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Chapter One

Maynard Charles, erstwhile director of the Buckingham Hotel, often wondered if life would have been easier if he had been able to remain in post, tending to the whims of that establishment’s esteemed guests and wondering only about the quantities of foie gras in the hotel restaurant, or the vintage of the cocktail lounge’s finest Champagne. Yet that was a lifetime ago. Tonight he stood in the swirling snow of a Piccadilly backstreet, lighting up one of the White Owl cigars on which his constitution depended, as he waited for his driver to appear. Behind him, the doors to the Deacon Club opened and closed, either admitting some shadowy figure into the warm interior or ejecting another into the bitter night. His face was set in a scowl beneath his black Homburg hat. His fingers fidgeted constantly, in time with his hammering heart.

The car approached with scarcely a sound, gliding over the hard-packed snow. No headlights illuminated the blackout, so Maynard could not be certain the vehicle was for him. All the same, he hurried over – and, in an act of faith, slipped directly into the back seat. Maynard was a middle-aged man of porcine proportions, but the driver was his exact opposite: tall and angular, he had to hunch to keep inside the confines of the vehicle.

‘I came as fast as I could, sir. The second I got the call, I—’

‘Cartwright, I’ve no doubt about it. But drive, will you?’ Mindful of the brutish tone of his voice, Maynard pitched forward and touched the man’s shoulder. ‘This one sounds serious, old man. I’m grateful for your company.’

Travelling in the blackout was no easy feat, but Cartwright was used to it by now. No night was the same, of course, but the Luftwaffe’s raids had grown fewer, and it had been many weeks since Maynard last heard the roar of the ack-ack guns in the east. Unlike so many of his fellows at the Office, Maynard was not driven by faith – but he found he was kneading his hands, as if in prayer, and the dark mutterings he was making beneath his breath would have sounded, to anyone else, like a petition to God above. Sometimes, in this line of work, you got a sense of foreboding that it was difficult to either acknowledge or ignore. Maynard Charles could not help feeling that something significant was coming tonight.

It was the voice that had trembled down the telephone line, only hours ago.

The way the young man had whispered, ‘I can’t tell you – not like this, not on the line. Mr Charles – I need to come in.’

The streets around St Paul’s were either blockaded or impassably ruptured – but Cartwright slid the car between hoardings and into the tangle of streets beneath the ruined cathedral.

They stopped at an intersection, somewhere near Cheapside.

‘Wait for me here,’ said Maynard as he stepped out into the snow.

‘Will you be long, sir?’

Maynard took a breath. It was good to be out in the bracing air; it focused a gentleman’s mind.

‘I’d pull up a blanket, if I was you,’ said Maynard – and trudged along the ill-lit row.

The house was almost unnoticeable, sandwiched between two grander townhouses. Like every house in this row, from without it looked abandoned – but half of London looked abandoned in the blackout, and that was as it should be. Behind the wrought iron railings, frosted steps led up to a front door painted forest green. Maynard was irritated to see the boy’s footprints in the ice – but at least there was only one set; that meant he’d listened to instructions, and come alone.

Maynard’s key stuck in the lock, the mechanism contracted in the deep December chill, but he forced it to turn and slipped into the safehouse.

Relief came over him, the moment he stepped inside. His trembling fingers produced another White Owl from the case in his pocket, and he lit it as he tramped through the darkened house.

‘Show yourself, boy. It’s only me.’

The safehouse might not have had the trappings of the other townhouses along this street, but it was by no means a barren shell. Its kitchen was stocked better than many family homes, and the whole place had a familial air, with thick shag rugs in the hallway, a newspaper rack and hatstand bedecked in old coats.

Maynard drifted along the hall and through the door at the foot of the stairs.

‘Bogart,’ Maynard said as he ventured through.

The boy was waiting in a well-appointed drawing room, where portraits hung on the walls and a tinny gramophone in the corner was playing a record from the collection by the chimneybreast. Elgar’s Second Symphony, if Maynard was correct. An odd choice for the young man who stood in front of him. He looked as out of place here as he would have done in the palaces of Westminster – a raggedy young man, his face etched in deep lines that belied his youth. He was scarcely eighteen years of age, tall and lean, with sad almond eyes feathered in grey. He stood in his shirtsleeves and trousers rolled up to the knee – and, by the look on his face, he was terrified.

Maynard lit him a cigarillo. The young man’s fingers trembled as he fumbled it to his lips.

‘I’m not crazy,’ he began, with voice as jittery as his hands. ‘You’ll say I am, but I’m not. I saw his face, Mr Charles. I looked into his eyes as he said it. At the very least, he believes it – and he said it’ll get us all killed.’

There was a decanter on the counter by the fireplace. By the look of it, the boy had already taken a brandy to steady his nerves. Maynard decided he needed another, so filled the glass to the brim.

As he was pouring one for himself, he said, ‘Bogart, I understand you’re frightened – but if you don’t tell me what happened, how am I to help?’

The young man glugged half of the drink at once.

‘It just sounds so inconceivable, sir.’

‘There are a lot of things happening in the world that sound inconceivable.’

‘You might think me a fool.’

Maynard invited him to sit – but the boy would not sit. ‘How long have we worked together, boy? Twelve, eighteen months? You ought to trust me by now. We look after our own. Whatever it is, we’ll investigate.’ Maynard sighed. ‘This is war, boy. I daresay you can risk being labelled a fool, if it’s for King and Country.’

Bogart drained the last of the brandy. He looked like a caged animal, thought Maynard, constantly prowling up and down some imaginary bars.

‘It was just another night in the Pink Sink, sir. I didn’t think anything of it, not at first.’

The Pink Sink. Sometimes the words still gave Maynard a shudder of guilt. ‘The Pink Sink’ wasn’t the club’s formal name, but sometimes institutions assumed names of their own – and no amount of intervention could change a thing. As far as respectable members of society were concerned, it was the Lower Bar at the Ritz Hotel. But those men who needed to keep their romantic lives private – those men, in short, who enjoyed the company of other men – knew the Pink Sink for what it was: a place where they could be themselves, could meet lovers, make connections and barely have to pretend at all. Maynard shared the sympathies of those men, but he also knew that the Pink Sink was a breeding ground for secrets and lies. Men with certain inclinations could be manipulated, used, blackmailed and bartered with. It wasn’t kind. It wasn’t gentlemanly. But it wasn’t just courageous soldiers and talented generals that won wars; they were won in the shadows as well. And that was why Maynard ran agents in the Pink Sink, sniffing out stories, feeding back on compromised individuals, chasing gossip.

Bogart had been useful before.

Perhaps he’d be useful tonight.

‘What was so special about this night?’

‘It was about a week ago, sir. I wasn’t expecting it. But there are Americans in the Sink now. We see more of them every month, as word gets round. I don’t know what it was about this particular guest. Just another middle-aged man, looking lonely and in want.’ Bogart stopped suddenly, for he’d seen the way Maynard’s eyes were creasing. ‘That is to say, sir, there’s nothing wrong with being a middle-aged man, lonely and in want.’

Maynard’s scowl deepened. His job was to probe people’s private lives and exploit whatever he could find, but whenever anyone ventured close to suggesting that he himself might have a private life, his hackles rose.

‘Spit out your story, Bogart. This is a Department safehouse. It isn’t a rest stop for beleaguered agents.’

Bogart hadn’t stopped pacing. His hands fidgeted and writhed.

‘I took a drink with him, sir. Then I took him to my rooms.’

Not rooms at the Ritz. There were plenty of lower-level establishments where the Department kept rooms, entirely for this purpose. Maynard was not immune to feeling terrible about it. He had to remind himself that they did it for King and Country – and that, if they won, there were surely kinder days ahead.

‘And?’

‘It was afterwards, sir. He started sobbing, as some of them do. Except, when I tried to console him, it wasn’t who he was, what we’d done, he was crying about. He was scared, sir. No – terrified. I’ve never seen a man as frightened. And he said …’

Maynard watched as the blood drained from his cheeks.

‘He said what, boy?’

‘He said the world was going to end, sir – and that it was his countrymen who were going to end it.’

Now Maynard was interested. He sat up straight, made a steeple of his fingers.

His interest only unnerved Bogart more.

‘I was hoping you’d tell me I was a fool to listen to it, sir. I was hoping you’d tell me it was fantasy.’

‘What else did he say, son?’

Son. Maynard used the word deliberately for the emotional reaction it provoked – and there it was, softening the boy’s features.

‘He said there was a programme. An American military team, comprised of scientists and engineers. They were building a bomb to end the war – except, if they got it wrong, its effects could ripple outwards and end everything it touched. Kill everyone who ever lived. Sir, I thought he’d gone mad. He was just a supplies man, that’s what he said. But then he said – he had a friend in the US Embassy, right here in London. That’s where he got his information from.’

Maynard closed his eyes, trying to think it through.

‘Sir, he said his friend was spooked. He wasn’t meant to know what he knew. But this man had seen the evidence and he thought: Well, what’s the point of winning a war, if it ends civilisation as well? What’s the point of a victory, if everyone loses? What’s better – a world run by Nazis, or no world at all? And he decided …’

Bogart hung his head.

‘Decided what, son?’

‘He decided it wasn’t right. That nobody should have a weapon that powerful. And if he couldn’t stop it from happening – well, he’d do the next best thing. He’d sell the secret, sir. He’d sell the secret to the enemy, to save the world.’

‘Are you telling me, son, that there’s a man in the US Embassy ready to betray us?’

Bogart’s eyes were brimming. He wiped his tears away. ‘I’m only saying what I heard.’

‘This man you were enamoured with – did he say who it was?’

‘No, sir. I only know he’s one of the new appointees. Ones who came to London since what happened at Pearl Harbour.’

Now Maynard rose to his feet. The truth was, he knew nothing of what the boy had been splurging. There was every chance he had been fed the fantasy of some deranged mind. Yet he was privy to other secrets, and he was well aware that secret programmes existed, as Allied scientists and engineers battled with their Axis counterparts to develop ever more dangerous, fantastical weapons to turn the tide of war. ‘Where is he? This man you took to bed – where can I find him?’

Bogart’s brimming eyes let loose their tears. ‘That’s the problem, sir. That’s why I had to come in. He’s gone, sir.’

‘Gone?’

‘Vanished. He was to come back to the Pink Sink two nights ago – but, sir, he’s gone.’

Maynard started pacing. ‘Is that so unusual? A married man has an illicit liaison, then vanishes from sight?’

‘It’s not just that, sir. Sir, I’m being watched.’

‘Watched?’

‘I can’t put my finger on it. But there are eyes on me. Somebody came to the Pink Sink when I wasn’t there, and asked for me by name. I’ve no idea who. And then … when I’m walking, when I leave my digs, there are eyes on me, sir.’ Bogart clenched his fists, as if about to brawl with some imaginary enemy. ‘What if the Americans are trying to cover up their secret? What if it’s true, and they need to plug the leak? They went after the man I befriended in the Pink Sink and cleaned that up – but now they know that I know too.’

The emotion got too much for Bogart. He rushed to Maynard, as if trying to take comfort in the older man’s arms – but Maynard put up a single stolid hand and thrust him back.

‘I’m sorry, sir,’ Bogart wept.

‘A better-trained handler would have killed you for less,’ Maynard snapped.

‘I’m just …’

‘I know what you are. We’re all frightened, boy.’

‘But could it be true, sir? Could there really be a weapon capable of killing us all?’

Maynard said, ‘I expect there are thousands.’

Bogart just wept.

After a moment’s thought, Maynard gathered his composure. It was true that he’d been trained to keep his agents at arm’s length – one never knew when one was being double-crossed – but it was also true that he had some sympathy for the boy.

‘Dry your eyes, boy. You’re safe here. You’re to stay here, under this roof, until you receive further instructions, do you hear? One of the staffers from the Department will come and take a statement from you. We’ll deliver supplies. Do nothing, and say nothing to another soul, until you hear from me. Do you understand?’

Bogart discovered stoicism at last. He dried his eyes and nodded. ‘I do, sir.’

Maynard crossed the room. In the corner by the hearth sat a jet-black telephone. He lifted the receiver, dialling a number he knew by heart. When one of the secretaries’ voices buzzed at the other end, he announced himself as Maynard Charles, delivered his number and whispered three codewords in sequence. Some moments later, just as his impatience threatened to spill over, the voice of one of the Department officers sounded on the line. ‘We’ll need to move fast,’ Maynard said, after making his introduction. ‘This thing may play out in days, not weeks. But I have a man in mind – the perfect man for the job. This Home Away From Home programme – we can turn it to our advantage. American soldiers going into British homes for Christmas – well, it can’t all be roast goose and trimmings, can it? There has to be something of advantage beyond a bit of extra bacon. So here’s how we’ll play it. We’ll identify the new appointees at the embassy and send them to his house, tell him to sniff out the rat. Yes, sir. I have absolute faith in the man. Send word for him at once. I’ll meet him at the Deacon Club. His name? Raymond de Guise.’ There followed much whispering and hushed instructions, Maynard’s voice dropping low so that Bogart could not hear the particulars of his plan. Then he checked his watch. ‘If I’m right, you’ll find him at the Buckingham Hotel.’

Then Maynard slammed down the phone and turned to look at Bogart one final time.

‘Keep your chin up and your shoulders straight, soldier. The world hasn’t ended yet. Indeed – if what you’re saying proves right, there’s every chance you just saved it.’

At least this seemed to lift the boy’s spirits a little. Whatever inner turmoil the boy was enduring tonight, he would have to suffer alone. Maynard was not without sympathy – but his duties would not wait.

Cartwright was waiting for him on the snowbound street.

‘Where to, sir?’

‘The Deacon Club,’ Maynard returned, ‘and twice as fast as we came. I’m afraid the wheels of this war keep turning, my friend. I’ll get no sleep tonight.’

In the back of the car, Maynard tried to think the situation through.

A man in the American embassy, in possession of the most terrible secret.

A man whose conscience had already led him to spilling that secret to a friend.

A man whose conscience was, even now, directing him to trade in that secret.

And sell it to the enemy …

What twisted logic was this?

‘Cartwright,’ he began, ‘humour me for a moment. I’d like to ask your opinion on—’

Suddenly, the car skidded. One minute, they were roaring down the empty thoroughfare of Ludgate Hill. The next, the car was colliding with a lamppost, riding up onto the ruptured kerb with its wheels still spinning.

Behind the wheel, Cartwright caught his breath. ‘Are you all right, sir?’

Maynard checked himself. ‘Nothing a brandy won’t fix. And you?’

‘We’d better check the damage, sir.’

At least there was starlight enough to step outside and see the damage firsthand. Out on the frigid street, Cartwright bowed to check the buckled bonnet, lifting it to see smoke and steam billowing out. ‘I’m sorry, sir. We’re a long way from home, and this old girl needs patching.’

Maynard looked to the skies, as if he could see the passage of time in the wheeling stars.

‘It’s been a long time since I marched in the snow,’ he said, drawing his collar tight against the cold and dark.

‘Must you, sir?’

Maynard felt flakes of snow settling across his shoulders. ‘I can’t tarry, Cartwright. This one’s too important.’

‘Then I’ll march with you, sir. It’s been some years since I put many miles into these legs, but I’ll do my best.’

Maynard clasped his shoulder. He hadn’t known Cartwright during the Great War, but you always recognised a man who’d come home from that conflict. You were brothers, even if you’d never met.

‘Stay with the car, old man. That’s Departmental property. Don’t let the scavengers come for it.’ His eyes flashed about the midnight street. ‘This city is full of the courageous, but it’s full of the criminal too. I’ll send help as soon as I reach the Club.’

Cartwright would have put up more protest, but he knew Maynard Charles well enough to know that he would tolerate no argument. Instead, he bowed again to the crumpled bonnet and started ferreting around inside.

Two miles separated Maynard Charles from the Deacon Club – in the snow and ice, that might take him an hour yet. He only hoped the bracing air would help him unpick this particularly thorny little problem.

If any man could help him, it would be de Guise.

The problem was: he’d have to involve de Guise’s family.

Raymond would put up some protest at that.

He was too honourable not to.

And yet … honour worked in different ways as well. Their loyalty, first and foremost, was to King and Country. Yes, de Guise was the man. Maynard would just have to convince him that the dangers were worth it.

A shot rang out in the night.

Maynard hadn’t grown used to the sound of gunshots, not even after his years in Flanders and France. He wheeled round, searching out the source – and must have slipped on the ice, because the next thing he knew, he was crashing to the ground.

Only as he hit it, and felt the pain ricochet through his body, did he realise he wasn’t really wheeling round in shock at all.

He was wheeling round because of the force of a bullet.

It had struck him full in the breast.

The world fell out of focus.

He lifted his hand to his chest and found it hot and sticky with blood.

All the buildings, the lampposts, the stationary vehicles of Ludgate Hill faded into darkness.

A lifetime of memories crashed across him, like waves breaking on the shore.

He thought he could hear his name being called. He thought it was his father. Funny, for Maynard hadn’t thought about the domineering old man in decades.

‘Mr Charles,’ came a voice. ‘Mr Charles!’

Strange: his father had only ever called him ‘boy’.

A silhouetted figure hung above him.

Death, kneeling down to carry him away.

But that voice, it didn’t belong to Death. Nor did it belong to his father. It belonged to Cartwright, loyal Cartwright, who was kneeling down and taking Maynard’s head in his lap, urging him to look directly into his eyes. ‘Sir,’ came Cartwright’s voice, from the other side of the veil, ‘stay with me, sir. Stay with me.’

Maynard rasped, ‘You’ve got to get out of here, good man. The enemy …’

Cartwright gripped him more forcefully. ‘The enemy hasn’t got you yet, Mr Charles. We’re back in the trenches now, you and I. I carried my fellows out of the deeps before. It may be years since those days, but I’ll – I’ll do my best.’

Two men on a frozen roadside, one of them leaking his life’s blood into the other’s arms.

London at war.

And out there: a secret in the hands of a traitor.

The clock was ticking.



Day One:

Wednesday, 16 December 1942



Chapter Two

THE BUCKINGHAM HOTEL PRESENTS

THE WINTER BALL

SATURDAY 19TH DECEMBER

FEATURING THE MAX ALLGOOD ORCHESTRA AND THE BUCKINGHAM DANCERS

led by

THE KING OF THE BALLROOM, RAYMOND DE GUISE

With guest stars Francesca West and Dorothy Potter, and the return of Hélène Marchmont

~

The snow on Berkeley Square had a different quality to the snow that had fallen across the rest of London, but the three American infantrymen who tramped into its perfect peppermint surrounds were too blown away by the hotel in front of them to marvel at the square’s pristine white pastures. One year ago, the idea of being drafted to war and posted to London had been unthinkable – but the idea that they might spend Christmas in an institution as garlanded as this was more unthinkable still. Yet here they stood: three young men from Madison, Wisconsin, about as far away from home as the civilised world would allow. Each had a pack slung over his shoulder. Each stood proudly in his infantry fatigues.

And each, though they wouldn’t admit it, trembled with anticipation at what was to come.

‘It’s gotta be better than barracks,’ said the tallest. His name was Buxton May – and when the second lieutenant had read out his assignment, he had hardly been able to believe his luck. The Home Away From Home programme was designed as a greeting from gracious British hosts to the American soldiers sent to help them win this war. All across this great sceptred isle, American GIs were being sent into the homes of local host families for good old-fashioned family Christmases – but to be sent to the Buckingham Hotel was something else altogether. ‘God bless British hospitality!’ he beamed, striding out across the snow.

‘It’s at the personal invitation of the King, don’t you know?’ grinned the second soldier, a thick-set redhead named Eugene Tuck.

‘I heard it was the Hotel Director,’ replied Buxton May. ‘He wants to do his bit as well.’

‘The only thing better,’ added Eugene, ‘would have been Buckingham Palace.’

The third soldier smiled, inwardly. As far as he was concerned, there was no better assignment in the whole of the world. His name was Joel Kaplan – and, since the heady days of summer, he had named one Rosa Bright, a senior chambermaid in the hotel that hung above him, as the love of his life. It was Rosa who made this war worthwhile. It was Rosa whose laughter had cured every ounce of homesickness in his heart; Rosa, whose touch had made the prospect of some day being sent to liberate France bearable. It could only have been the hand of Fate that brought Joel to Berkeley Square this morning. He liked that idea.

He liked the idea that, for the next few days, he would be under the same roof as Rosa even more.

The Buckingham Hotel sat at the head of Berkeley Square, its striking white façade topped with turrets of snow. In front of the hotel, a grand marble colonnade gave it the impression of a palace from a much earlier age, and the doorman at its famous revolving bronze door had the look of a royal sentry. A stream of gleaming Rolls-Royces lined up at the colonnade, ready to escort the hotel’s esteemed guests to whatever exclusive occasions they had come to London to enjoy. And there, behind the glass pane of a noticeboard at the foot of the sweeping marble stairs, lay the announcement of the Buckingham’s Grand Winter Ball, taking place in but three days time.

‘I rather think we’re not invited,’ said Eugene. Ahead of them, the grand doors had opened – and out walked a gentleman in finery, the lady on his arm draped in a fox-fur stole. Three infantrymen dressed in fatigues probably wouldn’t be dancing with royalty on Saturday night – but perhaps they’d get a taste of the high life in the cocktail lounge.

Joel didn’t mind. Rosa had told him about the way the hotel underlings – the chambermaids, the porters, the concierges and pages – turned the Housekeeping Lounge into a party every bit as worthy as the balls in the hotel ballroom. He was looking forward to nothing more than drinking and dancing with her in her own world.

‘Hey,’ said Buxton as they tramped up the stairs, ‘you don’t really think King George’s gonna be at this ball, do you?’

The others just shrugged.

‘My grandaddy fought against the old King George,’ said Eugene.

Joel shook his head wearily. ‘I think you got your mathematics wrong.’

But Eugene was adamant. ‘We have babies old in my family. My pa was sixty-three when I come along.’

‘Winter romance,’ laughed Buxton.

‘And his pa was seventy-one.’

‘Something still don’t add up,’ said Buxton. ‘He must have been a damn young soldier, to join the Revolution. Hardly out of diapers, I should think.’

‘What can I say? We make ’em tough in my family.’

By now, they had reached the top of the steps. The doorman, his royal blue coat glittering with golden buckles, looked on them suspiciously, as if to say they must be approaching altogether the wrong establishment.

‘Look,’ said Joel, ‘whatever your grandaddy or your great-grandaddy did, leave it at the door. We don’t want any old family rivalries bubbling up. Leave this King George alone. We’re here at his invitation, remember? Come Christmas Day, we’ll be eating his goose.’

They were heading for the revolving bronze door when the doorman took three defiant strides and placed himself in their way. ‘Excuse me, gentlemen,’ he began, in a rich baritone. ‘I think, perhaps, you might be—’

A second voice came from the revolving door. ‘I’ll take this from here, James.’

A short bespectacled man dressed in a brown suit emerged. He was unremarkable in appearance, with rounded cheeks and short-cropped hair, but he held himself with the supreme confidence of a leader. Joel had known commanders like this: some needed to stamp their authority with a brusque manner and insistent demands, while others just exuded the quiet authority of intellect, knowledge and experience. This man was certainly one of the latter.

What was more, he spoke with the accent of New York City.

‘Am I looking at general infantrymen Kaplan, Tuck and May?’ the bespectacled gentleman enquired.

The infantrymen answered as they would a commanding officer: ‘Yes, sir.’

‘Well then, allow me to introduce myself,’ said the stranger. ‘My name is John Hastings. I’m the director of the Buckingham Hotel – and, for the next week, gentlemen, you are my hallowed guests.’

Hastings clicked his fingers, and at once two porters appeared from the doors. Neither Joel, nor the other infantrymen, seemed to understand what they were here for – Buxton even resisted when the first porter tried to take hold of his packs. ‘You’re guests here, boys,’ Hastings explained. ‘Let us serve you.’

‘A guy could get used to this,’ said Eugene, as the porters took their packs.

‘There’ll be a lot to get used to,’ Hastings announced. ‘Come this way!’

The moment Joel stepped through the doors, to be hit by the wave of unseasonable heat in the hotel lobby, he was amazed. Rosa had told him about the opulence of the Buckingham Hotel, but none of her vivid descriptions had prepared him for this. The grand reception hall of black-and-white chequered squares felt more like the inner sanctum of a temple than a hotel. Around its edges, gleaming mahogany check-in desks were crowded with guests – while, in its centre, a fir tree bedecked in gold and silver baubles, and twinkling with electric lights like clusters of stars, reached to the domed roof above.

On one side of the reception hall, golden elevators ascended to the storeys above. On the other, doors led into the fêted Queen Mary restaurant. ‘You’ll be taking luncheon there, of course – and dinner, should you wish. All of it courtesy of us. And on Christmas Day I’ll be hosting you myself, through those doors, for Christmas dinner. Make sure you make your requirements known to the desk beforehand. There’s goose, of course, but we’ll serve partridge and venison too. I took the venison last night. It simply melted on my tongue.’

Joel had always known places like this existed – but to be standing here, right in the centre of one, the beating heart of the Old World itself, filled him with the strangest feeling of all.

‘What’s down there?’ he asked.

On the far side of the reception hall, masked from view by the Christmas tree’s sparkling boughs, stood an ornate marble arch. Through the archway a passageway sloped downwards, until it reached heavyset double doors at its end. For a moment the doors came apart, revealing a whisper of what lay on the other side.

‘The Grand Ballroom,’ Mr Hastings announced, ‘the crown that sits upon the Buckingham’s head.’

Joel had heard of it, of course. He took two faltering steps in that direction. He was quite certain that, underneath the hubbub of the reception hall, he could hear music floating up from the ballroom. Rosa loved to dance. It was how they’d met, out in the clubs of Soho. It was how they’d fallen in love. How many times had she spoken of the Grand Ballroom? How many times had she whispered her dream, that they might get the chance to waltz there together? Joel preferred a wilder dance – and Rosa was so wild, jitterbugging in the Midnight Rooms or the Ambergris on a Saturday night – but, right now, Rosa’s dream surged up inside him.

‘Sir, is it really true you’ve got King George and his family attending your Winter Ball?’

It was Eugene who had spoken, quite breaking the bewitchment cast over Joel.

‘We talked about this,’ Joel said, through gritted teeth.

‘Hey, I’m intrigued!’ Eugene laughed.

‘As a matter of fact, I can’t rightly say,’ Hastings replied.

Eugene tapped his nose. ‘A matter of national security, I expect.’

‘I wish it was only that!’ Hastings laughed, and started shepherding the soldiers away from the doors of the Grand. ‘The royal party has yet to declare. I’m hopeful we may host them this Christmas – but the Imperial Hotel in Knightsbridge has also laid a claim.’

‘Laid a claim!’ laughed Buxton. ‘It’s positively medieval in old England.’

Hastings smiled, ‘You rather get used to it. An American man can find much to enjoy if he gives in to Old World temptations.’ By now they had reached the check-in desks. Hastings waved for one of the attendants. ‘I’m afraid, boys, that – whether the good King George brings his family to our celebrations or not – the Winter Ball isn’t part of the Home Away From Home programme. I’m sure you’ll understand.’

Joel felt a little stab of disappointment: some tiny part of him must have entertained the idea of walking in there with Rosa on his arm.

‘Look lively though!’ Hastings declared. ‘The opulence of the Buckingham Hotel is yours. The Queen Mary for dinner tonight. Cocktails to follow, in the Candlelight Club above. And if it really is dancing and music you’re after, well, you can visit the demonstration dances tomorrow afternoon. Our whole troupe will be performing demonstrations for the crowd. The Max Allgood Orchestra – he’s another gentleman from our side of the Atlantic – will be at full strength. You’ll see some wonders in there. But, for now, let’s get you into your quarters.’

In the same moment that the doors of the Grand Ballroom had fluttered open, revealing a glimpse of the baroque interior and its swooping music to Joel Kaplan, the dance troupe had been assembled on the beautiful sprung dance floor. Among them stood Frank Nettleton, sometime page, and rising star of the ballroom.

At twenty-three years old, Frank had grown out of the gangliness of his youth. Dancing had made him strong and supple, wiry and taut. On the night of the ball he would scythe across this dance floor in a suit of forest green, golden cufflinks at his wrists – but, right now, he stood in the same slacks and shirtsleeves in which he’d this morning been running errands for hotel guests. At his side, his dance partner Mathilde – elfin and slight, with dark hair cut short and bright cerulean eyes – kept trying to return his attention to the leader of the troupe, who was in the heart of the dance floor, illustrating a piece of choreography with one of the other dancers. But Frank could not help his eyes returning to the doors, for he’d just caught a fleeting glimpse of the soldiers.

‘The Buckingham’s a big place, Frank,’ Mathilde whispered. ‘Chances are you’ll never see him.’

‘I know it,’ said Frank.

‘And if you did, would it hurt that much?’

Frank shook his head wearily.

‘It’s been six months.’

‘But before that,’ said Frank, ‘it was going to be my whole life.’

Rosa: Frank had been trying not to think about her since she’d called things off this summer. Most of the time he managed it. And yet, when he’d heard that the very same soldier she left him for was to be hosted here, right here at the Buckingham Hotel, a multitude of old feelings had rushed back to the surface. Late at night, manning the observation post on the Buckingham rooftop, Frank was plagued by the feeling that he wasn’t good enough. That, if only he’d been permitted by the Medical Board to go off to war, Rosa might have looked on him differently.

That he too might have been a hero of the war.

‘It’s the Winter Ball, Frank. You deserve to shine. But you’re not going to if you don’t—’

In the heart of the dance floor, the troupe leader pivoted on his heel and said, ‘Miss Bourchier, are we listening?’

Mathilde blanched, and dug her elbow into Frank’s ribs. ‘I’m sorry … Mr de Guise.’

Raymond de Guise – looking debonair as ever, despite the fact that he wasn’t in his suit of midnight blue – ran a hand through his tangled black hair and surveyed his troupe.

‘Ladies and gentlemen,’ he began. ‘Three days separate us from the Winter Ball, but there is no denying the facts: we have already been dealt a devastating blow. Marcus will not be dancing with us on Saturday night. It is unavoidable.’

Marcus Arbuthnot, the leader of the troupe, had been preparing the dancers for months to dazzle the crowds in the Grand – yet, three days ago, the most devastating news had swept him from London and beached the troupe. Lady Margot Arbuthnot, Marcus’s dowager aunt and the woman who raised him, was to slip out of this world before Christmas night. With the Hotel Board’s blessing, Marcus had gone to sit by her bedside as death hoved into view, leaving the troupe in Raymond’s good hands.

It had been some time since Raymond de Guise had led the troupe at the Buckingham Hotel. Sometimes it seemed that a lifetime separated him from those days. Three years of warfare, and a year in the deserts of North Africa, certainly did. Yet there was nothing he wouldn’t do for this hotel, and he had seized the opportunity to rally the troupe with aplomb.

‘As you all know, changes have to be made. We have assembled a most magnificent company.’ He looked across his dancers, their ranks swollen by a number of new hires, and then to the stage behind him – where Max Allgood, leader of the Orchestra, was holding his trombone Lucille aloft in front of his players. ‘But in losing Marcus, we have lost the gravity at the heart of our routines. We are all lost planets, without a sun to spin our orbits around.

‘Yet fear not! We have been in tricky situations before – and we have always come through. King George and his daughters may yet be waltzing with us on Saturday night. I expect us to prepare as if we are certain of it. Our guests deserve nothing less.’

Up on stage, Max Allgood shambled to the parapet and said, ‘Sorry Mr de Guise, but when you talk about changes, I hope you’re not thinking of changes to the set? We’ve got our new pianist landing tomorrow – Alix Monet, all the way from Paris, France. I reckon we’ll need all the time we can get to work Alix into the band.’

‘Max, I wouldn’t have it any other way,’ Raymond announced. ‘We need the set to stay exactly as it is, while we work our choreography around it.’

‘I’m grateful, sir. We’ve had a hell of a time finding Alix. A whole year without a permanent piano player, while …’ Max was going to say more, but nobody needed to hear a word to understand: Max had been banking on his nephew Nelson taking a place in the Orchestra, but the boy was wilful, wild and wholly unpredictable. After an unexpected performance at the Albert Hall this summer, he’d been approached to play at the Imperial Hotel – and since then the Society Pages had been quite full of stories about the drama, passion and glamour at the Imperial Ballroom. Max had been brooding over the betrayal ever since.

‘To dance then,’ Raymond declared. ‘Tomorrow night we’ll run a full rehearsal of the opening numbers. We’ll reallocate Marcus’s dances with the guests among us. By midnight on Saturday, we’ll be dead on our feet. But just imagine the wonder you’ll feel. Just imagine the splendour, the magic.’ He turned to Max. ‘“Cubana Moonlight”, Mr Allgood? Let’s give this a try.’

The dancers started limbering up. On stage, the Orchestra settled into their seats and brought their instruments to bear.

But in the same moment that Max started counting the musicians in, a concierge appeared through the doors of the Grand, sashayed over to where Raymond was about to take the Austrian dancer Karina Kainz in hold, and handed him a folded slip of ivory card.

Raymond inspected it:

DINNER MOVED. UNAVOIDABLE. ATTEND AT ONCE.

The moment Raymond saw those words, something in him changed. Frank, Mathilde and the other dancers all noticed it. Raymond had not been quite as light on his feet since returning from war, but suddenly he looked even tauter, more rigid, more ill-at-ease.

He was trying to hide something – Frank was certain of it.

The concierge had barely slipped away when Raymond turned with a wan smile to the troupe. ‘My friends, after everything I’ve just said, I must beg some patience. Max, I suggest you carry on with preparations. Dance, my friends. I’ll return as quickly as I can.’

As he strode away, mounting urgency in his steps, Mathilde called out, ‘But Mr de Guise – you’ve just said … three days. It’s three days, and we’re not ready. The King himself might be here.’

Raymond had almost reached the marble arch that led to the hotel reception.

He pivoted on his heel. ‘I wouldn’t go if it wasn’t urgent. Rehearse!’ he exclaimed – though everyone in the Grand could tell there was something forced about his expression. ‘I shall look forward to seeing what you’ve accomplished on my return.’

Raymond couldn’t bear more doubting eyes, so he made haste from the Grand Ballroom, stuffing the ivory card into his pocket as he marched.

It had been some months since he last received a missive like this.

He’d almost forgotten he wasn’t actually invalided home from the war.

Autumn had been quiet – quiet enough that he almost believed he was back in his old life, caring about nothing but dance.

But nothing could have been further from the truth.

The truth was – this wasn’t an idle message from his wife. It was how the Office contacted him: a summons to the Deacon Club, and whatever awaited.

The reception hall was busy with guests coming and going. Raymond picked his way through, heading for the Housekeeping corridor and the tradesman’s entrance beyond – but he didn’t get far. The Hotel Director, John Hastings, was standing by the golden elevators with three infantrymen in their khaki fatigues – and he was calling Raymond’s name.

‘Mr de Guise,’ Hastings exclaimed, ‘I should like you to meet our honoured guests for this Christmas.’ He spread his arms out to the infantrymen, who each extended their hands for Raymond to shake. ‘Buxton May,’ Hastings began. ‘Eugene Tuck. And this is …’

‘Joel Kaplan, sir,’ said the swarthy serviceman, with the firmest handshake of the three. ‘I’ve heard so much about you. Mr Hastings here was saying we might catch a glimpse of you in the demonstrations tomorrow.’

‘Not to mention that Mr de Guise will be joining us for dinner on Friday night in the Queen Mary,’ said Mr Hastings.

Joel’s hand was still in Raymond’s own. Raymond fixed him with a glare. He knew it wasn’t right to feel any enmity for the soldier – but Frank was his brother-in-law, dancer and friend, and the sight of the man who had broken his heart tightened Raymond even further.

But he was a practised liar.

He swallowed it down.

‘I shall look forward to it,’ he said. ‘I’m glad you boys are here. It’s been a trying few years. But here come the cavalry …’

The infantrymen laughed at that. ‘Pleased to do our part, sir,’ said Joel.

‘And even more pleased to spend Christmas like this,’ chimed in Eugene.

A tiny bell rang and, in front of them, the golden grille of the elevator rolled back. Inside stood the elevator attendant in his burgundy jacket and peaked cap.

‘Mr de Guise, we’ll catch you soon,’ said Joel as he stepped into the elevator.

Then a strange, faraway look came over his eyes.

Raymond followed his gaze.

At the end of the Housekeeping hall, a darkened corridor vanishing behind the elevator shafts, the chambermaid Rosa had appeared.

Raymond fancied he could almost feel the electricity and expectation passing between them.

But then Mr Hastings stepped into the elevator with the soldiers, the grille was drawn shut and they vanished from view.

Rosa was gone when Raymond looked again – and thank goodness, because he was quite certain now wasn’t the moment to become embroiled in some romantic tragedy.

The ivory card felt like it was burning a hole in his pocket.

They wouldn’t have summoned him to the Deacon Club if it wasn’t serious.

He’d started the week with the warmest of feelings: Christmas on the horizon, his first since returning from the war; the first he’d get to share in the company of his son. Now, not only was Marcus gone, and Raymond responsible for the spectacular of Saturday night – something else was to be asked of him as well.

Raymond de Guise caught sight of his reflection in the elevator’s golden doors.

How many different faces could a man wear?

How many different lives could he lead?

Moments later, he was striding out across the snowbound Berkeley Square.

He didn’t know it right then, but time was already running out.
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