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Prologue

England, early 1950s

I have lost everything a person can lose. And, should I ever attempt to forget, my failing body will remind me. I’ve lived in the cramped attic flat of this big house in Birmingham, where I work as a housemaid, since the Red Cross parcelled me up and sent me here seven years ago.

I see her face for the first time as I’m tidying up after Miss Irene and her brother had entertained some friends the previous evening. I’d heard them laughing as they danced to some of the records Miss Irene loves to buy, and later slamming the front door, starting up the growling engines of their sporty little cars and crunching the gravel on the driveway. It doesn’t matter how much noise they make. I seldom sleep for more than an hour at a time.

They’ve left most of the records scattered across the sideboard and, before I can dust and polish, I must match the black platters to their colourful sleeves and put them away on their allotted shelf.

I’ve heard the name Delia Maxwell, have caught snatches of her singing on the radio, but I haven’t seen her face before. Although her hair, always naturally wavy, is now a shining halo of blonde, and her heavily made-up eyes make her appear older, I recognize her instantly for who she really is.

She wears a strapless bodice of pearl-white satin and has been posed smiling over one naked shoulder, her lips pink and glossy. I feel a spasm of hate such as I’d never felt for even the most sadistic guards in the camp.

I shuffle quickly through the other album sleeves, my hands shaking with shock and fury. There is only one other image of her. She has been photographed as if on stage, smiling and stretching out arms encased in long white gloves that match a floor-length gown embroidered with a thousand sparkling diamanté jewels. To one side of the cardboard square is simply the name Delia in a curling script of vivid pink. The image speaks of beauty and sophistication, of comfort and safety, of all the things she has taken away from me.

I’d never known what happened to her, whether she made good her escape or perished with so many countless others. The revelation that she is alive reminds me of why I have survived. I have a purpose after all.
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Frank

London, April 1963

‘You’ve heard of Delia Maxwell?’

‘Who hasn’t?’ I replied.

My old friend Peter Jenks and I were sitting at a corner table in a Soho jazz club. He’d rung me earlier in the day and said there was something I might be able to help him with, so I’d driven over in my new green MGB, checked my name, Frank Landry, off the members’ guest-list and made my way down the narrow stairs to the low-lit basement. I had no idea why he’d begun by asking if I’d heard of his most successful recording artist, so I drank some of my beer and waited for him to explain.

‘She was supposed to come into the office last week to sign a big new contract.’ Peter kept his voice low, even though there was little chance of being overheard. ‘It’s a wonderful opportunity for her, a real change of direction. We had champagne on ice, the works, but she never turned up. And now she’s not answering her phone and no one seems to know where she is.’

I assumed such temperamental behaviour was to be expected of such a big star. ‘Has she ever pulled a stunt like this before?’ I asked.

‘Never. She’s hard-working, professional, and this is something she really wants.’

‘I take it you’ve already checked the hospitals? Made certain she’s not ill or had an accident?’

‘Discreetly, yes,’ he said. ‘And I’ve spoken privately to a chap I know at Scotland Yard who looked into it for me.’

That brought me up short: Peter wasn’t easily rattled.

‘He checked with all the London morgues,’ he continued. ‘No unidentified remains match her description, although he warned me that, if a body goes into the Thames, it can sometimes be several days before it washes up. Anyway, there’s not much more he can do. He says she’s a responsible adult who has every right to go missing if she wants to.’

It was clear that this official response had done little to reassure him. I’d known Peter for nearly twenty years, ever since, fresh from school, we’d shipped out to Canada together for pilot training during the war. The thick glossy hair he’d once been so proud of was thinning and beginning to show some grey, but he’d kept his wiry runner’s physique. We’d stayed in touch after demob when I’d gone up to Oxford, then headed to the Far East to work for a rubber company, and he’d been the first person I’d looked up on my return a few weeks earlier.

He graduated from Cambridge, married his childhood sweetheart and went straight into RMJ Records, the classical-music recording company his grandfather had founded. He’d always been crazy about American music, so it was no surprise that he’d signed as many of his favourite jazz, blues, and country-and-western singers as he could. Thirteen years later, the once nearly defunct label was thriving and Peter was running the company. I guessed he’d take just as good care of his artists as he’d done of his men after he was made up to squadron leader at the grand old age of twenty-two, so clearly something more serious than an unsigned contract was bothering him.

‘Is she the type to go on a bender?’ I asked. ‘A lost weekend?’

‘Not Delia. The last time I saw her, she seemed fine, but this isn’t like her.’

‘Who’s the man in her life?’

‘There isn’t one. Or not that I know about, anyway.’

That she was discreet didn’t alter my hunch that there’d turn out to be a man at the bottom of this somewhere. Delia Maxwell was just too lovely for there not to be.

‘Any family?’ I asked.

‘Lost in the war. It’s not something she talks about.’

I summoned up what I could recall of Delia Maxwell. A cloud of white-blonde hair, cinched-in waist and wide-skirted, spangled dresses; black-and-white newsreel of her smiling for the cameras outside a premiere, white mink draped over a bright satin evening gown, diamond earrings glittering in the flashlights, and eyes full of suggestion and mischief. She was probably still only in her early thirties yet had been famous for a long time. She was always on the radio, singing with various orchestras, and more recently on television, too. My ideal woman was less showy, but Delia’s rich, silvery voice had a tender catch to it, and had often been a poignant reminder of home when I’d been out in Malaya or rattling around some other outpost of a fading colonial empire.

‘And no one knows where she is?’ I asked.

Peter shook his head. ‘No. Which is where you come in, Frank.’

Recognizing Peter’s boyish grin, I suspected I was about to agree to something rash. ‘You’re not expecting me to find her for you?’

‘Why not? You haven’t landed a permanent job yet, have you?’

‘No,’ I admitted. I’d been drifting since I got back, and he knew it. ‘Although I have had a decent offer from a rubber concern that’s opening up new estates in West Africa and wants a head of security.’

He frowned. ‘I thought you wanted to stay away from political hot-spots, to think about settling down at last.’

He was right. The struggle for independence in some African countries threatened to be as brutal as the Communist insurgency in Malaya, where I’d ended up working alongside British military intelligence as they ‘won hearts and minds’. I wasn’t sure I could stomach much more of that kind of trouble.

‘Stay in London,’ Peter cajoled. ‘Do a little discreet asking around for me. You can be our new head of security.’

I laughed. ‘Private eye, more like.’

But he saw that I couldn’t resist. And I was ready to settle down and take a job where I could sleep at night. I’d somehow missed out on what Peter had – a rewarding job, a home with wife and kids, and a place in a world where the worst that could happen was a chanteuse going walkabout.

‘Good man!’ he said.

‘So what was this big new contract Miss Maxwell was due to sign?’ I asked.

‘It’s to star in a movie.’ Peter lowered his voice again in spite of the bearded young men jamming on saxophone and double bass on the tiny stage. ‘We’re keeping it under wraps until the contract is signed, but it’ll be a major Hollywood motion picture, mammoth budget, the whole shebang.’

‘Surely that would mean you losing her as a recording artist.’

‘You obviously don’t appreciate how much money the album of a successful film musical makes.’ He smiled, although the tension didn’t leave his eyes. ‘In the movie she’ll play a singer, so the soundtrack is an essential element in the story.’

‘From crooner to movie star is quite a leap,’ I said. ‘Perhaps she’s simply taking some time to think it over.’

Peter shook his head. ‘If that were the case, she’d say so. She never lets people down. Look, I don’t mean to pry into her private life, but if she’s in any kind of trouble, I’d like to help. The American producers are only here for the rest of this week. They have to be certain she’ll be reliable. So far I’ve managed to make excuses, but I’m a hopeless liar and—’

‘That’s true enough,’ I said, with a grin.

He didn’t laugh. ‘Seriously, Frank, I can’t afford to be left with egg on my face. I really do have to find out why she’s fallen off the radar.’

At least a couple of good reasons came to mind, but I didn’t know the lady and he did.

‘I can’t honestly believe there’s any kind of scandal involved,’ he went on, as if guessing my thoughts, ‘but if there is, then I need to be the first to know. I can arrange for you to talk to her friends, and for her daily woman to let you into her house. She has a mews cottage in Knightsbridge. Most of all, I just want to be sure that she’s safe and sound. I’m very fond of Delia. Everyone is.’

I had to admit I was intrigued. Delia Maxwell was too glamorous to be the girl next door, but I couldn’t remember hearing any dirt about her. Maybe her absence was a ploy to win a better deal, or she simply had cold feet. Meanwhile her true reasons for dropping out of sight remained a mystery.

Peter caught my eye and punched me lightly on the shoulder. ‘I knew you’d go for it,’ he said. ‘You’ve always been my wingman. Let me get you another beer.’




2

The next morning, as I climbed out of my car, Delia Maxwell’s daily woman was waiting on the doorstep. She greeted me and held up a set of keys.

‘Good morning, sir. Door’s open, but Mr Jenks telephoned and said to let you have these so you can lock up. I’m all done here, so, unless you need me, I’ll be off.’

I thanked her and, judging that she wasn’t the type to gossip to a stranger about her employer, told her she could go, yet she remained, clutching her handbag in front of her with both hands.

‘Miss Maxwell has always been very good to me,’ she said in a rush, ‘and it’s not like her to go away without letting me know, so I can cancel the milk and everything. I do hope nothing bad has happened to her.’ She walked quickly away.

I looked around. Although Delia’s home was tucked away behind the busy thoroughfare of Knightsbridge, I was surprised to find the cobbled mews less smart than I’d imagined. Only a few of the upper windows had fresh curtains or boxes with greenery and spring bulbs coming into flower, and some of the garage doors were in need of a lick of paint. I pushed open her unlocked front door. In spite of Peter’s assurances, I wasn’t all that keen on snooping around an unknown woman’s house, and yet I had to confess, now the moment was here, I was as curious as any gossip columnist to see inside the home of an international singing star.

I’d spent an hour over breakfast reading the magazine spreads and yellowing newspaper columns that Peter had sent over. They had been compiled by a press-cuttings agency and included dozens if not hundreds of photographs of Delia Maxwell, often on the arm of a handsome actor, racing driver or minor aristocrat. Each picture was accompanied by a description of the singer’s clothes, shoes, hair and jewellery, along with details of where she had just dined or whose party she was about to attend. Yet the few sparse responses from Delia revealed only her favourite colour, her ideal holiday destination, or the venues of a forthcoming tour.

When I came across some early speculation about her background there was no attempt to contradict even the most far-fetched of stories, not even when each fresh account cancelled out the one before. She was a Russian émigrée, a barefoot Sicilian contessa, who had learned to sing with a band of roving gypsies, a runaway Greek orphan, who had grown up in poverty, and yet was simultaneously the loving little sister who had never got over the loss of three handsome brothers, all of them wartime resistance heroes. What all the stories captured, however, was that a hint of tragedy lay behind the alluring images.

Although I had found nothing in the press cuttings to hint at why she might choose to vanish – or why anyone would wish her harm – what so many photographs confirmed was that, even captured unawares, Delia was truly beautiful. Not pretty but with the kind of fine bone structure and generous eyes and mouth that would still be striking in old age; the kind of beauty that could indeed belong to a Greek goddess or a wild gypsy girl. The kind of beauty that, in my somewhat limited experience, a woman might too easily hide behind.

I climbed the steep staircase that rose straight from the front door to the living quarters over the double garage. At the top there was a narrow corridor with four doors opening off it and a further even steeper staircase leading up again at the far end. It was hardly the extravagant interior I had been expecting.

I opened each door as I went by and looked in: kitchen, bathroom, bedroom and what appeared to be a dressing room. I felt uncomfortable lingering in the bedroom and didn’t like to disturb the accumulation of pots and potions that adorned the vanity table in the dressing room. In any case, I could see no sign of violent disarrangement or hasty departure.

I had to duck my head to negotiate the tight bend of the next flight of stairs, which opened into a surprisingly large room with huge windows on three sides looking out over a cityscape of brick chimneys and haphazard slate roofs. Smoke curled into a cloudy blue sky and a cat stared at me, unblinking, from where it lay curled in a sunny corner of an adjacent roof. It was a nostalgic view. During my absence abroad, gleaming new office blocks and high-rise hotels had replaced the bomb damage, creating a London I sometimes barely recognized. But here there were no tall buildings close enough to overlook the space, making it feel oddly private, given how tightly packed in it was among the surrounding streets.

The room was easily big enough for a party. The decor was lovely, and no doubt expensive, yet not at all in the sumptuous, flashy style I had expected. Nevertheless, this must be where, according to the press coverage, Delia entertained visiting American movie stars and world-famous entertainers, who all coveted an invitation to her home. She was renowned, I had read, for her omelettes.

The wooden-framed sofas, chairs and a comfortable-looking daybed were flamboyantly curved but upholstered in plain grey-and-white-striped fabric. The style reminded me of something middle-European, perhaps Viennese. Beneath the windows ran low lines of built-in shelves crammed with books and records. A modern upright piano stood against the single wall, its white lacquered top scattered with sheet music. Above it hung paintings and drawings, all of different sizes and in unmatched frames. In one corner, at an angle, a wide desk was piled neatly with unopened post. In another I saw a spanking new stereo console. Pale spring sunshine streamed in, yet I could imagine how at night, with the lamps lit and the curtains drawn, the room must feel warm and intimate. Not a place, it seemed to me, that anyone would be in a hurry to leave.

Something made me walk across the cream-coloured rugs to select an LP from a shelf. I tipped it out of its sleeve, set it to play on the turntable, and took a deep breath as Delia’s silky voice spilled into the room. I was transported back to a dinner-dance in Kuala Lumpur and the first time I ever held Evelyn in my arms. I closed my eyes, giving way to longing and regret. The effect of the music was so potent it was all I could do not to glance over my shoulder to make sure the singer wasn’t standing in the doorway.

Pulling myself together, I went to the desk and flipped through the pile of letters. Nothing struck me as odd and I wasn’t yet ready to start steaming open Delia’s private correspondence. A framed photograph on top of the desk caught my eye. I knew the man in it from some of the captioned images in the press cuttings. Although he’d died about three years ago, Conrad Durand had been the musical and theatrical impresario who’d launched Delia’s career and managed all her affairs.

The man in the photograph had thick grey hair and a square Slavic face. He looked easily old enough to be her father. The picture had been taken outdoors, although the background was out of focus. He was gazing directly into the lens and smiling, his eyes crinkling against the sun, smoke from his cigarette half obscuring one side of his face. In most of the newspaper images his expression had been grave and watchful, and I wondered if it was Delia he’d been smiling at behind the camera. I looked away and, surveying the room once more, realized there were no other photographs and, other than on her record sleeves, no images at all of Delia herself.

It was an orderly room, yet also untidy in a lived-in sort of way, which strengthened the impression that its owner had just stepped out and might be expected back at any moment. As the poignant chords of ‘My Hidden Heart’, one of her most famous numbers, began to play, I went to look at the bookshelves. She seemed to have eclectic tastes, ranging from recent green paperback crime novels to older hardbacks, including several recipe books, some recent, some with Hungarian titles. I’d learned from the snippets I’d read that Conrad Durand had been Hungarian. Had they perhaps lived here together, or had she inherited and kept some of his books?

‘Who are you? What are you doing here?’

The music had prevented me from hearing anyone on the stairs, and I spun around, my heart pounding with shock.
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