bar Kitchen with Living Room.” The wireless (model DD46 De Luxe, Decca Radio and Television) was broadcasting the progress of Their Majesties and their entourage towards St. Paul’s. The unctuous tones of Richard Dimbleby were describing the unharried progress of the great and the good, who were making their way along Ludgate. Crowds could be heard cheering patriotically in the background. Flynn thought of Evans telling him about Dimbleby reporting from Belsen. It was a Manichaean universe.

			“Got any ciggies, Harry?”

			“Sure. Margot?”

			“Please. Ta.”

			He took out a box of matches and thought about Lydia’s onyx table-lighter. You could bash someone’s head in with it. Everywhere he went these days he saw murder weapons.

			“Just as well for the Royals that they don’t pitch up here until tomorrow,” Margot said. “Looks like everyone’s going to be working through the night to get things ready. Even then I expect the cleaners will be sweeping us out with their brooms come dawn. We’re on a break,” she added, “in case you think we’re slacking.”

			“You can slack as much as you want, as far as I’m concerned.”

			“You could come and give us a hand in Homes tonight, Harry,” Hetty said. “I’ve got a bottle of whisky stashed away in a cupboard.” (Storage cabinets, Gaypro Products Ltd, 80 George Street, London W1.)

			“Maybe.”

			“ ‘After the service,’ ” Margot read out loud from this morning’s Express, “ ‘His Majesty will stand on the steps of the hallowed cathedral and declare the Festival of Britain open.’ And this is Ismay writing in the Mail: ‘The roar of traffic will be still. Only the wind and the gentle noise of doves will be heard.’ Doves? Does he mean pigeons? There aren’t doves in London, are there, apart from that one of yours, Harry?”

			“Not really mine.”

			“Hark, they’ve arrived, judging by the sound of that fanfare,” Margot said.

			“And as Their Majesties make their way up the steps of the great cathedral …”

			“Poor King,” Hetty said. “He’ll be on his knees by tomorrow night. He’s not well, you know. Close-up he looks even sicklier than Harry.” Dead before next Easter, Flynn thought.

			“Harry looks all right,” Margot said. “Lot better than he used to.”

			“Thanks. When were you ‘close up’ to the King, Hetty?”

			“Oh, you know, presented at court,” she said carelessly, taking another cigarette off him.

			“And here is the Portcullis Pursuivant, followed by the Rouge Croix Pursuivant and then the Rouge Dragon Pursuivant, the Richmond Herald …”

			“Hetty was a deb-u-tante,” Margot said, putting on the strangled accent of the English aristocracy. “Can’t you tell?”

			“You’re just jealous,” Hetty laughed.

			“Terribly.”

			“Weren’t you a deb, then?” Flynn asked Margot.

			“Opted out. Went to St. Hilda’s and read Philosophy. Really, though, you know,” she said earnestly to Flynn, “joking aside, it is a load of rot. The Royals are going to have to get rid of all this constipated piffle if they want to survive in this new dawn.”

			“Constipated piffle?”

			“Chivalric nonsense. Rouge Dragon Pursuivant, for heaven’s sake. It’s like Alice in Wonderland. The country’s stagnant, Harry. The war changed nothing.”

			Flynn caught the soft thudding of canon fire in the distance. “That’s the twenty-one-gun salute at the Tower,” Margot said.

			“Margot’s very anti-establishment, you know, Harry. Almost a Commie. I bet she’d quite like to be firing one of those cannons at the great and good.”

			“God, yes, Hetty. I was pretty good on the ack-acks. Nothing like bringing the enemy down.”

			“You are the enemy, Margot.” Hetty laughed. “Your father’s a Tory grandee. Queen Mary’s a splendid old bat though,” she said to Flynn. “I was taken to tea with her once.”

			“German,” Margot said.

			“Well, they all are, aren’t they? That’s why they have to work so hard at being English.”

			“British,” Flynn said.

			“You’re looming, Harry. Did you want something? Or was it just our fascinating company you were seeking?”

			“Looking for Badger, Margot.”

			“Haven’t you found him yet?” Hetty said. “He was over in the Lion and Unicorn. He’s just picked up a Constable from the National Gallery—they needed an extra painting, apparently.”

			“… and the Chester Herald. Their Majesties take their place in their seats …”

			“By the way, Harry, that awful woman’s here.”

			“Mitzi? Where?”

			“She’s set up shop in the ‘Farmhouse Kitchen for the Middle Classes.’ The Farmhouse people are quite distressed. You should go and sort it out. She needs leashing in.”

			“She was looking for you,” Margot added.

			Flynn beat a hasty retreat back across the river. He had, to borrow another phrase from Maud Ogilvie, “a task elsewhere.”

			IN HALF MOON STREET, to be exact. He still had the key that Archie had given him. There had to be some clue there, some spoor belonging to Delphine Dubois’s killer, some careless evidence that had been left behind. Heaven knows he had probably left enough of his own. And as a bonus he could also double-check that no corpses had been left lying around.

			He was halfway up the stairs to Delphine’s flat when he heard someone behind him. Miss Norris, Delphine’s neighbour, struggling with a bag of groceries. “Oh, it’s Inspector Smith, isn’t it?” she said when he relieved her of her burden, and before he knew it he was inside her flat, sitting on her sofa, being offered a “small sherry.” She always had one at lunchtime, she said, as it helped “perk her up” for the rest of the day. Flynn regretted he was unable to accept the sherry because he was “on duty”—heaven knows he could have done with a bit of perking up, but he thought it was probably best to stay in character. And he was glad of the opportunity to find out what he could about the goings-on in the neighbouring flat. He had rather hoped he might bump into Miss Norris again.

			What could she tell him about the missing Miss Dubois? Quite a lot, it turned out, because the walls between their flats were “paper-thin.” “The French lady had a gentleman friend,” she confided. “And they were sometimes quite …” she hesitated, searching for a word. “Boisterous,” she concluded. She blushed and took a sip of the sherry, the word “sex” primly unspoken between them.

			“Can you describe him, this gentleman friend?” Earlier, Flynn had filched Veronica’s little notebook from her bag, the almost extinct journalist in him coming unexpectedly back to life. He opened it now in an official police manner. Unfortunately, he felt only too well acquainted with the ways of the police these days. The chewed pencil hovered, ready for information.

			“I’m afraid he was a married man, Inspector. The French lady was his …”

			Floozy, doxy, bit of fluff. “Mistress?” Flynn supplied. The word required a dose of remedial sherry to aid its digestion.

			“But then I think he wanted to end their …”

			“Affair?”

			“Yes. That.” She blanched at the word. (So much previously unemployed vocabulary!) “I gather he’d been abroad, and when he returned they began to have tremendous rows, but then he stopped visiting her altogether a few weeks ago.” Her voice dropped to a conspiratorial whisper, as if Delphine might be still listening on the other side of that paper-thin wall. “I think …” She faltered.

			“Yes? Miss Norris?” Flynn nudged encouragingly. “You can say anything to me. Think of me as a priest, sworn to keep the secrets of the confessional.” It’s what Badger had said to him, the morning after his date with Delphine. Badger knew something, didn’t he? He’d talked about Flynn being in “hot water” and Flynn had dismissed his concerns, but now the water was boiling. Best not to reach for metaphors, he counselled himself. He needed to question Badger about what he knew.

			“I think he paid the rent,” Miss Norris said, warming to her scandalous narrative. “And I think he’d had enough of her and wanted her out of the flat.” (She must have had her ear glued to that wall, Flynn thought.) “And she said that she was going to tell his wife about the … affair.” The word hung daringly on her lips. One of them was going to need absolution by the time this catechism was over. “It’s an age-old story, I’m afraid, isn’t it, Inspector?”

			So, Flynn thought, Archie—who by his own admission was “on his uppers”—couldn’t afford the love nest in Half Moon Street any longer and didn’t want Delphine herself any more, but she was resisting eviction—blackmailing him with the photographs into letting her stay there. Hetty had said that the flat in Earl’s Court was rather “bleak and nasty,” hadn’t she? This seemed an eminently credible scenario.

			“He was rather handsome—her gentleman,” Miss Norris said, clutching a hand to her modest maidenly bosom at the memory. (What on earth would she have made of those salacious photographs? That demure heart might have given out.)

			“Handsome?” Flynn frowned at the word. Not Archie, then. “Handsome” was not the adjective you would ever use to describe him.

			“Good-looking,” Mrs. Norris expanded, as if Flynn might not know what handsome meant. “He had lovely eyes.”

			“Oh?” The thing that had been lurking on the seabed of Flynn’s memory since his interrogation in Bow Street, gnawing away at him like a dog with a bone, began to stir.

			“They were a beautiful shade of green.”

			A tremor began to shake the seabed. “Do you know his name, by any chance? The handsome man?” Flynn didn’t think he’d used the word “handsome” so much in one conversation. If ever.

			“Well, I heard her call him Zheel.” To pronounce the name she stretched her lips wide, revealing her worn, yellow teeth. “Or maybe Sheel? It sounded French. He wasn’t French, though. He was a proper English gentleman. I encountered him on the stairs once. Wonderful manners.”

			Je suis en retard, Delphine had said to him in the Lamb and Flag. Zheel m’attend. I’m late. Zheel is waiting for me.

			The memory suddenly shot up from the depths like a torpedo. “Zheel” was how a French person would pronounce “Giles.” Handsome Zheel with his green eyes had to be Giles Dangerfield. Flynn had presumed the wrong ex-Fascist. Delphine Dubois wasn’t Archie’s mistress, she was Giles Dangerfield’s. And Dangerfield—presumably—was the one who had killed her.

			His head felt as if it might explode. To prevent that happening, he said, “I might have that sherry now, Miss Norris, if you don’t mind?”

			What was Archie’s role in all this? His friendship with Dangerfield went way back. Was Archie simply a faithful friend, always willing to help out—and not just with another man’s by-blow, but with his murdered mistress too? And then with finding a hapless idiot to pin it all on.

			And here he was, the hapless idiot returning to the scene of the crime once more, only adding to the list of incriminating evidence that trailed him everywhere. He would be in the dock and Miss Norris—an elderly lady of impeccable virtue—would enter the witness box and she would swear that she had seen him leaving a murdered woman’s flat. Not to mention the added offence of impersonating an officer of the law. The jury would be willing to hang, draw and quarter him on the spot. Flynn could almost see the solemn judge reaching for his black cap, feel that noose around his neck.

			If he really was a ruthless murderer, he would eliminate Miss Norris on the spot. You’re looking at my neck. Are you thinking of strangling me? No, if he were going to kill Miss Norris, he would bash her over the head with the brass poker with which she was shuffling the red-hot coals in the grate. God, he needed to get out of this claustrophobic room. “Thank you, you’ve been most helpful,” he said. She really had. “And now I really must be on my way. Criminals to catch, justice to serve and so on.”

			He had almost made it to Miss Norris’s front door when she said, “Oh, Inspector—can I give you something? Can you just wait there a moment?”

			Miss Norris was very slow, but eventually she snailed her way back, holding a yellow duster. The duster was wrapped around something, like a present. “I found this a few days ago, someone must have dropped it on the stairs on their way out. It looks quite valuable. Someone will be missing it, don’t you think?”

			She opened the duster and held it out to show Flynn the contents. “It would be safer with you, Inspector. I expect you have a Lost Property down at your station.”

			“Yes, indeed we do,” he said, taking the soft yellow duster and its precious contents from Miss Norris and putting it in his pocket.

			“Oh, thank you, Inspector. If someone comes looking for it, I’ll tell them you have it.”

			HE ABANDONED ANY IDEA of revisiting Delphine’s flat and instead caught an almost empty bus on Picadilly, climbed up to the top deck, took a seat at the front and lit a cigarette. He rather hoped that some kind of reverse alchemy might have occurred while the duster had been in his pocket—gold into base metal—but when he took it out again it was the same. A gold watch, the fob still attached, and on the back two stags rampant holding their heraldic shield. Veritas et Fides. Truth and Loyalty. The rallying cry of the Badgleys of Badgley Hall.
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			Badger? We need to have a word.”

			“Of course, Flynn. What about? You look serious.”

			Flynn pulled the fob watch out of his pocket; it felt like winching up an anchor. He dangled it in the air for a moment as if he was attempting to hypnotize Badger.

			“I’ve looked everywhere for that,” Badger grinned and reached out to take it. Flynn pulled his hand back, and Badger frowned. “What is it? What’s going on, Flynn?”

			“Aren’t you going to ask me where I found it?”

			“Well, I’ve got a feeling you’re about to tell me.”

			“Half Moon Street.”

			“Ah.” Badger fell silent.

			“Ah—exactly.” Flynn handed the watch over and said, “What were you doing there, Badger?”

			“What were you doing there, Flynn?”

			“Long story, but I wasn’t killing Delphine Dubois, if that’s what you’re implying. Were you?”

			“No.” Badger gazed thoughtfully at the watch in his hand and gave a rueful smile. “Thought about it,” he said. “But someone had beaten me to it.”

			“She was dead?”

			“Shot through the heart.” Badger laughed mirthlessly.

			“So all this time you knew Delphine was dead,” Flynn said, “and you knew that I didn’t kill her.”

			“Knew she was dead, Flynn, didn’t know you didn’t kill her. Not at first, anyway. You’d been in some kind of a fight, and you were behaving very oddly that morning. I mean, I couldn’t believe it when you said that it was Delphine Dubois who you’d been on a date with.”

			“Not a date.”

			“But you must see that it looked like an outlandish coincidence.”

			“You didn’t stop to wonder why I would kill a woman I barely knew?”

			“Men kill women they barely know all the time, Harry.”

			“You knew her, though. She was your ghost who wasn’t dead, wasn’t she? The one you saw in Savoy Court that day. How did you know her? From the war?” Flynn hazarded, “She was one of your agents in the SOE?”

			Badger sighed. “Can we get a seat somewhere, Flynn? (They were standing in the middle of the Fairway.) A cup of tea, perhaps? I’m parched.”

			“The Fairway Café over there.” The café was empty apart from a panicked waitress who said, “We’re not open until tomorrow, gentlemen. We’re just setting up.”

			“We’d just like a seat for a minute,” Badger said suavely, employing his Norfolk-toff manners. The ten-shilling note he produced helped as well. The woman was so impressed that she bobbed a little curtsey and, despite their protestations, said she’d rustle up a pot of tea for them. “Helped choose those uniforms,” Badger murmured when she was gone. “Rather nice, don’t you think?”

			“I’m all ears, Badger.”

			“You can’t tell anyone any of this, Flynn. It’s strictly off-limits, do you understand?”

			“Sure.”

			“Delphine Dubois’s real name was Colette Paquet, codename Columbine.”

			“A dove.” Flynn thought of the pigeon flapping haplessly around in her flat in Half Moon Street. A soul looking for escape. He shrugged off the idea—too close to poetry.

			“More hawk-like by nature. She’d been a crucial part of a large réseau—a Resistance network that stretched across nearly all of France. She was the mistress of the British SOE agent in charge of the network in Paris, and at the same time she was, literally, in bed with the enemy—a senior Abwehr officer. She betrayed—eagerly, I should say—the entire réseau to German intelligence via him. God knows how many men and women she knowingly sent to their deaths. I was the one who recruited her, God forgive me. I knew she was tricky, but I thought she could be handled.

			“The story was that the French Resistance took its revenge and she was summarily executed after the Liberation. There was a coffin, a burial, a death certificate. I was shown a photograph of her mother and a priest standing next to an open grave. I tried never to think about her again.”

			“Until you saw her a few weeks ago.”

			“Had to make sure it was her, see her with my own eyes. Confront her, I suppose. I don’t know what I was thinking really. She’d been brought over by MI6 before D-Day. They thought she might have information that might be useful for the invasion. After I saw her resurrected in Savoy Court, I asked about a bit. I’m a persona non grata with the Security Service these days. Caught with my trousers down. Not a metaphor. But I asked a couple of chaps who’ll still talk to me. Apparently she was given a new identity, and then she seems to have disappeared back into the woodwork after the war.”

			They fell silent when the waitress returned as promised with a pot of tea and fussed about with the tea things. “And I’ve toasted you gentlemen a teacake each,” she said.

			“You’re an absolute star, madam,” Badger said.

			Flynn waited until she was out of earshot before continuing. “And the British SOE agent in charge of the network, her lover, I’m guessing that was Giles Dangerfield.”

			Badger was surprised. “How did you work that out?”

			“Doesn’t matter. Was he a collaborator too?”

			“Dyed-in-the-wool traitor, a renegade and a turncoat. He was one of Mosley’s top dogs before the war, never abandoned his beliefs. I tried to tell Baker Street, but no one wanted to hear.”

			“And he was never suspected after his return?”

			“He forestalled any questions by claiming to be a triple agent and that all his hobnobbing with the Sicherheitsdienst—the German intelligence—was a cover for getting information about missing French and British agents. He was just another traitor hiding in plain sight, he was even recruited into MI6 at the end of the war. The Security Service has always been awash with traitors.”

			“So it was Dangerfield who contrived to bring Delphine over? Dangerfield who arranged her supposed death, gave her a new identity?”

			“Regretted it almost immediately, I imagine. I expect he found that it was easy to keep a mistress in Paris during the war, not so easy in London afterwards when you’re under scrutiny from all sorts of people, but especially your wife. Jocasta Hunt is not a woman to be trifled with. I expect it was a relief to get shipped off to Northern Rhodesia, but when he returned, Columbine was still here—a liability for a man looking to resurrect a political career. Better eat this teacake, Flynn, or the waitress will be disappointed in us. It’s quite good. I wish we could come off the ration—I miss having lashings of butter, don’t you? They’ll have to milk Orange Blossom twice a day, won’t they? We could churn butter on site.”

			“Forget about your cow. Did Dangerfield kill Delphine? For real, this time? Or have her killed?”

			“I’m out of the loop on that one, I’m afraid. I know she’s not the sort to go quietly. Hell hath no fury like a woman scorned.”

			Did Badger know more than he was letting on? After all, his life was predicated on secrets, wasn’t it? What others was he keeping?

			“There was no body in the flat,” Flynn said.

			“No? I suppose whoever killed her must have got rid of it.”

			“Dangerfield killed her.”

			Badger nodded slowly as if he approved of Flynn’s conclusion. “Wouldn’t surprise me. He’s certainly capable.”

			“You didn’t tell the police?”

			“God, no. I scarpered out of there like a scalded cat. I would have been the prime suspect if anyone had made the connection between Columbine and me. And motive, opportunity, all that kind of stuff.”

			“So you didn’t tell anyone?”

			“Well …”
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			20

			And So To Bed

			OH, HELLO, YOU,” Lydia said when she opened the door to him. She seemed in a more welcoming mood than earlier.

			Veronica was sitting on the sofa, reading a copy of The Lady, clutching a half-eaten tube of Rolos. She was dressed in different clothes from when Flynn had left her this morning—a smart blue dress with white piping on the collar and cuffs. It buttoned without straining and the hem hung modestly beneath her knees. Her shoes were new, too. She waved the Rolos at him in greeting.

			“Well, I can see you went shopping,” Flynn said to Lydia. “I’ll pay you back, obviously.”

			“Don’t be silly—my treat.”

			Mrs. Betty had also undergone a—rather alarming—transformation and was now less of a dog and more of a large ball of clean white fluff.

			“Oh, yes, I asked a friend to pick her up and take her to that dogs’ beauty parlour in Mayfair,” Lydia said. “She looks like a new dog, doesn’t she?”

			Mrs. Betty gazed impassively at Flynn. She could have been thinking anything. Or, more likely, nothing at all. From despair to elation, they all tended to present much the same on those long-suffering canine features.

			“I didn’t want to leave her alone in the flat while we were at the theatre.”

			“You went to the theatre?”

			“Yep,” Veronica said. “A ‘matinée,’ that means in the afternoon, and it was called—what was it called again?” She turned to Lydia, who supplied, And So To Bed.”

			“And So To Bed. It was all about a man called Peeps—funny name—who wrote a diary. Sounds really boring, but you don’t have to watch him writing it or anything.”

			“It’s a musical,” Lydia said. “Very light-hearted.”

			“So this Peeps,” Veronica continued, waving the Rolo tube around to illustrate, “rescues this woman—Mrs. Knight—from a pickpocket and they arrange a … thingummy … ?” She looked to Lydia.

			“Tryst,” she supplied.

			“Tryst. He says to make music with her, ha ha, but he really means lawks-a-mercy.”

			“Sounds a bit risqué to me.”

			“Harmless fun,” Lydia said.

			“Only, the thing is, Peeps is married,” Veronica continued doggedly, “and his wife guesses he’s up to something, ’cos wives always do, and she follows him. So by now Peeps is in Mrs. Knight’s house and flirting with her when who should arrive?”

			“Literally no idea.”

			“King Charles! The second one, because there was another one before him. See—I’m learning history, you should be pleased. Anyway, the King’s sweet on this Mrs. Knight as well and Peeps has to hide in a cupboard, but then Mrs. Peeps arrives, and the King has to hide behind a curtain, and Mrs. Peeps is furious and thinks it’s Peeps that’s hiding behind the curtain but it’s—the King! And then more stuff happens, bit boring, and then Peeps discovers he’s left his flageolet at Mrs. Knight’s house, which sounds dirty, I know, but it’s a musical instrument, so Mrs. Peeps knows Mr. Peeps has been in Mrs. Knight’s house and they have a big row and then—guess what?”

			“She kills him?”

			“No. They make up.”

			“And so to bed?”

			“Yes. It was good—apart from the boring bits. Not as good as a pantomime—obviously—but they had ices. I had two.”

			Lydia laughed. “We had a splendid time. Thank you, Flynn. I haven’t enjoyed myself so much in a long while. Your stepdaughter is a one-off. But now I have to get ready to go out, so I’m going to shoo you away.”

			“I’m going to have a wee before we go,” Veronica said to Flynn. “Lydia has a lovely bathroom. All marble. And warm. It’s not like washing at your kitchen sink with carbolic and an old rag of a flannel.”

			“One for the road, then?” Lydia said, pouring whisky for them both when Veronica had disappeared in the direction of the bathroom.

			“It isn’t Archie,” he said to her.

			“What isn’t Archie?”

			“Archie isn’t Delphine Dubois’s lover.”

			“Sounds like you know who is.” She didn’t look at him, busying herself with fixing the drinks in a way that seemed overdone. An actress preparing to put on a performance. Or a liar preparing to deceive. She turned to face him at last, handed him a glass and said, “So do you? Know?”

			“Giles Dangerfield.”

			She didn’t express surprise. Flynn would have preferred it if she had. She knew, Flynn thought. Lydia knew. Lydia had known Delphine was dead. She knew who killed her. And, perhaps more to the point, who didn’t kill her. She knew everything. She always had, right from the beginning, probably.

			“I know all about Delphine and Dangerfield,” he said. “I know about Columbine and Dangerfield’s ‘war record,’ if you can call it that. Badger told me.”

			“Did he, now?”

			“He also told me that he discovered her body in Half Moon Street the night she was killed. He phoned you, didn’t he? Told his childhood playmate, who helpfully works for the Secret Service, and then—hey presto—you made a dead body magically disappear. Is Dangerfield—or his brand of politics—being protected in some way? Is Delphine’s murder being covered up by the Establishment? The Security Services? Wasn’t it you who said that Fascism in this country was ‘as dead as the dinosaurs,’ and now you’re helping to safeguard it?”

			“You’re digging yourself into a hole with all this, Flynn.”

			“Easy for you to say. I’m trying to save my neck here, Lydia. I might end up swinging for something I haven’t done.”

			She surprised him by unexpectedly reaching out and touching his cheek. “Oh, Flynn,” she said softly. He thought she was going to kiss him, but instead she said, “You’re such a fool.”

			“Thanks.”

			“You’re dealing with something you don’t understand.”

			“Dark arts?”

			“Politics. Same thing.”

			VERONICA RETURNED FROM the bathroom, reeking of Lydia’s perfume, and said, “Let’s go home. I’m starving.”
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			They had just finished eating their tea of egg and chips when there was a knock on the door.

			“Friend or foe, do you think?” Veronica said. “That’s what Uncle Gerry says every time the doorbell goes.”

			“And which is it usually?”

			“Hard to say. Bit of both, really. He’s got some funny friends.”

			Flynn opened the door. Foe. Definitely. The all-too-familiar figures of Vigo and Tapper, bolstered by two uniformed constables who were bouncing on the balls of their feet, truncheons out at the ready, prepared for battle. No polite greetings from any of them, instead Tapper held out a piece of official-looking paper and said, “Harry Flynn, this is a warrant to search your premises. Stand aside, please.” He caught sight of Veronica sitting on the sofa. “Who’s this, then?” he asked suspiciously.

			“My daughter.”

			“Really? You don’t seem the sort to be a father,” Tapper said.

			“So I’ve been told.”

			“He’s definitely my dad,” Veronica said. Despite the circumstances, Flynn felt a little pulse of pride at this public affirmation.

			The two constables began rooting around the room like keen bloodhounds while Flynn took a seat next to Veronica on the sofa. He was acutely aware of the gun in the sideboard drawer; so was she, he supposed, although she seemed curiously nonchalant as she offered him a bite of an apple that Lydia had given her as a parting gift. (“Children need fruit, Flynn.”)

			One of the constables started tugging at the guilty drawer. Why in God’s name hadn’t he got rid of the gun? He supposed the saving grace was that the photographs were no longer in there.

			“This drawer’s locked, sir,” the constable said.

			“Do you have a key, Mr. Flynn,” Vigo asked, “or do we need to force the drawer open?”

			“I’ll get it,” Veronica said, jumping eagerly off the sofa. “Dad keeps the key in the tea caddy. Thinks I don’t know.” She tapped the side of her nose—a ridiculous gesture, Uncle Gerry’s probably. “It’s where he keeps his ciggies. Doesn’t want me to start smoking.”

			His own daughter, a traitor. Flynn could hardly believe it.

			Veronica ran into the scullery and came back with the key, which she handed to Tapper, who proceeded to unlock the drawer with unnecessary ceremony. Flynn wondered if he would ever be able to look at a drawer again without feelings of trepidation and dread. Tapper, unable to conceal his disappointment, found only a half-empty pack of Players that he held up for Vigo to see.

			Flynn glanced at Veronica. She looked unspeakably pleased with herself.

			“No knife, sir,” Tapper said.

			A knife? They were looking for a knife?

			“Never mind, we’ll arrest him anyway,” Vigo said. “We’ve got enough to charge him.”

			“Charge me with what?” Flynn protested.

			“Do you want to do the honours, Tapper?”

			“Harry Flynn,” Tapper said, “I’m arresting you on suspicion of the murder—”

			“What? I did not murder Delphine Dubois. How many times do I have to say it?”

			“Delphine Dubois? Oh, dear me, not Miss Dubois, Mr. Flynn,” Vigo said. “What makes you think that? Tapper—proceed.”

			“Harry Flynn, I’m arresting you on suspicion of the murder of Arthur Stamp—”

			“Arthur Stamp? Oh, for heaven’s sake. That’s absurd.”

			“You do not have to say anything, but it may harm your defence if you do not mention, when questioned, something which you later rely on in court. Anything you do say may be given in evidence.”

			“I didn’t kill Arthur Stamp. He attacked me.”

			“Yes, an altercation between you and Mr. Stamp was witnessed by …” (Vigo consulted his notebook) “a Constable Hopkins—”

			“I know him,” Tapper said. “He’s a reliable sort.”

			“You were then observed chasing after Mr. Stamp, who was later found dead in an alleyway close to where the altercation took place.”

			“Stabbed in the neck,” Tapper said, with an expression that could best be described as sentimental.

			“You gave Constable Hopkins a false name and address.” Vigo consulted the notebook again. “ ‘George Smith’—not very original—residing in Fitzroy Court. Did you think you could fool us, Mr. Flynn?”

			“Takes more than that,” Tapper laughed.

			“Do you think, Mr. Flynn,” Vigo said, “that if we were to find the knife that killed Mr. Stamp, it would have your prints on it? We do have Mr. Flynn’s prints, don’t we, Tapper?”

			“Certainly do,” Tapper grinned and, on a signal from Vigo, one of the constables cinched a pair of handcuffs efficiently around Flynn’s wrists.

			Despite Veronica’s vigorous objections—at one point she jumped on the back of one of the constables, hanging on like a limpet until prised off by the other one—Vigo said, “Take this gentleman to Bow Street. Put him in a cell.”

			Before he was frog-marched out, he managed to say to Veronica, “Go back to Lydia, tell her what’s happened.”

			AND SO TO BED. For someone with chronic insomnia, Flynn slept surprisingly well on a rock-hard bed in a spartan prison cell, although it did seem an extreme solution to getting a good night’s sleep. When he woke, though, he couldn’t help but wonder if the universe was playing an elaborate hoax on him, determined to find him guilty of murder, no matter whose.

			He jumped when the cell door clanked open suddenly and the custody sergeant said, “Get a move on. Your alibi’s turned up. You’re free to go.”

			“My alibi?”

			“Says you were with her all evening on the date in question. Respectable sort of person.”

			Lydia must have come through for him and pulled some strings, even lied perhaps. He was expecting her to be waiting for him outside, so he was surprised when he saw who was standing on the steps of the police station.

			“YOU LOOK AS IF you could do with a hot breakfast inside you, Harry,” Maud Ogilvie said. “I know a nice little café in Floral Street, opens early for the Covent Garden traders. I imagine a couple of poached eggs would serve you nicely.” All the time she was talking to him she was chivvying him along the street, a sheepdog with a lost lamb.

			“They said you gave me an alibi,” Flynn puzzled when they had found a seat in the crowded, steamy café. He knew that she had the ears of a discreet bat, but she pretended not to hear him and said, “I expect you need something to warm you up, don’t you? Prison cells are cold places.” She delved into her bag and came up with a small silver hip flask. “Brandy,” she said, passing it across the table to him. “You never know when it’s going to come in handy. Goodness, that’s a rhyme.” (She was in an uncharacteristically skittish mood.) “You can almost imagine it in one of those advertisements in the Festival Guide, can’t you? Brandy always comes in handy—or some such—”

			“Miss Ogilvie—Maud,” he interrupted, “how did you know I was in jail? Did Lydia contact you? Why did you give me an alibi?” He took a swig of the brandy and handed the flask back. She replaced it in her bag, which was as commodious as a magician’s top hat.

			A waitress appeared, and Maud Ogilvie spent a considerable amount of time giving her order to the overworked girl. “Two poached eggs for the gentleman, well-buttered toast, although I expect you only have margarine. Just toast for me, dear, no eggs. Marmite, not marmalade. A pot of tea, strong as you can, dear.” The mention of Marmite plunged Flynn unexpectedly down memory lane. It was the one thing they were always desperate to get on the Railway as it was the only weapon they had against beriberi. If they managed to trade for some with the Chinese vendors, it went immediately to the Medical Officer. Looking back, Flynn realized how young those MOs had been. Some just out of medical school. They had coped heroically—

			“All right, Harry? More brandy?”

			“No. Thank you.”

			“Excuse me,” Maud said when the waitress had scampered off with their order. “I am just going to powder my nose while we wait for our breakfast to arrive.” She disappeared through a door at the back of the café. Flynn supposed the WC was out in the yard. She had left her bag on her chair. She never left her bag—it went everywhere with her. The bag was not clasped shut, its big, inviting mouth ajar. He wondered if he was being tempted and couldn’t help thinking that perhaps she wanted him to look in it. He didn’t resist.

			The contents were as he might have expected. There was the pot of lavender balm, the hip flask, a little glass bottle of sal volatile, a handkerchief embroidered with forget-me-nots. And—somehow no surprise at all—a gun. A dainty pistol, a Werther—just the right size for a woman. She wanted him to find it, didn’t she? To frighten him, perhaps. Or warn him. Perhaps even to reassure him. The message, as with everything to do with Maud Ogilvie, felt cryptic.

			“Goodness, that was quite a hike,” she said when she returned to her seat. She seemed to bring the cold air in with her. “Tea not here yet?” Nothing was said, but he could tell that she knew he had seen the gun.

			“You lied for me,” Flynn said. “What did you say to the police?”

			“Well, if you must know, I told them that we spent a very pleasant evening conversing together in Luigi’s on the Strand. We ate spaghetti con polpette” (her Italian accent was suddenly perfect) “accompanied by a bottle of Chianti. You were kind enough to walk me home to my flat in Blandford Mansions—it’s off Marylebone High Street, should anyone ask—where we had a nightcap. You didn’t leave until around half past eleven. By which time I believe Mr. Stamp was already dead.”

			“What about Constable Hopkins—the policeman who broke up the fight between me and Stamp?”

			“Recollections can vary. Even the police can make mistakes sometimes.”

			“They might check with Luigi.”

			“Oh, I wouldn’t worry about Luigi. He knows to say the right thing. And anyway …” She broke off to search in her bag again. After a few seconds she triumphantly produced a piece of paper. It was a receipt torn from Luigi’s order pad. The date of Flynn’s encounter with Arthur Stamp was written on the receipt as well as “minestrone” in a scribbled hand; a total of £3.6s and a curt “grazie” concluded this brevity. Three shillings and sixpence was a ridiculous amount to charge for a bowl of soup. He could have dined on caviar for that price. But of course it was a theoretical minestrone, neither ordered nor eaten by Flynn. A philosophical conundrum of a minestrone. Schrödinger’s soup. For expenses. Sometimes a receipt was just a receipt. Sometimes it wasn’t. “An airtight alibi, don’t you think?” she said.

			“You’re with the Security Service, aren’t you?” he said. “Who are you, Miss Ogilvie? Who are you really?”

			“Oh, look, here’s our tea. Yes, just put the pot down there, dear. Are the gentleman’s eggs coming soon? Good. Shall I be mother?” she said to Flynn when the harassed waitress had scurried off again. “Although I am, of course, merely an aunt. A maiden aunt, a somewhat neglected species, I’m afraid. Although we can be a devious bunch. Never trust a maiden aunt.” She laughed.

			“I’ll bear that warning in mind.”

			When the tea had been poured into the thick white mugs and Maud Ogilvie had stirred several spoons of sugar into Flynn’s, she said, “You know, it’s better for you not to ask any more questions, Harry. Don’t start digging another hole for yourself.”

			THEY WENT THEIR separate ways—Maud Ogilvie to get an early start on the South Bank (“So much to do before the King arrives”) while Flynn returned to Romilly Street, where he found Veronica and Mrs. Betty sitting on the doorstep. “It really is time you gave me a key,” Veronica said crossly. He handed her his own key and she unlocked the front door.

			“Have you been here long?”

			“No, got here just now. Lydia paid for a taxi to get me home. Said she had to go to work, selling oranges. Seems unlikely.”

			“And yet strangely true. What did you do with the gun, Veronica?” he asked, following her into the living room.

			“I’ll show you,” she said happily as she lifted a corner of the heavy rug that covered the middle of the floor. She grunted with the effort of pulling it back but refused his help. When the bare floorboards were exposed, she took a large, rather dangerous-looking penknife from her pocket (“Present from Uncle Gerry”) that he had never seen before and prised up one of the shorter boards. “I reckon I’m not the first person to have hidden something here,” she said. In the cavity beneath the floorboards, he could see part of a woodwormed joist and a tangle of old electrical wiring. And there, amongst the dust of centuries, was the gun, still wrapped in his handkerchief.

			“Clever of me or what?” she said.

			“Read it in a book?”

			“No. Uncle Gerry. It’s where he keeps his gun. Ivy doesn’t know.”

			“And I’m guessing he pays you to keep quiet?”

			“What can I say? A girl’s got to eat.”
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			21

			The Dome of Discovery

			YOU COULD JUST HAVE bought me a ticket,” Veronica said. “You didn’t have to smuggle me in.”

			They had slipped through a gap in the fence on York Road, even though there was a big notice warning everyone to keep out. Militaristic diktats that no one cared to obey any more.

			“The public can’t get into the Festival until half past two, after the King declares it open,” Flynn said. “I thought that you of all people would appreciate a bit of cloak and dagger. And besides, I don’t want anyone to see you. You’re not safe. Not after what happened to Gammage.”

			“You’re not safe either,” Veronica said.

			“I don’t count.”

			“You do to me. You’re all I’ve got at the moment.”

			“Follow me,” he said to her. “And if anyone asks you what you’re doing here, just make something up. Say you’re a drum majorette or something.”

			“A what?”

			“Never mind. We’re here—Homes and Gardens.”

			In Homes and Gardens, but more particularly in Homes, everyone was rushing around as though Armageddon was imminent. Flynn found Hetty scrubbing viciously at a sink. “The workmen have been stubbing their fags in it, can you believe? Hello, who’s this? What a little sweetheart!” She was addressing Mrs. Betty, not Veronica.

			“Veronica, this is Hetty. Hetty—this is my daughter, Veronica. I know, I don’t seem like the type to have one,” he said, forestalling any comment.

			“I’m horribly behind,” Hetty said. “And they’ve asked that I help out with Princess Margaret. She’s surprisingly short, have you noticed?”

			“Can’t say I have.”

			“Knock-knock,” Margot said, knocking on an imaginary door. “The lighting’s gone in the interior lighting display. There’s irony for you. They’re running around like headless chickens looking for a spare electrician. Hello, Harry. Who’s this, then?”

			“Veronica,” Veronica said. “He’s my dad.”

			“Really?”

			“Have the two of you been here all night?” Flynn asked.

			“God, yes, been living off tea and cigs, although Margot and I got a couple of hours’ kip in the early hours in the ‘Bed-sit for Two Boys.’ And then much excitement just after dawn when the workmen in the Dome decided it was about time they dismantled the sheds they’ve had in there and disturbed hundreds of rats. They scattered everywhere. It was mayhem, like Hamelin but without the pied piper. Or the children, for that matter. We helped chase them all down, every last one. Bashed their brains out with anything to hand,” she added cheerfully. “I see I haven’t been invited to trail around after a Royal. Us humble workers aren’t even allowed at the opening. We’re to be corralled and we’ll have to peer through the wire like animals in the zoo. We were hoping you were going to give us a hand last night, Harry, but then Hetty heard you spent the night in jail.”

			“I thought Veronica could be an extra pair of hands for you this morning.”

			“All help welcome. The floor needs mopping again.”

			“I’m not mopping anything,” Veronica said mutinously. “I make a good cup of tea though. Everyone says so.”

			“No working kettle, I’m afraid,” Hetty said. “We’ve got biscuits though.”

			“Suits me,” Veronica said.
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			All Flynn had seen of the Royals were the feathers decorating a hat and the top of a balding head. Not that he had much interest in seeing more. At half past two the royal party were allowed to go home and put their feet up and were replaced by a swarm of hoi polloi. It was drizzling, but the weather failed to dampen the carnival spirit of the crowd.

			Flynn found Hetty and Margot sitting on a bench in the herb garden that was outside one of the Kitchens. The rain had released a heady scent of mint. There was no sign of Veronica. Flynn was alarmed to be told that she had gone to look for an ice-cream kiosk. “You don’t need to worry, she’s quite capable,” Hetty said.

			That was the problem, Flynn thought. She was capable of anything.

			Margot jumped up from the bench and hooked her arm in his. “Come on, Harry, let’s go and have a wander round.”

			Hetty took his other arm, and they hauled him along as if they were reeling in a country dance before he managed to break free of them and said, “I’ll catch up with you once I’ve seen what Veronica’s up to.”

			He was thwarted by a harried-looking Denholm appearing ectoplasmically in front of him and begging that he “do something” about Mitzi, who was currently causing chaos in the Farmhouse Kitchen. “She’s baking the cake,” he said gloomily.

			“That was what you wanted,” Flynn reminded him.

			“Not me—Dangerfield.”

			“What’s she baking it with?” Flynn puzzled. “Hot air? Dragon’s breath?”

			AS FLYNN HAD PREDICTED when the idea was first mooted, there was already a bottleneck in the Rooms, with a horde of women clamouring outside the Farmhouse Kitchen. They were standing on tiptoe and jostling and elbowing each other in order to get a view of Mitzi. The queue for the other Rooms was growing restless.

			There was an occasional surge in the crush outside the Farmhouse Kitchen that a couple of ineffectual security guards were trying to hold back. “Mr. Flynn.” One of them tipped his cap in recognition and helped him through.

			Mitzi was dressed in the red flamenco-style dress that Flynn recognized from the night he had dined chez Blinkhorn. She had apparently managed to light an oven (Sidney Flavel & Co. Ltd, Leamington, Warwicks) that had been jerry-rigged to a Calor gas cylinder. It looked like an accident waiting to happen.

			Mitzi was hissing instructions at Cynthia, who was largely ignoring her. Spotting Flynn, she gave a little wave with one hand, while with the other she idly picked glacé cherries out of a bowl and popped them in her mouth. She looked to be more of a hindrance than a help. He beckoned her over—not daring to breach the rope that separated the public from the Rooms for fear of causing a revolt amongst the women. They would follow like maenads. “Cream the margarine and sugar, beating it with a wooden spoon.” Someone at the front of the crowd objected when her foot was trodden on. There was an unidentified squeal from another part of the mêlée. It wouldn’t be long before they were trampling each other. Mitzi was blithely unconcerned. “The tin should be wrapped in several layers of brown paper …”

			“This isn’t working,” Flynn said to Cynthia. “There’s going to be a riot.”

			“Do you want a cherry?” She tried to post one in his mouth. Her fingers brushed his lips and she turned as red as the cherry.

			“No thanks,” he said, waving her away.

			“Your oven should be set to Gas Mark 4 …”

			“Can you stop her?” Flynn asked.

			“Mummy? Stop her?” They both looked doubtfully at Mitzi. No, they both concluded silently. She was unstoppable.

			“You are coming back, aren’t you?” Cynthia asked.

			“Yes. But I’ve got a couple of things to do first.”

			Flynn fought his way back through the mob and instructed the security guards to find reinforcements so they could clear the area before there was a disaster of some kind, then set off in pursuit of his outlaw daughter.

			He strode purposefully past the Rooms, harrowing his way through the crowds and waving away the customary complaints and queries he was assailed with whenever he was on the South Bank. Before he could get anywhere, though, he encountered another obstacle in the joint shape of Ivor and Hortense Fowler, who had taken up a fighting stance in front of one of the Parlours. The Rooms Committee, they told him, had made the decision to close the Parlours before they had even opened. They were to be hastily refurbished in a way that was more suitable for the masses. The Fowlers were only allowed to keep two out of the seven, and even those had to have their extravagant features “toned down” to fall within the budget of “ordinary people.” There was a carpenter at work already, hastily boarding up the first Parlour so that the populist transformation could take place out of view. “The Parlours are being martyred,” Hortense Fowler said, standing over Flynn like a large flightless bird.

			“It’s a sacrilege,” Ivor Fowler agreed.

			Ignoring their hyperbole, Flynn said, “Sorry, it’s out of my hands.”

			Next to waylay him were the Boy and Evans, coming from the direction of the Dome of Discovery.

			The Boy was beaming. “Mr. Flynn, isn’t the Festival …” He strived for a word. He came up with “wonderful.” It was a word that was new to him. He nodded in approval and said it again. “Wonderful. I didn’t realize it would be like this—all colourful and crowded and … wonderful. We had an ice-cold drink of milk in the Dairy Bar. I’ve never had a cold drink, except when the milk freezes on the doorstep—not that we get our milk delivered, but sometimes Ma sends me to take one from someone else’s doorstep.” Evans tutted quietly and the Boy said, “Only from someone she doesn’t get on with, Mr. Evans. Fair’s fair. And there’s soft toilet rolls in the lavvies, Mr. Flynn! See, I knew I was ahead of the game when I was selling the ones Mr. Badger brought in. And we’ve been all round the Dome of Discovery. Space, Mr. Flynn!” The Boy’s face was a picture of joy. “Rockets!”

			“The future,” Evans said, slightly less joyful at the idea of what was to come. “Do you fancy going to a pageant this evening, Harry? Hitchin have invited me. I feel obliged to go.”

			“Yes, all right—must go just now though, Hywel.”

			Somewhere in the distance he could hear the unusual sound of the steel-pan band. “I know them,” the Boy said proudly. “Shall we go and listen, Mr. Evans? Goodbye, Mr. Flynn.”

			“Catch up with you later, Harry.”

			“Hitchin, you say?”

			“Half an hour on the train.”

			Flynn had spotted Mrs. Betty trotting purposefully towards him, weaving her way through a forest of human legs, propelled by her jaunty tail. No Veronica accompanying her, though there was someone he hadn’t been expecting to see.

			“Leonora!”

			“Hello, duckie. I was hoping we’d bump into you. I wanted to introduce you to Freddie here.” She was in the company of a man who, like most of her “gentlemen,” was middle-aged and balding, but in this case the man had the sheen of money on him. As did Leonora, Flynn noticed. She was all decked out in new shoes, expensive clothes, an extravagant hat, very much like someone who’d undergone a reversal of fortune. “This is Mr. Temple,” she said. “Mr. Fred Temple. This is my neighbour, Mr. Flynn, Freddie.” The man gave a little bow and shook hands with Flynn.

			“He’s got kind eyes, hasn’t he?” Leonora said to Flynn. She shielded her mouth and said in a loud stage whisper, “And pots of money.” Fred Temple laughed good-naturedly. “One of my most loyal customers.”

			“Where on earth have you been, Leonora?”

			“The south coast—Paignton, Torquay, Dawlish. Lovely little holiday.”

			“Dawlish?”

			“Yes, duckie, do you know it?”

			“Only from books. Mr. Rakowski was sick with worry about you.”

			“Oh, he’ll get over it,” she said, surprisingly callous. Mr. Rakowski and Romilly Street were part of a past she’d left behind. Perhaps there was a lesson for Flynn in that. Pastures new, rather than the old memory lane.

			“Freddie’s recently retired,” Leonora said. “He was in ladies’ undergarments.” She slapped her thigh like a pantomime boy. “You can’t help but laugh at that, can you? Not in travelling, not a salesman. Owns a factory. Proper businessman. This country’s done with. We’re going to live in warmer climes, Mr. Flynn—South Africa. Sunshine on tap. Domestics to wait on me hand and foot. Tying the knot before we go, Freddie got a special licence.” She wriggled her left hand the better to display the large ruby she was sporting on her ring finger.

			“Your old stablemate Mitzi Blinkhorn is giving a demonstration of the Festival Cake over in Homes and Gardens.”

			“Ada Clegg? Oh, we’ll have to go and say hello. Remind her about the good old days.”

			“She’d love that, I expect. Well, I wish you all the best, Leonora. And you, Mr. Temple. Must rush off, sorry.” Because there, ferreting his way nimbly through the crowds, was Flynn’s own undead ghost. Arthur Stamp, the man who Flynn was supposed to have stabbed to death and who was clearly very much alive. He had stopped to talk to someone. Not just someone. Lydia. She was in her Nell Gwyn costume, her basket of oranges on one arm, and had been interrupted in the middle of her siren sing-song, “Come all, come buy my wares, kind people. Who’ll buy my wares?” Everything was a disguise with Lydia. Even naked in bed with him she’d been playing a part.

			Flynn took cover behind a cigarette kiosk to spy on the pair of them. There was nothing hostile in their encounter, in fact it looked friendly, two people who knew each other. Old ak-qwaint-unsses. After a few moments they said their farewells, Lydia giving Stamp an orange and patting him on the back as if she were setting a faithful pony free.

			Flynn watched as a small boy ran up to her, eagerly proffering a sixpence that was exchanged for an orange from her basket. She was all charm. Once the boy had gone on his way, clutching his orange, Flynn approached her.

			“Can’t get away from you, can I, Flynn? You look grim—what’s up?”

			“We have to talk, Lydia. Don’t brush me off.”

			Maybe something in his tone struck her, because she sighed irritably and said, “If we really must have this conversation, can we find somewhere less public to have it?”

			“The whole place is public—that’s the point of it.” He was struck by an idea. “We could go into one of the Parlours. They’re being boarded up, but you can get in at the back.” On the way he noticed the surreptitious—and not-so-surreptitious—glances that Lydia’s “embonpoint” attracted from the men they passed. “I’d like to get my hands on that pair of oranges,” he overheard a man murmur to his male companion, not far enough out of the earshot of his wife to prevent him from being swiped by the Festival Guide in her hand.

			“Here,” Flynn said, choosing the first Parlour they came across. The rough boards were already in place, so that the only light was what had managed to filter through the gaps between them. The shadowy interior felt suitably clandestine, but in contrast to their surroundings Flynn gestured to a large, over-stuffed sofa and said, “Have a seat, why don’t you?” like a dutiful suburban host. Mrs. Betty jumped up on an armchair and fell asleep immediately, while Lydia took a wary perch on the sofa (Ernest Race Ltd, 22 Union Road, London SW4).

			The furniture and ornaments were yet to be removed from the Parlour, and Lydia said, “I feel as though we’re entombed with our grave goods in here. Like the Egyptian pharaohs in their pyramids.”

			“Not like you to be fanciful, Lydia. And also, by the way, although not really by the way at all, I’ve just seen Arthur Stamp, or whatever his name is, a man who yesterday the police accused me of murdering yet who seems to be very much alive, chatting away with you like an old pal. Arthur Stamp’s your man, isn’t he? That’s why he stole the photographs from me. For you?”

			“I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

			“Don’t be coy. You know it doesn’t suit you.”

			“Do stop telling me what I’m not, Flynn.”

			“It’s because I have no idea what you are, Lydia.”

			“I’m a faithful servant of the Crown.”

			She lit a cigarette but didn’t offer him one. Instead she blew one of her perfect smoke rings and slowly contemplated the way it hung above her head like an unholy halo.

			“Now I’m thinking of strangling you,” Flynn said.

			After some unnecessarily aggrieved sighing on her part, Lydia said, “All right, all right. You understand, Flynn, that everything I’m about to tell you is covered—de facto—by the Official Secrets Act? You can’t breathe a word to anyone.”

			“Did you kill Delphine? The Security Service?”

			“We don’t go around murdering people.”

			“I’m pretty sure that you do.”

			“You asked me before if we were protecting Dangerfield, but quite the opposite is true. The plan from on high was to discredit him before the next election.”

			“The snap election that seems to have been planned months in advance?”

			“Well, that’s nothing to do with me, but yes. ‘We’ didn’t kill Miss Dubois, because that would have been biting the hand that was about to feed us, but seeing as we had a body we took the opportunity to make it useful. What we did was take a bad hand and play it well.”

			“What hand? What game, Lydia?”

			From the next-door Parlour came the sound of hammering. Mrs. Betty lifted one ear and then let it drop. “The barbarians knocking on the gate,” Lydia murmured. “They’ll never go away.”

			“It’s just a workman, not the collapse of the Roman Empire. Are you all right? You sound like you’re losing the plot, Lydia. Too many plates spinning in the air? Some are bound to fall and break, aren’t they?”

			A little toss of her head. She tucked back a stray lock of hair. There were modest pearls in her ears today. They matched the pearls around her neck. A garotte, Flynn thought. Except that the pearls would break and scatter before she could be choked with them.

			“Go on,” he prompted.

			“The Powers That Be wanted to clean the house before there was any chance of a resurgence of Dangerfield’s particular kind of canker. He has a certain magnetism. It attracts supporters, stirs up trouble. The country doesn’t need that right now. We’re a long way from recovery from the war, we need dull stability—or stable dullness, if you prefer. A steady hand on the tiller.

			“The idea was a simple one—to disgrace him in the eyes of the electorate. Delphine was to be given a choice—sing like a canary about Dangerfield or be shipped back off over la Manche to a welcome committee composed of her old Resistance pals.”

			“So, expose Dangerfield as a wartime traitor? That was the plan?”

			She shrugged. “That was more of a bonus, to be honest. Nobody cares much any more about what was done in the war. Nor does the citizenry care much about spies, but they do love a tawdry sexual affair. You can imagine the scandalous headlines in the press, especially if those photographs were in the mix and the case went to court. Did you look at them, by the way? Mitzi Blinkhorn and Giles Dangerfield in their birthday suits—grisly stuff, eh? Those snaps were the icing on the cake and we needed them in the right hands. Our hands.”

			“You can’t know that it’s Dangerfield in the photographs.”

			Lydia laughed. “He has, I am reliably and fortuitously informed, a distinguishing mark on his more intimate parts. It would be interesting to see it being proved. We knew Delphine was blackmailing both Dangerfield and your Major with the photographs. She was a threat to both of them. One bird, two stones. Your Major had only his wife at stake if they got out into the public domain; Dangerfield had everything to lose. His reputation, his marriage, his status, his money, his future. We grew worried when we realized that one of Dangerfield’s old adjutants—Braithwaite—was keeping his beady eye on Delphine. Both your Major and Dangerfield used to use him for all kinds of dirty work before the war. We didn’t want him disposing of Dangerfield’s troublesome mistress before she’d opened her beak. We needed her alive, not dead. Dead canaries are no use to anyone except coal miners.”

			“She told me that she was being watched,” Flynn said, “but I didn’t believe her. So what went wrong?”

			“You did, Flynn. Miss Dubois was in the habit of stopping by the Lamb and Flag every evening for a drink on the way home, regular as clockwork and always on her own. And then, that night of all nights, she turns up with you, scuppering our plans. We were caught on the back foot, I’ll admit, especially when she left suddenly. Your company must have been very boring.”

			Before he could protest, she said, “Oh, here’s Arthur,” and Arthur Stamp emerged from the shadows at the back of the Parlour. Mrs. Betty opened one eye and gave a low growl, and then went back to sleep.

			“I was just telling Mr. Flynn here how much trouble he’s caused us, one way or another.”

			“Aye.”

			“As you can tell, Flynn, Arthur’s a man of few words. Aren’t you, Arthur?”

			“Aye.”

			“Do you remember what happened after Delphine left in that cab?”

			“I went back into the Lamb and Flag. Finished my drink.”

			“Not just your drink. You downed hers as well. Thus you were entirely the architect of your own misfortune.”

			It dawned on him (rather slowly). “The Ricard? It was her drink that was doped? The Micky Finn wasn’t meant for me?”

			“Of course it wasn’t. We needed your French girlfriend docile to get her out of the pub. I imagine she would have fought like a mad cat if we’d tried to take her against her will. Arthur Stamp was the one who drugged her drink. You didn’t notice him—no one does—he was sitting in a corner of the pub playing Patience, as quiet as a mouse. Unfortunately, as very occasionally happens, the drug seemed to have the opposite effect on you.”

			“Aye, you kicked up a right bloody fuss, pal.”

			“You beat me up.”

			“Oh, for heaven’s sake, Flynn,” Lydia said, grinding her cigarette into the ashtray on the table (a big cut-glass one, heavy enough to cause brain damage if wielded with intent). “Nobody beat you up. You tripped on a curb on Garrick Street, fell and hit your head. Arthur, out of the goodness of his heart, got you home and put you to bed.”

			“When I should have been making sure I got our little songbird safely in her cage.”

			“Arthur feels bad. He’s Scottish. They’re a remorseful people. You were your own worst enemy, Flynn. Ours, too. You blundered in, hampering us at every step.”

			“Did Dangerfield kill her?” Flynn asked. “She said she was meeting him. Zheel.”

			“Deluded thinking on her part. He was certainly desperate to shake her off, but he was in the Atheneum all night. The cream of London society can vouch for that.”

			“And it wasn’t Braithwaite, because he was in the drunk tank overnight in Bow Street, according to Tommy Gammage, the barman at the Lamb and Flag. Let me guess—you’re going to ‘persuade’ him to turn King’s evidence and commit perjury to put Dangerfield on the gallows for conspiracy?”

			“Well, that was certainly the idea.”

			To her credit, Lydia had the grace to look discomfited.

			“What?”

			Lydia lit another cigarette, still didn’t offer one to Flynn. “Regretfully, Mr. Braithwaite suffered a heart attack while in custody.”

			“And the moon is made of green cheese.” (Something that Veronica apparently believed.)

			“I swear to God, Flynn, Braithwaite was not a healthy man, several doctors will attest to that. Very handy for us, though.”

			“Aye.”

			“Stamp’s not your real name, is it?” Flynn said to Stamp. He gave a bark of laughter that dissolved into a phlegmy cough.

			“Of course it’s not,” Lydia said. “Anyway, Arthur here wanted to retire from the game and we didn’t want anyone going looking for him—he’s done some rather questionable things for us in his time—below-the-board stuff that we’d rather not admit to—so we popped his ration book in Braithwaite’s pocket, plus a couple of other odds and ends—”

			“Stuck a knife in him,” Arthur Stamp added.

			“Stuck a knife in him and Bob’s your uncle. ‘Arthur Stamp’ is lying dead in an alley somewhere. They did the same kind of thing in the war. The greater good and so on. Of course, we hadn’t factored in your enthusiastic Inspector Vigo and his sidekick, or indeed the plodding Constable Hopkins, all keen to catch Arthur Stamp’s supposed murderer—i.e., you. That took a bit of dealing with. I cannot tell you how much time I’ve wasted trying to get you out of the mess you made for yourself.”

			Flynn suddenly recalled the hearse outside Bow Street the other evening and the man in the evening suit who had got out of it. He had come for Braithwaite. We’ve got a gent to collect. Not to bury him, but to turn him into Arthur Stamp. And Maud Ogilvie must have been there for the same reason.

			“That man you were talking to in the Rose and Crown, you said he was ‘no one’ but he was MI5, picking up Braithwaite’s corpse for you, wasn’t he? And Maud Ogilvie was there in Bow Street too, when she was supposed to be nursing a toothache. She works for you.”

			Lydia and Arthur Smart exchanged an amused look. “The other way round, I’m afraid,” Lydia said. “She’s awfully good, isn’t she? Been in the game since Methuselah.”

			“So who did kill Delphine, then?” Flynn puzzled. (It was beginning to feel like Twenty Questions.) “Archie?”

			“Your Major was at a wine auction in St. James’s—bid on a case of excellent Barolo, I’m told, followed by a solitary dinner in Quaglino’s, where he kept the waiters on their toes. Tucked up in his bed by one in the morning. Iron-clad alibis all round, I’m afraid.”

			“Alibis don’t mean much in your world, Lydia. It’s easy enough to get someone to write a receipt for your life. Or tear one up, although I doubt that even you can cast a spell of forgetfulness over the whole of the Atheneum.”

			“If I have to, yes, Flynn, I can.”

			She was fiddling with the pearl in her right ear. It was a tell, Flynn realized. He had a sudden flash of intuition. “You don’t actually know who killed Delphine, do you?”

			“No. But whoever they were, they certainly found the perfect idiot to try and lay the blame on.”

			“Aye,” the man of few words said.

			“So after Badger phoned, you went to Half Moon Street, scooped up Delphine’s body and put it on ice somewhere?”

			“Something like that.”

			“And now what? Defrost her and dump her somewhere, probably back in the love nest in Half Moon Street, along with a bundle of evidence that points to Dangerfield’s presence, and then accuse him of murder? Even if he’s innocent?”

			“I’d hardly call Dangerfield innocent, Flynn. He has a tremendous amount of blood on his hands from the war. Gallons of the stuff. Let’s just call it delayed justice, shall we? I have to go.” She stood up abruptly.

			“So what about Archie, Lydia? What’s going to happen to him?”

			“Well, your Major’s certainly guilty of something. Aiding and abetting. Interfering with an investigation. Quite a smorgasbord to choose from, as they might say in Sweden.”

			“Pacifists,” Arthur Stamp muttered.

			“He tried to pin a murder on me.”

			“But he didn’t succeed, did he? So all’s well that ends well, as they say.”

			She sighed as if she had been handed an unlooked-for burden. “Of course, there are still a few loose ends, but are we all square now, Flynn? I really do have to go. Those oranges won’t sell themselves.”

			“Who’ll buy your wares?” Arthur Stamp said and laughed. More coughing.

			“Oh, Arthur,” Lydia said with an affection that surprised Flynn. “Time to disappear, you’re supposed to be long gone by now. I told you someone would see you.”

			“Had to say goodbye.”

			“The Highlands and Islands, isn’t it? The good clean Scottish air will benefit those lungs. Perhaps I’ll visit. Very nice if you get the weather.”

			“Lydia?”

			She sighed impatiently. “What, Flynn?”

			“Where’s the twist?”

			“The twist?”

			“You have to have a twist.”

			“I don’t know what you mean.”

			“I think you do.”

			AND STILL no Veronica.

			Flynn reckoned she would follow her stomach, and so he did the rounds of every restaurant and café on site. He hadn’t realized there were quite so many or that so many people would be patronizing them. An orgy of eating and drinking was taking place. He failed to find Veronica, but he did run into Archie, who had gone to ground in the Garden Café and was dolefully contemplating a cup of cold coffee. “Tastes like engine oil,” he said when Flynn sat down next to him. “We used to buy our coffee from Harrods. They’d grind my own blend for me. Kenyan. Did I tell you that?”

			“You did.”

			“The game’s up for me, Flynn, isn’t it?”

			“They might come after you for aiding and abetting your pal Dangerfield.”

			Archie frowned. “Aiding and abetting Dangerfield? How? I’ve barely seen the man since the war.”

			“He’s going down for Delphine Dubois’s murder.”

			“Is he? That’s great news, although of course Mitzi will be devastated.” (He ran a gamut of emotions from elation to despair in the course of the one sentence.) “She still holds a candle for him, you know. So … they think Dangerfield murdered the French mam’selle. That’s excellent. Still, I am going to have to abandon poor Mitzi, Flynn. I’m devoted to the old girl, you know. I really wanted to get those photos back for her. She’s baking that ruddy cake as we speak. She’s such a trooper. Will you keep an eye on her for me?” He gave an enormous, heartfelt sigh. A weary bull entering the ring for the final time. “Shouldn’t have taken the gun with her. Take a gun somewhere and you always end up using it, in my experience. Jealousy, you know. Terrible thing in a female.”

			“What are you talking about, Archie? Are you saying that Mitzi killed Delphine Dubois?”

			“They hang women, Flynn. Couldn’t have that. She’s a good girl—I love her, you know. I’d do anything to save her. When she came home and confessed what she’d done, I knew I had to protect her. Had to pin it on someone, thought it might as well be you. Got Braithwaite to do some of the legwork. He was always a willing soldier, you know. Terrifically useful. Paying that barman to lie to the police, hiding the gun in your place, getting that silk scarf out of that dustbin—all that malarkey. Apologies, old man.”

			“Braithwaite’s dead.”

			“Is he? Surprised he was still alive, to be honest. Anyway, onwards and upwards.” He stood up slowly and had to steady himself by holding on to the table. “Best get going.”

			“You’re going to run?”

			“Won’t be the first time. Getting a bit old for it though. We need a fresh start.”

			Out of the corner of his eye, Flynn spotted two policemen entering the café. He turned to monitor their progress. When he turned back to warn Archie, he had disappeared. Et voilà.
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			He eventually found Veronica in a sticky pink cloud of candy floss, Mrs. Betty too.

			“Been looking everywhere for you,” she said. “Where’ve you been?”

			“Where’ve you been?”

			“Seaside Pavilion. They had a ‘What the Butler Saw’ thing.”

			“And what did he see?”

			“Not a lot. Nothing as bad as Uncle Gerry’s mucky pics. And there was a machine that made seaside rock. Unbelievable. Who knew? Not me. Sat on a deckchair, pretended it was a beach. Not like the real thing. Bought a Cornish pasty in the Whistle Café—you owe me for that. And I went to Power and something or other—”

			“Production.”

			“Not as boring as it sounds. There was a biscuit-making machine. And then—”

			“The worst thing about doodle bugs,” Maud Ogilvie had said to Flynn one idle afternoon when she was telling him about some of the things he had missed on the Home Front during his time on the Railway, was that you could hear them coming. “You would think that would be an advantage somehow, but it’s horrifying having to listen to what may be your nemesis approaching. I would rather be taken by surprise. Chatting away happily one minute, a smear of soot on the pavement the next.”

			And they were. Taken by surprise. A massive bang shattered the afternoon. Flynn felt the explosion move upwards through his lungs like a painful, unstoppable wave. Instinctively, he threw himself on top of Veronica.

			Some Festival visitors who were Blitz-hardened Londoners dropped to the ground and covered their heads with their hands, although Flynn heard a nonchalant cockney voice say, “Not another bloody unexploded bomb.”

			“A bomb?” Veronica said, crawling out from beneath Flynn and staggering to her feet. Mrs. Betty, who had found herself at the bottom of the heap, was studded with bits of Veronica’s pink candy floss, which she began to lick off with admirable sang-froid.

			“We’re not at war again, are we?” Veronica asked.

			NOT A WAR. Not a bomb. The explosion was caused by a canister of Calor gas, being used against all advice in a Farmhouse Kitchen for the Middle Classes.

			“Stay here,” Flynn said. He supposed there was a slight chance that Veronica would do as she was told while he ran off towards the Rooms. A couple of policemen were already there, and Flynn could hear the urgent clanging of a fire engine’s bell approaching.

			The Kitchen was little more than a smouldering heap, and no one seemed anxious to go in. “Too dangerous, sir, and there’s talk of another bomb,” one of the police officers said to Flynn when he volunteered to look. Rather himself, he thought, who was hardened to any atrocity, than the two baby-faced St. John’s Ambulance cadets who had rushed eagerly from one of the First Aid posts, bandages and plasters at the ready.

			Who had been inside the Kitchen when the canister exploded? Mitzi, presumably. Cynthia, perhaps. Leonora and her new beau? Flynn hoped not.

			Luckily the crowds had been persuaded to disperse a little. There were some hats blown off heads, but no heads blown off necks. Laddered stockings and a few cuts. One bloody nose, hit by a flying spoon, but on the whole everyone had got off lightly. Or perhaps it was the case that whoever knew how to make a bomb out of a Calor gas canister also knew how to contain the subsequent explosion so that only Mitzi would be blown to kingdom come. Along with every last crumb of the cake.

			No one seemed particularly resentful, apart from the man hit by the flying spoon. Some even seemed to think it was part of the entertainment—one of Badger’s “Stunts” perhaps.

			Flynn spotted Maud Ogilvie on the outskirts of the crowd. She gave a curt little nod that at first he thought was directed at him, until he realized it had been intended for Lydia, who was standing behind him.

			“Fancy seeing you here,” Flynn said to Lydia. “Any idea what happened?”

			“None,” she said. She took his arm. If he didn’t know her better (not that he knew her at all) he would have said that she seemed rather shaken. When he looked again, Maud Ogilvie had disappeared.

			How easy, Flynn wondered, would it be to rig a gas canister to explode? It was probably something a woman could do just as well as a man. The kind of woman who kept a small, useful toolkit in her large handbag. Nail scissors, a screwdriver, a small hammer, lavender balm to grease any screws and washers. Even the brandy might come in handy to feed the flames that had consumed the Kitchen. And afterwards you could wipe away any trace of yourself with a handkerchief embroidered with forget-me-nots.

			“You really have to stop being so suspicious, Flynn. It borders on insanity. You’ll end up being carted away by the men in white coats. Next thing, you’ll be claiming that the Archbishop of Canterbury killed Delphine.”

			“Did he?”

			THE FIRE BRIGADE HAD FINISHED hosing the Farmhouse Kitchen down, and it wasn’t long before they were stretchering out a body draped in a blanket.

			“Just the one fatality,” a senior-looking fire officer said to Lydia after she showed him some kind of warrant card. Flynn thought that it probably didn’t say No Job Too Small. Quite the opposite, probably.

			He could see the top of a head poking out from beneath the blanket. The charred ginger hair looked oddly askew, as a wig would do if it had been dislodged by a blast. A pink ribbon besmirched by smoke left no room for doubt. Mitzi.

			“Gas can be so dangerous,” Lydia murmured as the stretcher passed them.

			“You know, do you, that Mitzi killed Delphine Dubois?” Flynn said to her.

			“Did she? Why? Jealousy? Such a pointless emotion.”

			“It would have been very inconvenient for you if Mitzi, not Dangerfield, was found to have committed Delphine’s murder, wouldn’t it?” Flynn said. “Just as inconvenient as if Gammage had stood up in court and said he knew that Braithwaite was in the drunk tank at the time. And it was very helpful of Braithwaite to have a heart attack. I wonder if the ‘Powers That Be’ are aware of how your scheme to disgrace Dangerfield unravelled and turned into such a shambles. And now anyone who might have let the cat out of that bag has been mysteriously eliminated.”

			“Braithwaite was sick and Gammage fell, he was drunk. And as for Mitzi, what do you expect if you mess about with something dangerous? I wish I had as much power as you credit me with.”

			Flynn gestured at the ruins of the Kitchen. “It’s going to take more than a D-Notice to keep this under wraps, Lydia.”

			“Well, there are no major injuries today, apart from one—obviously—and there have been other distractions. The excitement of seeing the Royals—they’re always good for misdirection—and apparently a cow’s running amok amongst the crowds at the moment. Causing quite a commotion, apparently. I’m sure the Press can be persuaded that’s a better story.”

			“A cow? Orange Blossom? The Festival Cow?”

			“The what? Look, do you fancy a drink, Flynn? I could certainly do with one.”

			Before he could answer, the senior fire officer reappeared. He took his helmet off and wiped his brow, and then said something quietly to Lydia.

			“What?” Flynn asked her.

			“They found another body.”

			“Who?”

			“Male. They can’t identify him yet.”

			“Archie, perhaps,” Flynn said. “He was going to run, but he might have gone to say goodbye to Mitzi. I think he really loved her. Perhaps he would have preferred it this way. Dying along with Mitzi.”

			“Being blown to kingdom come? You old romantic, you.”

			“Lydia—was Mitzi the loose end you were tying up? Are there any others still?”

			“Sorry, Flynn, I have to go.”

			“WELL, THAT WAS quite an exciting day,” Veronica said as they walked back to Romilly Street.

			“It’s not over yet.”
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			22

			The Beginning of Many Good Things

			A PAGEANT? What’s a pageant when it’s at home?”

			“You’ve never heard of pageants?”

			“Well, I’ve heard the word, of course. Pageant,” Veronica said thoughtfully. “Pageant-pageant-pageant-pageant. Sounds daft when you say it a lot.”

			“Don’t say it a lot, then.”

			“What happens? Will it be as good as And So To Bed?”

			“Who knows? It’s a kind of cavalcade—”

			“Big word.”

			“A procession, a journey through history—local, usually, although obviously the wider background is national.” She gave him her hypnotized-cat stare. “They usually feature famous characters from history. Queen Elizabeth?” he tried. The mute staring continued. “Henry the Eighth?”

			“Oh, yeah, heard of him! Chopped the heads off his wives.”

			“Well, not all of them, but yes. I expect there’ll be quite a few battles this evening—re-enactments, not the real thing. Just the ones we won, like Agincourt or Waterloo. I doubt they’ll be re-enacting the Somme or Dunkirk.”

			“Oh, look, quick! Girl dying of boredom over here.”

			“Ha, ha.”

			“What else?”

			“There’ll be hundreds of people, and they’ll all prance around dressed up in historical costumes. Roundheads and Cavaliers, possibly.”

			“Round heads?”

			“And there’ll be a lot about the Middle Ages, there always is. And Romans are very popular.”

			“Heard of them.”

			“And they’ll sing and dance.”

			“The Romans?”

			“Not them. And there’ll be heroes and villains and nameless crowds. Probably a brass band and a maypole. Possibly horses. A lot of nostalgia. Big word, means people think the past was a golden age—better than now.” What had Evans said? There’s no future for us, so they’re making one up out of the past. “The whole thing is pretty silly.”

			“You should be a salesman.”

			“Just don’t get your hopes up, that’s all.”

			“Will there be ice cream?”

			“Almost certainly.”

			“That’s all right, then. Battles and ice cream. My hopes are up.”
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			At the edge of the pageant arena—really just a large field overlooked by a building called the Priory—a local brass band in maroon and gold uniform was assembling its phalanxes. Flynn caught the drift of the band’s atonal tuning as the players shuffled and shifted from one leg to another. The band was tasked with kicking off proceedings by marching around the field. “Thrice,” according to the programme.

			“Thrice?” Evans puzzled. He was occasionally caught out by English words. “Thrice” had not been a word utilized by either the Wales of his youth or the Merchant Navy of his adulthood.

			“Three times,” Flynn enlightened.

			“Why three times?” Evans’s suspicion of the gnostic power of numbers raised its head again.

			“I think it’s just that it gives them the chance to play ‘Colonel Bogey’ in its entirety,” Flynn said, referring to the flimsy programme, the paper so thin you could see through it.

			“Twenty-one pounds, nineteen shillings and sixpence,” Evans said, flapping the programme in the air. “That’s what it cost to print these things.”

			“Daylight robbery,” Flynn agreed. He was reminded with unexpected fondness of his job at the printers in Westminster. Perhaps they would take him back when the Festival was over. Would he want to go back? What else was he going to do? What were any of them going to do?

			“Once, twice, thrice,” Evans said. “What comes after that?”

			“Nothing. Just four, five, six and so on. Ad infinitum.” Evans seemed prepared to worry away at the subject all evening. “It’s not rams’ horns and the ark of the covenant,” Flynn said. “They’re not planning on taking down Jericho.”

			“I’m bored,” Veronica grumbled.

			“It hasn’t even started yet,” Flynn said.

			“You wait till it does,” Evans said grimly to her. “Then you’ll know what boredom is.”

			Veronica afforded Evans a solemn nod of approval. The grown-ups in her childhood had spent their time trying to goad her into a jovial state of being. Evans’s mordancy was refreshing. “I like him,” she whispered (loudly) to Flynn, nodding in Evans’s direction. She was, unwillingly, sitting next to the Boy and had to lean across him to speak to Flynn. The Boy shrank away from her. “Him not so much,” she whispered even more loudly, casting an evil glance at the Boy.

			Veronica and the Boy had been eyeing each other warily ever since they alighted on the platform at Hitchin Station. Flynn could discern no good reason for their mutual antipathy. “Does he have a name?” she had asked on first acquaintance. “You keep calling him ‘the Boy,’ ” she said suspiciously to Flynn. “Do you call me ‘the Girl’?”

			She was jealous, he realized; she wanted the occasion all to herself. Wanted Flynn all to herself. Flynn’s heart went out to her, a feeling more of sadness than sympathy. He wanted to defend Veronica from even the slightest of slights. He was already grieving for her future.

			“Cheer up,” she said, elbowing him in the ribs. “You look like you lost a shilling and found a sixpence.” Something Ivy used to say, he remembered, only with an edge of malice.

			“Of course I have a name,” the Boy said. “It’s Terence. Some people call me Terry.”

			“Shan’t call him anything,” Veronica muttered to Flynn.

			“Wasn’t expecting Mr. Flynn to bring a girl,” the Boy, equally hostile, said to Evans. “Thought he might bring Miss Ogilvie. This is the kind of thing she’d like, isn’t it? History and stuff. I expect she was otherwise engaged”—a phrase he had learnt from hearing Maud Ogilvie saying it so many times and was pleased to be able to use in context.

			“Engaged,” Veronica mocked, unimpressed. “Like a toilet.”

			It seemed as though the entire population of Hitchin had taken to the field. Most of the audience and the huge cast of performers were sitting or standing on the grass, but a rickety grandstand had been imported from somewhere and erected on one side of the field, in which the Boy had claimed seats for them.

			“Is anything ever going to happen?” Veronica asked no one in particular. Despite Flynn’s admonitions of what the pageant might contain, Veronica’s only previous experience of spectacle was circus and pantomime, and she was expecting the imminent arrival of clowns and acrobats and someone dressed as a cat, based apparently on a Dick Whittington she had seen a couple of Christmases ago.

			The band marched off and a solitary actor took its place, walking grandly out to the middle of the field. His face was painted blue, and he was dressed in a rough linen smock and what looked like a woman’s old fur coat that had been cut to resemble a cloak. Flynn had to consult the programme to identify him as “a Celtic chief.” The actor raised a great curled horn to his lips and blew a trembling, underwhelming note. “Sounds like he farted,” Veronica said. The Boy laughed appreciatively, and they glanced at each other with the beginnings of respect.

			“I think he’s meant to be Tasciovanus,” Evans said, consulting the programme. “Leader of the Catuvellauni tribe. They’ve taken a fair bit of artistic licence with his appearance. Celts were more sophisticated than this lot.” A ragged troop of “warriors,” summoned by the clarion call, had run on to the field in self-conscious approximation of a frenzy, waving an assortment of weapons, many of which looked as though they had been found in the kitchen or by the fireside. “Hitchin was founded in 787 by Offa, the Mercian King,” Evans continued to read. The Boy and Veronica yawned in unscripted unison. Flynn felt envious of them. They were not dragging the ball and chain of history around behind them. Not yet anyway.

			And so it went on. There were no maypoles or jousters, but there was an enormous cast of ordinary people: a community of accountants and teachers and solicitors, nurses and the occasional farmhand; vets, housewives and schoolchildren (lots of schoolchildren); quantity surveyors, car mechanics, workers in the local pharmaceutical factory. They were transformed into a parade of invaders, from Romans to the French. The Black Death came and went, priories and monasteries rose and fell. There were horses, there were dogs—mostly stray, wandering uninvited on to the field. Not Mrs. Betty—she snoozed throughout beneath Flynn’s seat. There was the industry that made the town—the straw plaiting, the brewing, the lavender.

			After the Civil War, there was a lengthy interval not of Parliamentary rule but of refreshments, provided by the Women’s Institute: tea, lemonade and biscuits, although no ice cream—an absence that made Veronica indignant.

			She began to look on the Boy more favourably when he produced a stick of Festival Rock, still in its cellophane wrapper, and proceeded to shatter it on the wooden decking at his feet. “What you need really,” he said knowledgeably to Veronica, “is a toffee hammer.” He unwrapped the rock and presented it to her with a flourish. “Do you see?” he said, concerned that she might not appreciate the novelty. “It says Festival Rock all the way through it.”

			“I can see that. I’m not blind. Seen it being made, actually.”

			“Bet you haven’t been to Ramsgate,” he said, stoutly defending his knowledge.

			She relented. “Haven’t. Is it nice?”

			“Take you, if you like.”

			She shrugged. “Maybe.” If you didn’t know Veronica, you might think her indifferent to the offer.

			After the intermission, history strode on and by the time the railway arrived in Hitchin, in the shape of a rather well-done wooden locomotive, dusk was gathering. The grand finale was a parade of all the performers around the field and finally a figure who introduced himself as Old Father Time and who bore more than a passing resemblance to the Celtic chief, Tasciovanus. His speech was rather mournful—how we are all swept along on the tide of history and ultimately forgotten, but that tonight’s pageant had “rescued the past for us, and everyone here will remember it for as long as they live.”

			“And then they’ll die,” Evans said (he was in a particularly miserable mood tonight) “and it’s all forgotten. Everyone’s forgotten.”

			“Cheer up,” Veronica said. “Worse things happen at sea.”

			“They do,” Evans said. “They really do.”

			The passage of time, Flynn thought. Closely related to memory lane. Both had their emotional challenges.

			The brass band re-formed and played the National Anthem. Everyone stood to attention and sang. Proud to be English. British.

			The crowds began to stream out of the arena. Many lingered, reluctant to let the night disappear for ever. The facsimile of history that was the pageant had itself become history.

			Flynn had rather enjoyed the evening, unexpectedly moved by all those ordinary people trying to make order out of the mess of the past. He applauded the endeavour, and he was disappointed when Evans said, “We tell ourselves stories to make ourselves feel better. The past absolves itself with this kind of fiction. You have to ask yourself—what’s the point?”

			“What’s the point of what?”

			“Of anything. Of living, really. Sometimes, Harry,” he said quietly, “I wonder if I died on that lifeboat. I mean, what is there—to live for?”

			“Love?” Flynn offered.

			“Huh.” Evans laughed. “I didn’t have you down for a romantic.”

			Flynn shrugged. He hadn’t meant that kind of love. He meant the kind you feel for the daughter who falls asleep with her head on your shoulder, pinning you awkwardly into an increasingly painful position. The Girl, he thought. He felt a great, heaving spasm in his heart as if something was trying to break out of it. Not a dove flying free, but an eagle pecking and ripping its way out. This was love, he thought. He’d always known it would be terrifying.

			“You all right, Mr. Flynn?” the Boy asked.

			“Just having an epiphany, Terence,” Flynn said.

			“Sounds painful.”

			“It is. Believe me, it is.”
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			They had barely got inside the flat when there was a knock at the door. The knock had the timbre and authority of the law. “Christ almighty,” Flynn said. Was there to be no end to it? He yanked the door open. As he feared, it was Vigo who was standing there. He was accompanied not by Tapper but by a policewoman.

			Vigo looked as though he was tiring of the endless Sisyphean task of arresting him, but it was the expression on the policewoman’s face that caught Flynn’s attention and alarmed him. Sympathy. Sympathy for bad news about to be imparted.

			“Who have I killed this time, Inspector?”

			“Thought it best if it was me that came, Mr. Flynn,” Vigo said. “Seeing as we know each other.” He looked over Flynn’s shoulder into the flat. “Is the girl here?”

			“Is someone dead?”

			“No, no,” Vigo said hastily. “Not dead.”

			“What, then?”

			“Can we come in, sir?”

		

	OceanofPDF.com


		
			[image: ]

			23

			Just Desserts

			FLYNN EVENTUALLY SUCCUMBED to Lydia’s invitation for a drink a couple of weeks later. Nell Gwyn had been jettisoned along with her oranges. “Didn’t think I’d come back to this place,” she said as she took a seat in the ’51 bar overlooking the Thames. The river was running fast and high this evening, sweeping all before it on the tide of history. Tasciovanus would have approved. Or that Greek philosopher who said you could never step in the same river twice. “Herodotus,” Lydia supplied. “He said it’s never the same river, but he also said that it’s also never the same man—more profound, don’t you think?”

			Flynn shrugged. He might accept profundity from someone else—Evans, say—but not from Lydia. She had no right to philosophy.

			The “incident” (as it was now referred to) in the Farmhouse Kitchen was fading fast from public consciousness. People were still trying to erase their memories of an entire six years of war, so one unfortunate afternoon was rapidly becoming a footnote in the annals of the Festival. The name Mitzi Blinkhorn was suffering the same fate.

			The second casualty found in the ruins of the Kitchen had not been Archie. It was Dangerfield, Lydia told Flynn. She seemed so adept at swapping bodies around that he had to wonder if this was yet another falsehood.

			“Was he the real target?”

			“No one was a target. Nothing was engineered. No one ‘arranged’ any explosion. I swear it was a bona fide accident, Flynn. How often do I have to say that? It is just possible that everything that happens in the universe isn’t contrived by the Security Service. Accidents happen.”

			And Delphine? Lydia was vague about her ultimate resting place. “Buried quietly in some municipal necropolis somewhere, I’m told.” And those photographs? “Oh, in a deep dark vault along with all our other secrets. You should be careful that you don’t end up there with them.”

			“So should you.”

			“In retrospect,” she said, swirling the gin around in her glass, “although I am not given to dwelling on mistakes, the whole thing with Dangerfield does now seem like an unnecessarily convoluted plot on our part. ‘Tangled web’ and all that. It would have been so much simpler just to kill him. I mean, that did the trick in the end, didn’t it? Once he was dead, it turned out that no one cared about him or his politics very much. The voters are done with his far-right politics and they’re sick to death of Labour now, so it’s looking like the Tories will get back in after the snap election. Dangerfield and his kind will be consigned to the outer darkness and the country will return to the path of moderation.”

			“He was the ‘coming man.’ And now he’s gone.”

			“For ever. Although I’m sorry that he was buried with his reputation intact, when he should have been held to public account for his sins during the war. It almost makes me want to believe in a vengeful God.”

			As for Archie, no one knew where he was. “Gone abroad, probably,” Lydia said. “We’re not looking for him. There’s no point. Don’t have the budget anyway.” Cynthia, too, had disappeared—along with Archie, presumably.

			Flynn lit a cigarette for her and she mused, “Perhaps they should just have quietly sent Dangerfield abroad again. Canada or somewhere. Australia, perhaps. Badger could have gone out to keep an eye on him for a bit. Do you want another drink?” (No sexual alternative offered this time, he noticed.)

			“I thought Badger was persona non grata.”

			She gave him a long, level look.

			“He still works for the Service?” Flynn was genuinely shocked.

			“No better cover than everyone thinking that you’re disgraced and kicked out on your ear.”

			“Did he volunteer for that humiliating role or was he coerced into it? I imagine the Service isn’t above blackmailing its own.”

			“Badger would rather die than betray his country.”

			“So he was in on the Delphine thing from the beginning?”

			“I told you he was a good actor.”

			The three of them. The unholy triumvirate of Lydia, Maud and Badger, together weaving the fate of themselves and others. They lied about what they knew, they lied about what they didn’t know. Pretending innocence, pretending ignorance. As thick as thieves, obfuscating and dissembling, playing at spies. They were good actors, though, all three of them. He would give them that.

			“Where is Badger now? He didn’t even say goodbye.”

			“Berlin. Turning a Russki for us. Compromising positions and so on. Don’t ask. And just a reminder again, Flynn, that you swore to uphold the Official Secrets Act.”

			“I never swore to anything.”

			“Doesn’t mean I won’t have you prosecuted for treachery if you breathe a word of our pillow talk.”

			“I think you have to be in bed for it to constitute pillow talk.”

			“Do you want to be? In bed with me?”

			“No.”

			“Shame. You were rather good. I hear you’re seeing someone.”

			“None of your business.”

			“Everything’s my business. Especially you. Have to make sure you don’t go rogue in some way. Let me see. Margot Carter-Inch—” she reeled off on her fingers, “grandmother was a lady-in-waiting to the Princess Royal, father’s a KC, held a ministerial position in the wartime coalition. Fond of the gee-gees. Margot thinks she’s a bit of a rebel, but I imagine it’s just a phase. I expect she’ll ditch you and return to the fold—marry a banker in the City or a very minor aristocrat.”

			“Well, thanks for the fortune-telling, Lydia.” He finished his drink and stood up. “I’m meeting Veronica. Entertainment threatens. We’re going to Battersea.”

			“To the Pleasure Gardens? I haven’t been yet. Have fun. And give Veronica my regards. Tell her to come and find me in a few years. We could do with more girls like her in the Service.”

			“What kind of girl would that be?” Flynn asked.

			“Girls like me, Flynn.”

			“God help us all, then.”

			She laughed and lifted her pale neck with its noose of pearls and blew a perfect smoke ring. For a moment he was tempted to lean in and kiss her. He resisted. “See you around, Lydia,” he said.

			“Sure thing,” she said.

			BATTERSEA PARK PLEASURE GARDENS had finally opened for business. The crowds poured in and gaiety reigned. There were terraces and walks and tubs and beds of blooming flowers. There was the Riverside Theatre and the Music Pavilion. There were speakers everywhere, playing cheerful tunes. There was old-fashioned music-hall-style entertainment. Dancing, lots of dancing. There was a children’s zoo, and a boating pond on which you could drive little motor boats. There was a Tree Walk thirty feet up in the sky, the branches filled with fantastic creatures—dragons, owls, bats, caterpillars, even a rather egregious pterodactyl. A Punch and Judy theatre sponsored by Sharp’s toffees and a crazy animated clock sponsored by Guinness. Tea shops and restaurants, a “wine garden,” follies and grottoes, a ghost train, a dance floor, acrobats. And that was without the acreage of amusement rides in the funfair.

			“I can’t believe you haven’t been yet, Mr. Flynn,” the Boy said. “It knocks Ramsgate into a cocked hat.”

			Every day of the Festival, fifty-one balloons were released, each with a little tag attached. Anyone who found one of the balloons could use the tag to enter both Festival sites for free. The Boy had somehow managed to acquire the task of writing these tags, having finally learnt the rudiments of reading and writing, not through Evans’s persistence but goaded into it by Veronica’s mockery. She had undertaken the task of educating him herself, using Death Comes to Dawlish as her primer. (“She reads some peculiar stuff, doesn’t she, Mr. Flynn?”)

			The Boy tied the tags to the balloons every morning before they were released, and one or two of them always seemed to find their way into his grubby pocket. It hardly constituted stealing, he argued, because he gave so many away. “So that makes it charity.” He had already taken his doughty mother, who had screamed her way round the Giant Dipper roller coaster at fifty-five miles an hour before dismounting at the finish and saying, “Didn’t think much of that.” (“It’s the ride of your life, Mr. Flynn,” the Boy said.) All his sisters and their various beaux and offspring had also been for free, and even Evans, who had reportedly enjoyed himself, but that might have been because he had taken his daughters, who were visiting for the weekend. Veronica, of course, had been several times already.

			Maud Ogilvie had resisted. (“In my defence, I don’t like heights. Or things that go too fast.”) The office was emptier now—both Badger and Denholm had left, Badger suddenly with no warning, filleted out by the Service, while Denholm had been offered the part of Polonius in a production of Hamlet at the Theatre Royal in Windsor.

			He gave them free tickets. Evans, Maud Ogilvie, Flynn, Veronica and the Boy, as well as Margot and Hetty. They all travelled by train to Windsor together. “Quite the little expedition,” Maud Ogilvie said as they took their seats.

			Veronica declared Hamlet a lesser work of art than And So To Bed, but the Boy was thrilled. Ignorant of theatre etiquette, he cheered and whistled excitedly every time Polonius came on stage, finding it necessary to say to anyone who would listen, “That’s Mr. Denholm! I know him!” Polonius’s famous aphorism in Act One, “Neither a borrower nor a lender be,” drew a delighted whoop of recognition from the Boy. (“My Ma says that!”) The tolerant audience were largely amused by the Boy’s antics and some even began to join in, much to Hamlet’s disgust. Denholm’s curtain call brought the house down.

			AFTER DARK WAS the time to visit the Pleasure Gardens, the Boy informed Flynn when he solemnly handed over two tags. “ ’Cos of the lights. You’ve never seen anything like it. Even Veronica was bowled over.”

			“Then it really must be something.” Flynn had intended to take Margot, but she had ducked out at the last minute, blaming the sudden onset of a summer cold. Perhaps Lydia had been right, perhaps Margot was planning to ditch him. (“I’m waiting in the wings, you know, Harry,” Hetty said. “More than happy to understudy.”)

			Veronica was an enthusiastic guide, pleased to be able to share her extensive knowledge of the various rides in the amusement park. The Hurricane, the Rotor, the Fly-O-Plane, the Caterpillar. They were all terrifying in Flynn’s opinion, none more so than the Boomerang, where you whirled around a track in a kind of bucket and then at a certain point the bucket was flung off into a tunnel.

			“Just as well we left Mrs. Betty with Mr. Rakowski,” Veronica said as they climbed into the chamber of the gravity-defying Rotor, before being spun round at speed, lifted off their feet and stuck to the wall of the chamber by the centrifugal force.

			“Sentrywhat force? Big word. Not even going to ask what it means.”

			THEY ATE IN the Pier Snack Bar—hamburgers, followed by doughnuts and a cup of tea. Veronica ate most of Flynn’s as well as her own. Then Flynn joined the queue for the roller coaster while Veronica went to find the Ladies.’ “Don’t want to wet my knickers on the Big Dipper.”

			Flynn was focussed on getting his lighter to spark when he felt his hackles rise. The smell of lighter fluid gave way to freesia. He turned round and found Cynthia standing behind him.

			“Cynthia?”

			She took him by surprise by punching him playfully on the shoulder. There would be a bruise, he thought. She didn’t know her own strength. Or perhaps she did. She grinned at him and said, “Bet you weren’t expecting me, were you? Can I have one?” she asked, indicating his cigarette. She seemed a good deal less bashful than on previous acquaintance. No blushing at all. He shook a cigarette out of the packet and lit it for her, alarmed by the wild look in those stunning eyes. She moved closer to him, and he edged forward in the queue to get away from her. “Miss me, Flynn?”

			“Well,” he said carefully, “I certainly wondered where you’d got to. And, you know, if you were all right after the horrible thing that happened.”

			“Horrible? Yes, it was horrible. Poor Mummy. But you know …” She shrugged. “I suppose we all get the end we deserve.”

			“That’s patently untrue.” (He was thinking of the men on the Railway rather than Mitzi.)

			She squinted at him through a cloud of cigarette smoke. He could tell that she resented being disagreed with. He was finding her rather frightening. “Where did you go, Cynthia?” he said, trying to keep the conversation light.

			“Paris, then Rome. With Daddy. He’s not really my father, do you know that? Uncle Giles was my father. And he’s dead and so is Daddy.”

			“Daddy? You mean Archie? Archie’s dead?”

			“He had a heart attack climbing the Spanish Steps.”

			“That’s awful. I’m so sorry, Cynthia.”

			“So now I’m an orphan.” She made a sad clown face and took a great drag on the cigarette.

			Flynn shuffled forward a little further.

			“I’ve missed you, Flynn. Dreadfully. And what we had.”

			“What we had? What did we have, Cynthia?”

			“For heaven’s sake—love, you can’t deny it.”

			“I think maybe you’ve read too many romantic novels, Cynthia.”

			“It wasn’t fiction. It was real. From the first time we looked at each other across the Parkinson showroom. And that walk together over the Festival bridge—remember? That was when I knew for sure that you felt the same. It was like the film—Waterloo Bridge with Robert Taylor and Vivien Leigh. Our story could be called Festival Bridge.”

			“Cynthia, we don’t have a ‘story.’ We’ve never even exchanged so much as a handshake.” She was completely unhinged, he thought. He tried shuffling further away from her, but the people in front of him in the queue objected vociferously. “Oi, mate, keep in your place.”

			“You’re going out with that girl from the Festival now, aren’t you?” Cynthia said sharply. “Margot whatshername. I thought your French girlfriend was betrayal enough.”

			“Not my girlfriend.”

			“She was a bitch,” Cynthia said in a low growl—but not so low that people weren’t beginning to pay attention to them. “She was Uncle Giles’s whore as well, did you know that?”

			A horrible thought took root in Flynn’s brain. He spoke gently to Cynthia, as if she were an invalid. Or a rabid dog. “Cynthia—was it you who killed Delphine?”

			What had Archie said? “Shouldn’t have taken the gun with her. Take a gun somewhere and you always end up using it, in my experience. Jealousy, you know. Terrible thing in a female.” Flynn had thought he was referring to Mitzi, but Archie had meant Cynthia. It was Cynthia who was the “good girl,” Cynthia he was intent on saving from hanging. And it was for Cynthia that he had manipulated a cover-up that would have had Flynn hanging instead. (How far would he go to save Veronica? Flynn wondered. To the end. That was how far. Perhaps he shouldn’t be so harsh on Archie.)

			Cynthia reached into her coat pocket and pulled something out. Flynn glimpsed the glint of metal. A spear-point blade, if he wasn’t mistaken. For stabbing, basically.

			“You know, if I can’t have you, Flynn …” She was standing very close to him and staring at him. It was unnerving. He remembered what Hetty had said about Dangerfield’s eyes. They were blank, like a wolf looking at his prospective prey. It was the very opposite of love.

			The Big Dipper was loading up now and Cynthia prodded him with the tip of the knife. He flinched and stumbled forward. He thought the man in front might punch him soon.

			“Mummy was never a proper mother to me. Daddy was the only one who loved me. Oh, I nearly forgot,” Cynthia said, suddenly animated, pulling something else out of her pocket. “Thought you might like this back—a souvenir, you know.” She thrust something into his unwilling hand. A silk scarf, printed with little red and blue Eiffel Towers, the blood faded now to rust. “Took it from round your girlfriend’s neck,” she said with a grin. “Got it back from Daddy after he died. A souvenir. You can have it.”

			He recoiled. “No thanks, Cynthia.”

			“Oh, there you are,” Veronica said, elbowing her way into the queue.

			“I don’t think we’ve met,” Cynthia said coldly to her. “I’m Cynthia Blinkhorn. I expect Flynn’s told you all about me. You’re his daughter, aren’t you?” She invested the word “daughter” with disgust.

			Veronica was looking bug-eyed at Flynn, and he knew she had spotted the knife and the scarf and put two and two together. It was imperative to get her away from this madwoman, and to that end he gave Cynthia a sudden, almighty shove, catching her off-guard, as well as the rest of the queue which started to fall like dominoes. Amongst the confusion, he grabbed Veronica by the wrist and yanked her through the kiosk. The only place to go then was on to the Dipper. At least it would give them some time to work out what to do, he thought.

			There were a lot of complaints about queue-jumping, but no one stopped them. He could see Cynthia barging her way past people to reach them. After what seemed like an agonizing eternity and after a good deal of clanking and lurching, the roller coaster began to move—but Cynthia had managed to scramble on board at the tail end, despite the attempts of the fairground attendants to pull her off. Flynn could see her throwing herself into a seat at the back.

			“I think we’re safe until it stops,” he said to Veronica as the Dipper hauled its way up the first gradient. “She can hardly climb over people. It gives us time to—”

			“Aaach,” or something similar came out of his mouth as they hit the descent. The hamburger had been a mistake, Flynn realized. The Dipper rattled down and slowed at the bottom long enough for Veronica to say, “I saw your friend in the Ladies.’ Miss Ogilvie.”

			Miss Ogilvie who didn’t like heights and things that went too fast? What was she doing here? They were moving up a steep incline now, and Flynn was already bracing himself for the inevitable descent. The long drop, he thought.

			He might have screamed as they plummeted down again. It was hard to be sure as everyone was screaming—all apart from Veronica, who was so overcome with the enjoyment of it all that she could barely breathe. At the bottom of the next incline, he managed to twist round and look behind them for Cynthia. She was still there, sitting bolt upright and drilling those eyes into him, only she seemed closer now than before. He had thought that being on the Dipper would give them a breathing space, but it was a mistake—they were trapped on it. “I wish I’d brought that gun,” Veronica shouted. “I could have shot her.”

			“I think the best plan is just to make a dash for it when we get off,” Flynn said before they swooped down into the next dip. His stomach was making its own way somewhere else. He looked back again. He had been wrong—if you were as determined as Cynthia you could climb over the seats.

			And so it went on for an eternity. Diving and plummeting, soaring and plunging, and each time Flynn looked back Cynthia seemed to have moved closer, as if she was playing a hellish game of musical statues.

			She was only two rows behind them now. They were at the crest of the longest drop and Cynthia seemed to be trying to stand up. People were yelling at her to be careful, not so much fearing for her safety as terrified for their own. Flynn closed his eyes as they hurtled down.

			Finally, he began to feel the deceleration in his bones. When he looked for Cynthia, there was no sign of her.

			“She’s disappeared,” he said to Veronica.

			“What?”

			“She’s gone. Cynthia. I can’t see her anywhere. She’s not on the Dipper.”

			They climbed off quickly as the ride ground to a halt. Flynn was half expecting Cynthia to jump out of nowhere and stab him in the back, but she really had vanished.

			Not into thin air though. People were running towards someone splayed on the ground. Cynthia. “Splat,” Veronica said. “Defenestrated?”

			“You need a window to be defenestrated out of. I don’t think there’s a word for engineering a fall off a roller coaster. Although I suppose someone very clever, not to mention very devious, might manage it.” A spy, perhaps, he thought. Or a maiden aunt. “Accidents happen. I think she just fell. Occam’s razor.”

			“Whose?”

			“Doesn’t matter,” Flynn said, tugging Veronica away.

			“Good twist, I suppose,” Veronica said. “Let’s go home. Mrs. Betty will be wondering where we are.”

			“Hungry?”

			“Always.”
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			24

			What Gets Left Behind

			SHALL WE DANCE?”

			“Dance?”

			THEIR REVELS WERE ending. The Festival had been judged a success by nearly everyone, even by many of those who had been vociferous in their protests at the beginning. It never made a profit.

			Now, four months and eight and a half million visitors after the King had declared it open, the Festival had reached its last night. Tomorrow there would be a closing ceremony with the usual kind of rigmarole—speeches, community singing, fireworks, the Band of the Guards, the striking of the flags, Gracie Fields singing “Wish Me Luck As You Wave Me Goodbye”—but on the South Bank tonight it felt like the real farewell.

			Farewell to the famous military regiments that had beaten the tattoo at the end of every night. Farewell, too, to the thousands of people who had paid two shillings to dance on the illuminated Fairway where different bands had entertained each evening—Geraldo and his orchestra were the firm favourites of the crowd.

			People had been dazzled by the cheerful colours and the bright lights—things they hadn’t seen since before the war. Those lights twinkled and sparkled everywhere, “like a magic kingdom,” Flynn overheard one visitor say. Fountains and moats were lit up, and the ducks had serenely negotiated the artificial water-lily lights that glittered on the water in the dark. (Aylesburys were the duck of choice, Flynn noted.) And fireworks, lots of fireworks, exploding riotously in scintillas and sequins, splashing and streaking above the Westminster skyline.

			For the first time the British public had experienced open-air cafés, spaghetti, hot dogs, ice-cold drinks, soft toilet rolls, and the opportunity to drink wine with a meal. So Continental. So modern. The glimpse of a possible future.

			Twelve tons of litter had been deposited every day—much of it lying where it fell, no matter how many litter bins were brought on site (one thousand, one hundred and fifty at the final count—a figure that obsessed Evans). The amount of peel discarded in the fountains from the Nell Gwyns’ oranges occasionally choked them and had to be cleared out. It was estimated that two hundred and fifty miles of Festival Rock was manufactured and eaten.

			No one had foreseen that the bread being displayed in Power and Production would slowly grow mouldy and become an unappetizing green.

			A new batch of butterflies had arrived every week, as had the wildflowers to feed them. The plankton for the freshwater fish put in a daily appearance throughout. The five thousand prize horses, sheep, goats, ducks and cows came and went in martial order. Orange Blossom, the Festival Cow, spent her week being admired by all and sundry.

			The visitors to the site, unused to the amount of plate glass used in the construction of the Pavilions, had the unfortunate experience of constantly walking into it, especially the sheer glass cliff that formed the front of the Lion and the Unicorn.

			Kerstin “Kiki” Håkansson from Sweden won the Festival Girl Bikini Contest—also known as the Miss World 1951 competition.

			Thousands upon thousands of people enjoyed the fun of the fair at Battersea.

			A small boy became trapped when he put his head beneath one of the legs of Henry Moore’s massive bronze sculpture of a reclining figure that was stationed near the main entrance to the Festival. The boy was greased with a liberal amount of soap and eventually shot out “like a rocket,” according to the Boy. The Boy rarely missed any excitement.

			Most exciting of all—the Boy was also a witness to this event—one hot day in July, the French snakes had their revenge. They swelled with the heat and burst out of their acrylic tombs. Blood seeped out and ran down the display case. When confronted with this ghastly scene, people screamed and some fainted and had to be treated in one of the First Aid tents.

			Towards the end of the Festival, the “high-wire ace” Elleano crossed the Thames on a tightrope strung above the Bailey bridge. The feat was cheered to the heavens by the appreciative crowd watching from below. It made all the newspapers, although they gave surprisingly little space to the story of the woman who was run over and killed by Battersea Funfair’s whimsically named Far Tottering and Oyster Creek Branch (miniature) Railway. And only one small column in the Evening Standard (written by the obituary-writing cake judge from Birmingham) recorded that “the twenty-year-old woman who fell from the Big Dipper roller coaster at the Festival Funfair in Battersea has been named as Cynthia Blinkhorn, the daughter of popular ‘housewives’ choice’ personality Mitzi Blinkhorn, who herself died in tragic circumstances earlier this year.”

			The morning after the closing ceremony, the workmen took all the chickens from Agriculture and wrung their weary necks before carrying them away for their wives to cook. The Boy paid one of the workmen a shilling (donated to him by Evans) and proudly took one home to his mother. That mother had secured him a job for when the Festival finished—on a stall in Petticoat Lane Market selling pots and pans and cheap crockery. “He’ll do well,” Evans said. “That boy’s marked for success, one way or another.”
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			“Shall we dance?”

			“Dance?”

			“Yes, dance. You may not believe it, but I was a very keen dancer in my younger years,” Maud Ogilvie laughed. “Although this hardly merits the term ‘dancing’—shuffling around the Fairway like this. We’re not likely to have the space to break into a quickstep.”

			They made an incongruous couple. Flynn put his arm around her bony waist and thought how small and insignificant—not to mention old—she must seem to anyone looking at them. It was a long time since he had danced with a woman. He had a sudden vivid, unexpected memory—the last time had been with a taxi girl in the Great World in Singapore, beneath the painted dragons on the walls where fifty cents bought you ten dances. She was Chinese, the most beautiful girl Flynn had ever seen. It had been the same kind of teeming huddle that moved around the dance floor on the South Bank now, but that was the only similarity.

			In the Great World, people were still dancing as the Japanese advanced inexorably, many on bicycles. They were still drinking gin prahits in every long bar and hotel lounge in the city, still claiming the Japanese didn’t know how to fight even as Fortress Singapore was falling. Flynn had seen the waiters in Raffles burying an enormous silver roast-beef trolley in the gardens of the hotel and wondered if it would ever be dug up again after the war. He had seen, too, the choking black smoke rising from the bombing of the oil-storage depot behind the Alexandra military hospital, unaware that in the hospital three hundred doctors, nurses and patients were being bayoneted to death. He had witnessed hundreds of heads on spikes after the Sook Ching massacre of the Chinese and wondered if his beautiful taxi girl was one of them.

			He had bought tubes of opium—chandu—twenty-six cents each in one of the government’s retail shops. He had been writing an article about opium addiction and its importance to the Straits economy, bashing it out on the little Remington that he’d inherited from the stringer who might have been called Wilson or Watson. He was about to visit an opium den with a fellow hack, an Australian, when the Japanese interrupted. The article was never finished.

			In the interests of research, he had smoked the chandu though. In retrospect, if he had known what was going to happen to him, Flynn would have bought every tube in the shop and chased that dragon down until it rolled over on its back and begged for mercy and Flynn would have ceased upon the midnight with no pain. Poetry was a last resort, but very occasionally it was the only thing that would do.

			“TELL ME, MAUD—Badger and Lydia left the office after the whole Dangerfield debacle, but you stayed. Why?”

			“Well, I still had a job. I’ve enjoyed working in the office and someone had to keep an eye on things, you know. I feel quite sad that our revels are coming to an end. Cloud-capped palaces and so on. What will you do next, Harry?”

			“No idea. I fancied renting a little cottage in the country—Kent or East Sussex, a smallholding-type thing, to live off the land, but Veronica says she’ll kill us both if I do that.”

			“She has a flair for the dramatic.”

			“We’ve moved into a bigger flat, in Warwick Street. At least I have a bed to sleep in, rather than a sofa.”

			“No sign of the mother coming home yet?”

			“Not yet.”

			Ivy Shears and Uncle Gerry had been arrested in Calais when trying to board a ferry to Folkestone and were currently languishing in limbo in a French jail awaiting trial. That had been the news Vigo was bringing when they had returned from the Hitchin pageant. Uncle Gerry, it turned out, was “importing” goods tax-free for the Messinas—an Italian/Maltese outfit that operated in the West End. It was odd (although not impossible) to think of Ivy Shears as a gangster’s moll, although apparently she swore blind that she had known nothing about it. If she was found guilty, it might be years before she arrived back on English shores.

			Veronica seemed largely unaffected by this development in parental care. Ever the pragmatist, she said to Flynn, “Just as well I’ve still got you, then.”

			He had asked Maud Ogilvie if she would be able to put in a word for Ivy with the French authorities, but she said, “Oh, goodness me, Harry, we never interfere with legal proceedings in foreign countries,” which was undoubtedly a bare-faced lie. Flynn suspected that she thought Veronica was better off with him. Or that he was better off with Veronica.

			“And are you still with that girl—Margot?” Maud Ogilvie asked.

			“No, not any more. I’ve been seeing the much-vaunted niece.”

			“The what?”

			“The old ladies downstairs from me in Romilly Street have a niece. She’s rescued them from a life of penury and misery by taking them under her wing and they’re going to live with her in Beaconsfield. The much-vaunted niece and I have been on three dates, and she hasn’t disappeared so far.”

			“Good. And good luck with the rest of your life, Harry.”

			“Thank you, Maud. With yours, too.”

			“In my defence, I don’t really believe in luck.”

			THE FESTIVAL PROVED itself to be astonishingly ephemeral. Everything was consigned to the scrap heap or eagerly auctioned off on site. The Pavilions were torn down ruthlessly. Every last brick removed from every last building. It was a bonanza for the scrap-metal dealers George Cohen and Sons. The dismantled aluminium roof of the futuristic Dome of Discovery was melted down, some of it transformed into, amongst other things, paper knives. The even more futuristic Skylon became a memory, immortalized only in a souvenir ballpoint pen and the name of a restaurant in the Royal Festival Hall. Siegfried Charoux’s massive concrete relief sculpture “The Islanders,” which had been much admired by Festival visitors, was smashed to pieces by the workmen as soon as the entrance gates were closed.

			Only the Festival Hall itself was left for succeeding generations, although the plaster doves would one day fly again as replicas in, of all places, a Festival of Britain-themed Wetherspoons in Waterloo Station called, appropriately, The Lion and the Unicorn.

			[image: ]

			“Well, that’s that, then,” Evans said. They had come to view the demolition and to say goodbye to each other. Evans was going back to sea, having decided to get his master’s ticket. He had booked a place on a course in Liverpool, paid for with his Festival salary—he was nothing if not parsimonious. He hoped eventually to captain one of the cross-Channel ferries. “Fancy that, boyo,” he said to Flynn. “You can come and visit me on the bridge any time you like.”

			Herodotus’s ever-changing river would flow on relentlessly, Flynn thought, the tide of history taking all before it. The good and the evil. The detritus and the treasure. The truth and the lies. If Lydia was right, there would soon be a new Queen. A new era. The Festival would be seen as the herald of a new age—the Elizabethan age. (“Things can only get better,” Flynn said to Evans. “Or worse,” Evans said.)

			Flynn suddenly and unexpectedly felt full of vitality. He might do something useful, he thought. Train to be a teacher. Or a vet. Perhaps even something heroic—join the fire brigade or the ambulance service and become a man of action rather than this passivity. His war had been one of captivity and duress. Of endurance. He had not chosen any of it. They also serve who only stand and wait.

			Or road sweeping—why not? He was a man with a child. He was part of the pageant now.

			“Memory lane?” Evans asked.

			Flynn laughed and said, “No, quite the opposite—the road ahead.”
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			Flynn kept the plaster dove. He thought it was his only souvenir from the Festival, but some months later he came across another, sequestered at the back of his wallet. It was the photograph that the man from Seaside had taken at Maud Ogilvie’s behest. (I thought it might be rather nice if we had a photograph of us all together. A record for posterity, as it were.)

			“Big smiles now,” the man from Seaside had said. “Say cheese.”

			“May I offer a suggestion,” Denholm replied. “We always found in the theatre world that Red Leicester worked rather well for photographs.”

			“I would have thought Cheshire would be better,” Maud Ogilvie said. “One has to stretch the lips further.”

			“Stilton,” Badger offered.

			A good-natured argument followed about the competing merits of different cheeses, the photograph largely forgotten.

			“What about Brie?” the man from Seaside suggested, finding himself unwillingly drawn into the discussion.

			“Too short, too French,” Denholm said.

			(“French?” the Boy queried. “French cheese?”)

			“English cheeses are far superior,” Denholm said.

			“British,” the Boy amended helpfully.

			“No,” Denholm said happily. “I think in this case, Terence, Caerphilly notwithstanding,” (said with a little nod to Evans) “we can safely say English.”

			“This is ridiculous,” Flynn said to no one in particular (although his silent, partisan vote was for Wensleydale, the cheese of his birthright).

			In the end, the man from Seaside grew bored and took the photograph anyway, so that they were all still quibbling when they looked posterity in the face.
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			Author’s Note

			When I’m writing a historical novel, I always feel slightly guilty that I’m making things up and thus falsifying the past for my own ends. (I know—perhaps I shouldn’t be writing historical fiction.) In the case of the Festival of Britain, however, I came across so much material that was strange and quirky (often by design, on the part of the Festival) that sometimes the things I was making up seemed quite dull in comparison. I didn’t, for example, invent any of the bizarre submissions for the Eccentrics’ Corner in the Lion and the Unicorn Pavilion. (Although he is omitted from the novel, it was actually Laurie Lee—he of Cider with Rosie fame—who curated those exhibits.) From the collapsible rubber bus to the Festival emblem composed of 604 gallstones (and all from one patient!), all the submissions were genuine. Equally, most of the absurd incidents—like the exploding snakes and the boy who got stuck in the Henry Moore sculpture—really did happen. And Norman Hartnell did indeed demand that the Telekinema usherettes all have red hair. In fact, really, the only thing I made up was the plot to fit around all this.

			Savoy Court was the home of the Festival Office, but I have to admit, due to an almost total lack of evidence, I have no idea what its internal layout might have been like and I very much doubt that anywhere was referred to as “Upstairs,” although you never know.

			Gerald Barry was certainly a real person and my apologies for taking the liberty of making him participate in my imagined universe. From what I’ve read by him and about him, I think I would have liked Barry. I did put words in his mouth for the purposes of the novel, but quite a lot of what he says comes from a Cantor Lecture he gave. The lecture was very much a debrief of his Festival experience and for anyone interested it can be found in the Journal of the Royal Society of Arts for August 1952.

			The Poems (Poems 1951, published by Penguin) were very real and Flynn borrows—verbatim in some parts—from John Hayward’s Introduction when describing them. The quotations are from the actual (routinely awful) Poems. The Introduction is worth reading in itself to witness someone trying to say something positive about what was clearly a deeply disappointing trawl. Or, as Hayward writes, “The slightest evidence of genuine poetic merit was so unmistakeable that there was inevitably a risk of assessing it too highly.”

			The “Stock List,” as I refer to it, is actually the Catalogue of Exhibits. The “Rooms” in the Homes and Gardens Pavilion are based on what was provided about them in the Catalogue. From this distance it’s not always easy to know what they were really like, and so I took some licence in bringing them to life. Photographs of Homes and Gardens are surprisingly sparse and—extraordinarily—no one thought to walk around with a cine camera and record the whole site for posterity. The Parlours were indeed closed down immediately, for the same reasons as in the novel—too bourgeois—and there certainly was an element of patronizing the “lower classes,” as the Festival referred to them. There is a well-known essay called simply “Festival” by the wonderful Michael Frayn in The Age of Austerity which illustrates the Festival organizers’ tendency to condescend.

			“The Festival of Britain,” Frayn writes, “was the Britain of the radical middle classes, the do-gooders. The readers of the News Chronicle, the Guardian, and the Observer; the signers of petitions; the backbone of the BBC. In short the Herbivores or gentle ruminants who look out from the lush pastures which are their natural station in life with eyes full of sorrow for less fortunate creatures, guiltily conscious of their advantages though not usually ceasing to eat the grass.” Plus ça change.

			There were many pageants during 1951 put on by locals around the country, and they took a good deal more time to write, produce and rehearse than the short time frame I’ve given them in the novel. As far as I know, no one in the Festival Office had any oversight over them.

			Many people—certainly of my age—will recognize that Mitzi Blinkhorn is inspired by Fanny Craddock, a woman whose fascination has never waned for me, from when I first saw her on television as a child. The story about the live winkle (or perhaps some other small crustacean) is based on a real recollection of someone who dined chez Fanny, although I’m sorry to say I have subsequently lost the source of this anecdote. Perfect Cooking by Parkinson (1947) was my mother’s only cookbook. I still have it, still cook from it. I think I might have featured it before in Behind the Scenes in the Museum.

			For those who like accuracy, the closely finished race between Vidi Vici and Three Cheers was the Cesarewitch at Newmarket and took place in October of 1951, not, as here, in the spring. There was no real reason for me choosing it—or moving the date. I think I was planning to do something clever with it and then forgot what that was.

			I have been somewhat unfair on the Festival by populating the novel with many characters who seem less than enthusiastic about it, when in fact it was an enormous success with the public and left many fond recollections in its wake. I have also omitted vast swathes of it, including the SS Campania (the “travelling” Festival), the various regional exhibitions that came under the umbrella of the Festival, and, of course, the legacy left by its focus on modern design.

			There was no Festival Cake.

			Apart from oral memories and contemporary newspaper accounts, these—in no particular order—are the books that I referred to most:

			Beacon for Change: How the 1951 Festival of Britian Shaped the Modern Age, Barry Turner

			Tonic to the Nation: Festival of Britain 1951, Mary and Bevis Hillier

			The Festival of Britain: A Land and Its People, Harriet Atkinson

			The Autobiography of a Nation, Becky E. Conekin

			Festival of Britain South Bank Exhibition London 1951: A Guide to the Story It Tells

			Festival of Britain Design 1951, Paul Rennie

			The Lion and the Unicorn, Henrietta Godden

			I should perhaps mention that originally the shape of this novel was considerably different. I intended quite a large part of it to centre on the fall of Singapore and the subsequent harrowing experience of the POWs on the Burmese Railway (Flynn’s war). I did a lot of research, and I think it was when I was standing in the Commonwealth War Graves Commission cemetery in Kranji in Singapore that it struck me that there was no place for this war in what is, to all intents and purposes, a relatively light-hearted novel. I haven’t previously shied away from horror, novelists feed in the dark, but there was something so relentlessly dreadful about life on the Railway that to utilize it for my own trivial ends began to feel exploitative.

			The best novel about the fall of Singapore itself (and the end of Empire generally) will always be J. G. Farrell’s The Singapore Grip. (And, by the by, for the down-and-dirty memory of jungle warfare there is nothing better than George Macdonald Fraser’s Quartered Safe Out Here.) On the few occasions when Flynn does talk about his war, I have based his memories on real instances from diaries and memoirs. And history itself, of course.

			In the novel, Flynn makes the case for not talking about his wartime experience based on the hundreds of thousands of soldiers over the centuries who returned to their lives afterwards without outwardly dwelling on their experiences, whatever inner turmoil and trauma they were suffering from. My own grandfather, Alfred Keech, was present at nearly every major battle of the First World War, acquiring five “Blighty” wounds in the process. However, his experiences remained largely unexamined, apart from a cheery letter to his old school headmaster during the final push in 1918, saying he was “lucky.” I never met him, but am grateful for that luck. Without it I wouldn’t be writing this today.
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