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PROLOGUE
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The sun, so hot earlier in the day, had lowered, and a damp chill crept into the shadows where she was standing. She thought about the games of her childhood: the music stopping and everyone freezing, hardly daring to breathe in case the laughter that threatened to burst out made you move, and lose.


But she’d never lost a game as serious as this one.


She was crouching, her back to a brick wall, her knees pulled in as close as she could bear, almost willing herself to be hidden by the jumble of packages and ropes that were stacked around her. The sweat on her back began to cool and she shivered, but not from the dropping temperature. She had to resist closing her eyes and force herself to keep looking, reminding herself that, just because she could see them, it didn’t mean they could see her.


She had run, fast, to the docks. Although it was approaching night-time, the place was busy, the air thick with shouts and commands in French, sometimes Spanish, occasionally English. Vast ships filled the narrow waterways that led out to the sea, their cargo stacked high, wooden totems of boxes and crates. She wondered whether they contained the contents of a person’s life, packed and ready to be sent away over the ocean to somewhere brand-new where no one could lay claim to them or tell them what to do. With a desire so sharp she could have cut packing string with it, she wished she could fold herself into a box and nail it shut, be posted to a land more foreign and strange than this.


A man’s shout. English.


Instinctively, she put her hand over her mouth to prevent herself from crying out. He mustn’t find her here.


One, two. She stretched and stood, paused and then ran, faster than she’d ever run before, her heart beating in the base of her throat. She ran to stay alive.









PART ONE









CHAPTER ONE
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The note from Nancy Mitford was delivered by a young boy in short trousers, which made Louisa laugh. Anyone would think it was Dickensian London, but this was 1937 and there were telephones and telegrams. Nancy had always been curiously old-fashioned, for all her love of cocktails and Chanel; Louisa rather loved her for it. The envelope was thick white paper and in the top left-hand corner was By Hand in black ink, underlined. The card inside had ‘Mrs Peter Rodd’ and Nancy’s Maida Vale address embossed on it, but the first thing Louisa noticed was that the note had been scrawled – in haste, perhaps. Nancy’s handwriting was usually easy to read, but not here. Louisa squinted and held the card a little closer.




Decca missing. M&F frantic. Police hopeless.


Please come to Rutland Gate. Urgently. Nx





A summons from Nancy was not an altogether unusual thing, but the last time it had happened Louisa had ended up on a liner in the Mediterranean with Lady Redesdale, Nancy’s mother, and Nancy’s sisters, Diana and Unity, and they had become embroiled in a murder and the murkier side of British government. Admittedly, it hadn’t all been Nancy’s fault. Louisa looked down at the floor, where her baby girl, Maisie, almost a year old, was lying on the rag rug, happily gurgling at the woollen rabbit she held. Today was Louisa’s final day at home before she joined her husband, Guy Sullivan, at work. From tomorrow, Maisie was going to be looked after by her grandmother, Guy’s ma, who only lived around the corner. Old Mrs Sullivan had muttered her misgivings but Louisa and Guy had stood firm, and when she understood that it was either her or someone else looking after her granddaughter, she had agreed to do it. Now it looked as if Louisa was going to have to ask her mother-in-law to start a day early.


Louisa knew that Nancy was aware of Cannon & Sullivan, the private detective agency she and Guy had established six months previously. They rented a minuscule office space above a betting shop in Hammersmith, with two desks, a filing cabinet and a telephone. In fact, a few months before, when Nancy had sweetly said she’d like to meet Maisie, Louisa suggested they have tea in the office, knowing it would tickle her old friend. They had known each other almost twenty years now, meeting when Louisa had gone to work in the nursery of the Mitford household. In 1919, Louisa had been a bedraggled, frightened young girl escaping London, and Nancy had only just emerged from the schoolroom herself. In many ways, in spite of their differences, they had embarked on early adulthood almost side by side. Their relationship had its complications, but now – married and a mother – Louisa felt she had at last thrown off the shackles of servitude the Mitfords used to invoke in her. Which was why she questioned her hasty response to Nancy’s request. Did she want to go, or did she have to go? Rutland Gate meant Lord and Lady Redesdale, her former employers – and not people given to thinking of former servants as anything but.


And yet.


Decca, the sisters’ nickname for Jessica, the second to last youngest of the seven siblings, was nineteen years old, and Louisa had a hunch that the situation had to be more serious than her spending one night too many with a friend.


Not to mention that this could be Louisa’s first official piece of work for Cannon & Sullivan.


Louisa picked her daughter up from the floor, held her warm, dumpling body close and kissed her smudge of a nose. ‘Let’s go and see Granny, shall we? Your mother has got to go to work.’









CHAPTER TWO
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With Maisie safely and happily ensconced in her grandmother’s arms, Louisa took the two buses necessary to get from Hammersmith to Rutland Gate. She considered telephoning ahead but, if circumstances truly were as Nancy described in her note, then she was bound to be with her parents at their London residence. Nor would any of them leave the house so long as news might reach them there. Louisa picked up a newspaper to read on the bus but, as she flicked through, she could see no headlines about Decca; either she hadn’t been missing very long or they had managed to keep it quiet.


When Louisa first worked for the Mitfords, they had been living in a very pretty house in Oxfordshire, Asthall Manor, which had since been sold, much to everyone’s regret. Lord Redesdale built a new house, Swinbrook, which Nancy insisted on calling Swine Brook; it was generally agreed to be too cold and too severe, and the family had sold it a few months before, stranding them, so Nancy claimed, in London. Even Nanny Blor, who’d looked after them all since Nancy was six, had moved to Rutland Gate. The thought of Blor made Louisa smile – she’d have liked her for her own Maisie. Not that she could entertain that idea for a second. It had been hard enough persuading Mrs Sullivan that she, Louisa, was going to work with Guy, let alone that she might employ someone to live in the house and look after Maisie while she did so.


Louisa jumped off the bus outside the Albert Hall and walked the last stretch fast. It was bitterly cold, with a wind that snapped at her ankles like a terrier. The house, with its stacked seven storeys, fronted out onto a small cul-de-sac, close to the wide green spaces of Kensington Gardens and Hyde Park. Louisa walked up the steps and knocked firmly. She was not arriving as a servant today.


It was a maid who opened the door, however. A young girl in a blue-and-white toile de Jouy dress with plain linen apron, the uniform that Lady Redesdale favoured for her staff. Louisa walked into the hall, relieved to feel its warmth, and took off her hat, fluffing her hair a little. ‘Would you tell Mrs Rodd that Mrs Sullivan is here?’


‘Yes, ma’am.’ The maid ducked out of view for a minute or two before she came back. ‘I’m to take you through, ma’am. Follow me, please.’


Louisa had never worked in this house. Even when she had stayed there the night before her wedding to Guy, it had been in the former coach house attached at the back. But she had visited Nancy and her mother there a few times before so was reasonably familiar with it. She expected to be taken into the library but was instead led up to the first floor where the drawing room was situated, a rather larger room. Louisa soon realised why the meeting was taking place there: it seemed that almost the entire family was present. Nancy ran up to Louisa and kissed her on both cheeks with even more effusiveness than usual.


‘Oh, darling, I’m so pleased to see you. As you can see, we’re all in bits.’


Louisa looked around to see the evidence of this. Lady Redesdale perched on a narrow armchair by the fire, dressed in a plain skirt and twinset in navy, her face drawn and pale; she did not stand but acknowledged Louisa with a nod. Lord Redesdale was leaning on the mantelpiece, one hand in his pocket, looking rather older than Louisa remembered. His long, lean figure was dressed as elegantly as always, but his face was gaunt and his hair now the steel grey of a pan scrubber. He gave a grunt that could be loosely interpreted as a greeting. Louisa did not blame either of them for their abruptness: they were not people given to changing their view of the world, and former servants becoming equals in their drawing room was a bridge too far. Tom Mitford, their only son in a family of six daughters, was smoking a cigarette in a chair by the window. He turned and gave Louisa a ‘Hi’, his hand in the air, before he resumed his position, gazing listlessly at the street.


Debo came up too, just behind Nancy. The youngest of them all, she was in that sweet phase between being a girl and a woman, a touch plump and uncertain. She gave Louisa a kiss and grabbed one of her hands for a squeeze before dropping it quickly. ‘It’s so lovely to see you. I just wish … ’ Debo trailed off miserably and went to sit back down.


‘I’m sorry to turn up unannounced, as it were,’ said Louisa, ‘but I got your note this morning, and it said it was urgent—’


‘You sent her a note?’ Lord Redesdale looked accusingly at his eldest daughter.


‘Yes, I had to. We’re at our wits’ end, aren’t we?’ Nancy gestured to Louisa to sit down, so she pulled out a small wooden chair that had been hidden against the wall. Lord Redesdale flinched as the former nursery maid took a seat. Lady Redesdale barely acknowledged the action in the room; the cup of tea she held on her lap was half-drunk and grey. Nancy sat down on the sofa beside Debo.


‘As you can see, most of the family has gathered here. Pam’s in France with Derek in newlywed bliss, Unity is in Munich, although on her way back. And Diana is—’ She hesitated and glanced at her parents before stage-whispering, ‘Well, she’s with the Ogre. We won’t say any more about that.’


Louisa knew from Nancy that Diana, now divorced from Bryan Guinness, was living in sin with Sir Oswald Mosley. Which was presumably why her name was verboten.


‘You said that Miss Jessica is missing.’


‘Yes, she—’ Nancy broke off. ‘You’re writing this down?’


‘I don’t want to get any of the facts wrong.’


‘You really are a private detective?’ asked Debo. ‘Farve said it sounded like something out of one of Nancy’s books.’


‘Not that he would know,’ said Nancy.


Lord Redesdale chose not to rise to this tease, but lit his pipe instead.


‘Yes, Miss Deborah,’ Louisa replied, trying to hold her nerve. She didn’t want to tell them that this was the first assignment she had decided to take on. ‘Mr Sullivan and I, we’ve set up our own agency.’


‘He’s left the police?’ Tom had swivelled around. ‘Why? He seemed to be doing rather well, from what I saw.’


Tom’s work as a junior barrister on a case that Guy had brought to the Old Bailey almost two years before had made them near colleagues at the time. But it was that very case that had led to Guy’s resignation from the police force he had so proudly joined more than fifteen years earlier. Louisa and Guy no longer had blind faith in their government or its institutions. It was a destabilising feeling, one that had taken a while to get used to. When the king had abdicated the year before, he was no more than another falling domino to them, while the rest of the country reeled.


‘It seemed like the right thing to do,’ Louisa replied as briskly as possible, not wanting to get derailed by Tom. ‘May I ask what the police response has been so far?’


‘None,’ growled Lord Redesdale. ‘She’s a grown woman, they say, knowing nothing of what an imbecile she is. This leaves her perfectly at liberty to do as she likes, according to the schoolboy who passed himself off as a constable.’


‘Miss Jessica is nineteen years old now, yes? What has been the cause for concern, exactly? Can you tell me what happened, ideally from the moment you last saw your daughter?’


Lord Redesdale straightened up at this, but when he turned towards Louisa she saw the bewilderment and sadness in his face. ‘I suppose you’re our best hope at present.’


‘I promise you that Mr Sullivan and I will do everything we can. In fact, if it reassures you, why don’t we telephone the office and ask him to join us at this meeting? It would only take him half an hour to get here.’ Louisa didn’t like to admit that this was probably more for her reassurance than theirs, but she knew equally well that Lord Redesdale would prefer to talk to a man. He was of the Edwardian era; it wasn’t his fault.


‘Yes, yes, I think I would like that. Dear, what do you think?’ Lord Redesdale bent down and touched his wife lightly on the knee. She started at his gesture and looked up at him, her eyes red with worry.


‘It’s all my fault, isn’t it? I knew she was unhappy. I just couldn’t fathom why.’


‘Let us bring Mr Sullivan in, then.’


Nancy stood. ‘Follow me, Lou-Lou. I’ll take you to the telephone. It’s just in the hall downstairs.’









CHAPTER THREE
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When the telephone call came through to the office of Cannon & Sullivan, Guy was under the desk looking for a pencil he’d dropped. In his haste to catch the ’phone before it stopped ringing, he banged his head and knocked his glasses off. Not for the first time, he swore at the juxtaposition of his height and the smallness of his office.


When Guy resigned from Scotland Yard in the late summer of 1935, he knew it was what he had to do. But that hadn’t prepared him for the grief he felt at leaving the career that had been his guiding force since he was a young man. Unable to fight in the war, thanks to his extreme short-sightedness, signing up to the police had been his way of serving his country and proving to his family that he had both a sense of duty and moral courage with the best of them. Promoted from the transport police to the London Metropolitan Force, his appointment as a detective inspector for Scotland Yard had been his proudest hour, and as he had looked down the track ahead of him, Guy had been reassured by the linear progression offered by his chosen career: further promotions with corresponding rises in salary and respect from his juniors, culminating in a handsomely pensioned retirement. Guy also liked to think he had a talent for the job, enjoying good working relationships with both his peers and his seniors, as well as solving the odd murder or two.


All of that had been shattered within minutes of Louisa confessing to him what she had known to be the hidden under-currents of an investigation he had led and taken to the Old Bailey across two years. A secret that his most senior officers and the government had forced his wife to keep from him. Louisa always had a natural inclination to cynical suspicion – or at least a critical questioning of the country’s finest institutions – but Guy knew that even she felt cast adrift by this revelation of their underhand methods. She too had given up her plans to become a court stenographer, unable to work for what presently felt like ‘the wrong side’.


Still, they had each other, and that counted for a lot. In those uncertain months in the winter of 1935 they clung together even more closely, watching with joy as the bump in Louisa’s belly grew. Guy knew that alone, he would have floundered, afraid and full of trepidation, but Louisa and the promise of their child rooted him and gave him strength. Together they planned the beginnings of their own private detective agency, one in which they would work as a partnership. Money was tight – both of them worked a series of odd jobs to raise the initial capital – but Louisa was nothing if not capable, never too proud to do whatever was necessary. Guy had watched with awe as each challenge seemed to set off more waves of efficiency and inventiveness in his wife, and she kept them both buoyed.


A few weeks before Maisie arrived, they moved into a two-up, two-down house a few streets away from his mother. They were ready to begin a life – even at their advanced ages of thirty-six and thirty-eight – as a family with their own business.


One year on, Guy was ready for Louisa to join him, physical space notwithstanding. Although he knew he loved Maisie with all his heart, and he loved them being a trio, he also missed spending time with his wife. He had waited so long to be with her that he still couldn’t get enough of her. He had planned to spend his last day alone in the office tidying up and making it as welcoming as he could. He was even contemplating a trip to Peter Jones’s china department – he’d been getting by with a cracked cup for himself, offering his only decent cup and saucer to clients.


Clients. There weren’t quite enough of those, either. Guy had placed ads in the Kensington Post and The Times – ‘Experience in all confidential work’ and ‘All cases undertaken’ – but even his Scotland Yard history wasn’t bringing in the jobs he’d hoped for. He’d handled one or two blackmail cases, but the vast majority of enquiries were from wives wanting their husbands to be followed for suspected infidelity, or husbands needing a ‘co-respondent’ in a divorce case. It had been rather depressing. It wasn’t quite that a murder or a missing person would be cheering, exactly, but he felt that his capabilities were not being tested. He was almost beginning to worry that he might forget how to conduct an investigation. He hoped not only that he and Louisa would enjoy working together but also that her female presence would attract more – or, at least, different sorts of – cases. It was a modern world now, a world in which women worked and traffic clogged the streets of London, quite unrecognisable to the world he had grown up in, with King Edward VII on the throne and the sound of horses’ hooves clip-clopping as they pulled carriages. There had been no telephones, no radios, no aeroplanes – even electricity had been a novelty. Now there was so much information, noise and new-fangled inventions everywhere, Guy sometimes wondered how a man could ever rest. These had been his thoughts as he had dropped his pencil, and then the telephone had rung.









CHAPTER FOUR
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After Louisa had telephoned Guy, as she had predicted, he arrived at Rutland Gate with haste. While they were waiting for him, the maid brought a tray with a fresh pot of tea for everyone. Guy entered the drawing room with an air of professionalism and gravitas that made Louisa proud. She knew it was going to be difficult to prove herself his equal in the business – not because she was a woman but because he had a career as a detective inspector behind him. On the other hand, Louisa’s childhood had exposed her to criminality, even if on a mostly minor level, before her subsequent involvement in one or two murder investigations … She knew she could make a decent contribution. She was excited by that idea. But right now she was concerned for Decca. For several reasons, she would not have hoped for her first assignment to involve the Mitfords.


Guy politely refused the offer of tea and remained standing while he acknowledged the greetings from each member of the family. Pulling out his notebook, he flicked to a clean page and asked the question almost exactly as Louisa had. When had they last seen Miss Jessica, and what had happened?


‘She told me she was going to stay with friends of hers – the Paget twins – in Dieppe,’ said Lady Redesdale, who had recovered herself a little with sweetened tea. ‘She showed me their letter of invitation a few weeks before, which asked her to join them in a house their aunt had taken. The suggestion was that they would do a motor tour to amusing places nearby, which was very clever. It meant I shouldn’t expect to be able to get hold of her easily.’


‘Did you have the address where she was staying?’


‘Yes, 22 rue Gambetta.’


‘Did you write to her there?’


‘Immediately, so that the letter should arrive when she did. She obviously received it as she wrote back, mentioning details I had put in the letter to her.’


‘Right. We’ll return to that in a moment. For now, could you tell me about when she left?’


Lord Redesdale answered, his impatience barely contained. ‘It was Sunday the seventh of February. Lady Redesdale and I took her in a taxi to the station. We paid her train fare – a return ticket to Dieppe. We even made sure that she was comfortable and told her to enjoy herself, goddammit!’


‘She was travelling alone?’


‘Yes. It was the thin end of the wedge, I can tell you, but I had been persuaded.’


Louisa and Nancy exchanged a glance at this. Louisa remembered that Jessica’s three eldest sisters – Nancy, Pamela and Diana – had not been allowed to go anywhere unchaperoned until they were married. Diana had not travelled alone on a train until she was twenty-three years old and the mother of two boys. It seemed that by the time he had reached his youngest daughters – Unity, Jessica and Deborah – Lord Redesdale had been worn down.


‘After you left her on the train, did you watch it depart?’


‘We waved her off, until the train was out of sight,’ said Lord Redesdale.


‘Did you happen to notice if anyone else joined that particular carriage after you had left her?’ Guy barely looked up as he kept writing. Louisa wondered if he was a touch nervous among so many Mitfords. They were quite overwhelming as an entirety.


‘No, I don’t think so. I don’t know. Perhaps someone did? There were several people getting on and off the train.’


‘No one you recognised?’


‘No.’ Lord Redesdale’s face was morose.


‘And it was not long after she left that you heard from her?’


‘Yes.’ Lady Redesdale picked up the sorry tale while her husband glowered into the fireplace. ‘I was here, packing and preparing for our trip. When she returned, we were due to go on a cruise with Debo. We’ve cancelled it now, of course. Since then I’ve received some postcards from Decca, and a letter.’


She showed Louisa and Guy the post she had received: perhaps the only suspicious thing about the letters was how bland Jessica’s descriptions were. ‘The cathedral is lovely,’ she wrote in one, among general remarks about the weather. She said she would not be home before 21st February.


Guy inspected the stamps on the cards and envelopes. ‘Only the first letter is from Dieppe,’ he remarked. ‘The others are from Compiègne and Rouen, it seems.’


‘Yes, supposedly sent from different stops on the motor tour. But I sensed that something wasn’t right,’ said Lady Redesdale, ‘and cabled the twins’ mother in Austria. The address had been given in the original letter, the invitation Decca had shown me.’


‘Do you have that letter?’ asked Guy.


‘No, Decca kept it as it was hers. I made a note of the address when she showed it to me.’


‘What did the cable say?’


‘Do you know where Decca is? I also wrote to the twins’ aunt in London. I know her slightly. The forged invitation said that the mother’s house in London had been let, but I supposed that that was also an untruth. I was right.’


‘You got a reply?’


‘Yes, very quickly. As we know now, Decca’s story had been a complete invention. She wasn’t with the twins in France. They were in Austria with their mother, completely unaware that she had dragged them into this lie.’


‘Did the Pagets say if they knew where she was?’


‘I suggested the mother ask her daughters, but received the message that they knew nothing of any of it.’


‘Is there any chance they could be concealing her from you?’


‘I suppose there is, but why would she do such a thing? Why would she hide from me?’ There was anguish in her voice. Louisa had never seen Lady Redesdale look this grey, with shadows under her eyes that told of several sleepless nights. This woman had certainly weathered enough shocks in the two decades that they had known each other, but she had nearly always managed to keep Louisa – or anyone else – from knowing what she truly felt about anything. Not now.


‘She finally ran away,’ said Nancy, ‘as she’d been threatening to do for years. We can’t say we weren’t warned.’


‘Miss Jessica opened a Running Away account when she was twelve years old,’ Louisa explained to Guy. ‘Every time she was given money for her birthday or Christmas, that’s where it would go.’


‘How much was in there?’ Guy’s pencil was poised.


‘About fifty pounds,’ said Debo, who had been sitting on the green silk armoire, listening to every word. ‘She showed me her bank book not long ago.’


Guy couldn’t help it: he gave a low whistle. ‘That’s three months’ salary for a policeman,’ he said. ‘She could get quite far on that.’


‘I’m not sure that’s what one might call a helpful remark,’ Nancy quipped.


‘It’s worse than that,’ said Lady Redesdale. ‘I gave her thirty pounds as an advance on her dress allowance for the cruise.’


‘Thirty pounds!’ exclaimed Lord Redesdale, and resumed his stand-off with the fire. Then he muttered, ‘I gave her ten pounds when we said goodbye.’


Guy wrote down the impressive sum: ninety pounds.


‘What cruise?’ asked Louisa. She thought of the last liner they had been on; it was surprising that they were going on another, given past events.


‘I came up with the plan before Christmas, to cheer Decca up because she had been rather unhappy. We were going to go with Debo and a friend of theirs, next month, although I admit that none of the conversations we had about our plans ever seemed to make her any happier.’


‘Do you think she’s gone to Russia? Farve says she’s a Bolshevik.’ Debo’s blue peepers were wide and her eyebrows had the thin, arched look that was fashionable.


At this, Lady Redesdale slumped back in her chair and stared, glassy-eyed, at the fire.


‘Be quiet, Nine,’ said Nancy.


‘I wish you wouldn’t always call me that. I’m sixteen.’


‘You’ve still got the brain of a nine-year-old, as you have just demonstrated.’


‘What was the date of the last correspondence you had from Miss Jessica?’ asked Louisa.


Lady Redesdale looked at the stamps. ‘It appears to have been posted on Friday 12th February, but I received it on Monday.’


‘And that was the reply to the letter you sent her, to the address in Dieppe?’


Lady Redesdale nodded.


‘Today is the 19th, so that was a week ago. And there’s been no word of her since then.’


‘No.’


‘But we can at least confirm that she must have been in Dieppe on the 12th February. If she was there from the morning of the 8th, that’s at least five days she was in the town. She must have been staying somewhere,’ said Louisa.


‘Have you telephoned any of her friends, to see if they know anything?’ asked Guy.


‘What friends?’ said Nancy harshly. ‘She was stuck out in Swine Brook until not long ago. There’s no one there. She didn’t go to school, and her only friend is Unity, who is in Munich. Don’t you see? It’s deadly being a Mitford girl. All we all ever longed for was to get out.’


‘That’s not true,’ said Debo. ‘I love being at home. I even miss Swinbrook.’


‘You’re the exception that proves the rule,’ said Nancy, but she spoke more gently. There were sixteen years between the two of them, the oldest and the youngest, and so many dramas over the years. It must have been hard for them to remember they were sisters when Nancy had left the nursery almost before Debo was out of nappies.


‘Lady Blanche Hozier lives in Dieppe, doesn’t she?’ said Louisa. ‘We all stayed there one summer, I remember, not too long after I first came to work for you.’


‘Who is Lady Blanche?’ asked Guy.


‘My aunt,’ replied Lord Redesdale. ‘She died in 1925.’


‘Yes, but Nellie is in Dieppe,’ said Nancy.


‘Nellie?’ Guy was trying to keep up with his notes but, as usual with the Mitfords, it was difficult to ascertain what was necessary information and what was needless teasing.


‘Nellie Romilly,’ Nancy explained. ‘Lady Blanche’s daughter. She’s as mad as a box of frogs. One couldn’t put it past her to be part of Decca’s hare-brained scheme.’


‘I take it her address is not 22 rue Gambetta?’


‘No. And if Decca wanted to go and stay there, surely she would have told us. We’re not banned from seeing Nellie.’ Nancy picked up a cigarette box and took one out but didn’t light it.


‘No, but we’ve never met Nellie’s boys, have we?’ Tom, who had been quiet throughout, stood as he said this. ‘Rather too Red for you, aren’t they, Farve?’


Lord Redesdale barely acknowledged this statement, but turned to Guy. ‘I hardly think you need a run-down of all my batty cousins and their offspring. We’ll be here until next Tuesday if you do.’


‘No, sir,’ said Guy, ‘but I think perhaps if there is a relative in the last place that Miss Jessica was known to be, we ought to contact them in case they have heard anything. Sometimes a process of elimination is the only way to begin. It would be helpful if you could give me Mrs Romilly’s address and telephone number, if she has one. In the meantime, I’d like to confirm some of the facts of Miss Jessica’s appearance and so on.’


Lady Redesdale nodded but remained in her listless position by the fire, loosely holding the letters and cards her daughter had sent. ‘What if something has happened to poor Decca?’ she said, looking up at her husband. ‘What if I have driven her away into the hands of white slavers because I didn’t see how unhappy my own daughter was?’


Lord Redesdale looked at his wife. ‘We don’t know that. Try not to think that.’


Louisa had never heard them so tender with each other. It was almost as if they had forgotten that she, or anyone else, was in the room.









CHAPTER FIVE
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Nancy stood. ‘Would you both come with me?’


‘Of course,’ said Louisa. With a wave of farewell, she and Guy followed Nancy out of the drawing room and down the stairs to the library. Nancy gestured for them both to take a seat. The room felt cold – there was no fire – but there was a lightness to the air somehow, after the intensity of the conversation they had just had.


‘I apologise for being so abrupt, but I don’t think the poor Old Humans can cope with any more conversation today. They’ve been utterly miserable since they discovered Decca’s pack of lies.’


‘When was that exactly?’ asked Louisa.


‘Two days ago, after Muv received the reply from the Paget twins’ mother in Austria. We spent twenty-four hours in a spin before contacting the police. And then I wrote to you this morning. We didn’t know what else to do.’


‘Can you give me a description of Miss Jessica?’ said Guy. ‘I’m not certain I’ve seen her since our wedding, and she may have changed.’


‘She’s pretty, I suppose, but she wears terribly plain dresses. It’s the Bolshie in her.’


‘I was thinking more hair colour, height, that sort of thing … ’


‘Oh, yes. She’s a little shorter than me, I think that would make her around five foot three, with dark hair and blue eyes, like an Irish faery. She’s pale, too.’


‘Could I have a photograph of her? In case we need to show it to anyone.’


Nancy looked around the room and picked up a small silver frame. ‘Here.’


‘Thank you. Perhaps not in the frame.’


Louisa removed the backing and took the photograph out. It showed Jessica standing with her sheep, Miranda. It was a couple of years old but it would do to help with identifying her.


‘Do you know what she was wearing when she took the train?’


‘Yes, Muv and I discussed that already. How drear her outfit was, given she was off to stay with the twins in France, and how much more chic they were bound to be. Brown shoes, brown woollen stockings, a tweed skirt, pale yellow shirt, tweed jacket – a cast-off of Diana’s, not matching the skirt – and a hideous cape thing for a coat, with a red scarf and brown beret. She’ll have had a pair of gloves too.’


‘Do you know what she carried with her?’


‘She took a suitcase with enough clothes for a week or so. Nanny Blor has been wailing that she only has two pairs of knickers with her and they are too small. I imagine there were a few shirts, stockings, perhaps one evening dress, but she left behind her Worth dress.’


‘Anything of value?’


‘No jewels. Only the money from her Running Away account. I don’t think she even has a wristwatch. Why, do you think she might sell things?’


‘Sometimes we can trace a person by items they’ve sold at pawn shops,’ said Guy.


‘Yes, I see.’


‘Mrs Rodd, do you mind if I ask you frankly – what do you suspect your sister has done?’


Nancy patted her hair, which was still dark and thick. Louisa knew the two of them looked older than when they first met, but Nancy had kept a good figure and she dressed well: she had lost none of her charm. ‘It’s rather as I said upstairs. Decca has been wanting to run away for a long time, and now she’s finally done it. I understand that. What I don’t understand is why she feels the need to put our parents through the wringer. I know I’ve done some awful things to Muv in my time, even if I felt she deserved it. But this is terrible. It’s as if Decca were dead. Look—’ She indicated three vases of varying heights standing on a low table, each one filled with flowers. ‘People have started to send these. They must expect the worst. I think the relics do, too. I can’t stand it for them, especially Farve. I don’t think he’ll ever forgive Decca either.’


Louisa and Guy exchanged a glance. She turned to Nancy. ‘Do you think there’s a boy involved? There has to be a reason she’s kept all this secret.’


‘I agree she’s hiding something more than her whereabouts, but I can’t imagine it’s a boy. It’s impossible for a Mitford girl to meet a boy, let alone plot to run away. I mean, she’s barely out and she loathed the entire charade – the dance cards and the mothers chatting about which partners were the most eligible. We all detest it, obviously, but Decca seemed particularly pained by it.’


‘Why?’


‘Oh, you know, her politics, or so she says. I think it’s just a reason for a tease.’


‘What do you mean?’ asked Guy. He was not so well schooled in the Mitford tradition of teasing.


‘Unity and Diana are sworn fascists. The only way Decca can be noticed is to do something completely different. So naturally she has become a Communist.’


‘Don’t you think she means it?’ asked Louisa.


‘Well, she might a bit. Not enough to swear off Worth dresses altogether, I notice. But Muv told me she’s been raging lately that she’s being forced to live a life of luxury that is provided by “the very people” that are enabling the Spanish war. It’s not as if Farve has been supplying arms to the Nationalists, is it?’


‘Does she know any Communists?’ Louisa thought Nancy could have undermined Decca; she’d always seemed to her a very sincere girl. And it was possibly quite tricky to be a revolutionary while stuck in Rutland Gate.


‘I doubt it. I think the nearest she’s ever got is a poster of Trotsky on her wall. She pinned it up next to Unity’s poster of Hitler.’


‘Thank you,’ said Guy. ‘We’ve got enough to get started, I think. Can you give us Mrs Romilly’s address?’


‘Yes. I’ll have to find it, but it won’t take me long. Shall I telephone it to you, at your office? I’ve got the number now.’


‘If you would. And perhaps you could ask your mother to keep thinking back over the last few weeks, in case there’s any clue there at all, some minor detail that seemed insignificant at the time.’


‘Of course,’ said Nancy. She took Louisa’s hand and clutched it briefly. ‘Darling Lou-Lou, you’re always there for us. We do appreciate it, you know. Even if we are completely hopeless at showing it.’


This moved Louisa. Emotions were running high for all of them. ‘I do know, but thank you for saying it.’


With a silent farewell, she and Guy showed themselves out through the front door and back out into the biting cold, where the noise of the traffic was loud after the muffled quiet inside the house.


‘Is Maisie with Ma?’ Guy asked.


‘Yes, a day early, but neither of them seemed to mind too much.’ Louisa smiled at her husband. She’d always loved the sight of him in his trilby hat and long navy coat, his glasses glinting in the wintry sunshine.


‘Then we had better get to work.’
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Back in the office, Louisa looked around. She’d been in there before many times, but today she was seeing it with different eyes. It was no longer the place her husband worked; it was her office, too. The lettering etched into the glass door front said Cannon & Sullivan, a heartening reminder that she belonged there. There had been some debate as to the name. Initially, there had been an assumption that it would be Sullivan & Sullivan but Louisa soon realised that, although she had been very proud and happy to take Guy’s name as his wife, she wanted to be ‘Cannon’ for her work. She was not a young girl who had moved from her father’s house to her husband’s, after all; she had been Louisa Cannon for thirty-four years. Equally, she didn’t want Guy to lose face in front of his mother and brothers. Her final persuasive argument was that there could be times when it would be helpful if a client didn’t realise they were married. So Cannon & Sullivan it was.


There were two windows that looked out onto the busy road and a row of shops and offices opposite; sunshine struggled to find a way in. One desk dominated the middle of the room, which Guy was using. It had a few papers on it, a pot of pencils, an empty, unwashed cup without its saucer, and a telephone. A small table on the side had a camping gas stove with a kettle, spoons, tins of tea and coffee, a bottle of milk. Against the other wall there was a table with a typewriter and a stack of blank paper: Louisa’s desk. She put her coat on the back of the chair – she would buy hooks for Guy to nail up – and sat down, turning the chair around to face into the room. Guy did the same by his desk.


‘Here we are,’ she said. She felt a quickening of her heartbeat, not so much from nerves as from a sense of occasion. This was a new beginning and all she wanted was to be up to it: not to let Guy down.


‘Yes, here we are. I’m sorry it’s a bit of a mess. I intended to make it more welcoming for you.’ He straightened up some papers as he said this, as if completing a job he’d started.


‘It’s perfectly fine. I’ll buy some flowers later.’


‘Flowers, yes. I hadn’t thought of those.’


‘So. Where do we start?’


Guy pulled out his notebook and laid it out flat. ‘We’ve got a nineteen-year-old woman who has always wanted to run away from home, in France. We know from her correspondence that she is most likely alive and well.’


‘Do we know that?’


‘I’d say the probability is high. I don’t think it’s a kidnapping. She left for France, she invented a story for her parents about where she was going and who she was staying with, and there’s been no ransom demand.’


‘Yes,’ conceded Louisa. ‘If we believe she is deliberately hiding her whereabouts from her family, then we need to find out why.’


‘Most missing persons don’t want to be found,’ said Guy.


‘Are you saying you don’t think this is a case we should take on?’


‘I’m saying I don’t know if there is a case. The chances are, we’ll find her and she won’t want to come home. That she’s perfectly safe and very happy to be away from that coven of Mitfords. I can’t say I’d blame her either.’


‘I know they’re not an easy—’


‘I think Lord and Lady Redesdale are hiding something from us,’ interrupted Guy.


‘What?’


‘Well, why are they so worried? And why haven’t they asked Lord Redesdale’s cousin, the one who lives in Dieppe, if Miss Jessica is with her? The most obvious place to start, surely? I don’t think they’re telling us the full story. There’s nothing inherently dangerous about a young woman being in France—’


‘Alone in France.’


‘You say that, but she’s almost certainly with someone. We have to ask: who is she with? Why do they want her found by us before anyone else finds her?’


‘They said they tried the police but the police won’t help.’


‘We don’t know that. I’d be surprised if the police won’t investigate. But you and I know what some of those commissioners are like. They can’t resist the opportunity to suck up to a peer of the realm. They’d help if they were asked. I don’t think they have been asked.’


Louisa contemplated this. She heard an angry car horn outside, and a low rumble in her stomach reminded her she was hungry; she’d become used to eating like clockwork lately, feeding herself and Maisie.


‘You think Lord and Lady Redesdale suspect their daughter of being with someone or a group of people that they wouldn’t want the police to know about?’


‘The police or the public, generally. If the police know about it, the public soon will.’


‘I don’t know, Guy. I still think that’s a stretch. What sort of person could that be?’


He leaned back in his chair and crossed his legs at the ankles, looking absurdly long for the room, like a snake in a cage. ‘A Russian Bolshevik?’ he said. ‘That’s our only lead so far, given Miss Deborah’s comments.’


‘Nancy said she didn’t think Miss Jessica had very many friends and certainly hadn’t met any Communists.’


‘That’s what Nancy says. She’s a married woman now, isn’t she? She hasn’t lived with her sister for some time. And if we know one thing about those girls, it’s that they are well practised in deceiving the rest of their family.’


This was true. Whether it was Nancy slipping out of a debutante dance to go to a nightclub or Diana hiding her affair with Sir Oswald Mosley, they were all women who knew how to keep secrets.


‘What do we do first?’


Guy brought his feet up, sat straight and looked at her, saying nothing as he smiled. Louisa touched her face, self-conscious. ‘What? Why are you smiling at me?’


‘Because you don’t know how nice it is for me to have you here, to ask what we are going to do next.’


‘I’m not sure how helpful I can be. I’ve realised, now I’m here, that I don’t know what to do.’


‘You will. And we’re in this together, aren’t we? I’m not expecting you to have all the answers. It’s about two being better than one.’ He gave another big grin. ‘That’s what I’ve always tried to persuade you of, isn’t it?’


‘Get on with you.’ Louisa laughed. ‘We need to concentrate. Come on. What’s Jessica’s secret? If it’s that she’s with Communists in France, how do we find that out?’


‘Perhaps the question is, why would she go to France to meet Communists? I didn’t know the French were that way inclined.’


‘They threw their royalty off the throne, didn’t they?’ said Louisa, but she didn’t want to joke; she wanted to get some answers. ‘We must concentrate. Whatever we might think, it’s clear that the family are worried about her. She needs to be found. Is there, I don’t know, some sort of Communist centre in London we could ask?’


‘There’s probably a headquarters. We can look in the phone books, in the library. It’s only around the corner.’


‘Yes,’ said Louisa. ‘I can’t help feeling that would intimidate her. I think we need something less official, somehow, like a café where Bolsheviks drink endless cups of black coffee. They might be able to tell us what’s happening in France. It’s a long shot, but it’s all we’ve got at the moment.’


‘It’s imaginative thinking,’ said Guy. ‘I like it. I know of one in Soho—’


He was interrupted by the sound of the telephone ringing, answered it, gave a few brief replies to the person at the other end, and noted something down on the pad on his desk.


‘Who was that?’ asked Louisa.


‘Nancy. She’s given me Mrs Romilly’s address and telephone number, but said that Lord Redesdale had insisted on telephoning her first. She hasn’t heard from Jessica, or seen her in Dieppe.’


Louisa began to tidy the paper on the desk. ‘Do you believe her? Mrs Romilly, I mean?’


‘We have no reason not to,’ said Guy. ‘I think we’ll assume that’s the truth, or we’ll never move forward. As I said before, it’s as much about elimination as anything else at this stage.’


‘Yes. We can cross the Romillys off the list.’
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Louisa and Guy arranged to meet at Piccadilly station later, as he had various appointments that afternoon. Louisa remained behind for a moment, content to sit and consider the possibilities around Jessica’s absence. She was soon so lost in thought that she almost didn’t notice the woman standing in the doorway, hesitantly knocking on the open door.


‘Excuse me? Are you one of Cannon and Sullivan?’


Louisa stood, she wasn’t sure why. To gain a height advantage, perhaps. The woman before her was as tall as a man, wearing wide trousers and a white shirt beneath a coat that gave no hint of feminine curves. Her short hair was swept back and her face was free of cosmetics, so definite in its features that it could have been hewn out of marble. The effect was striking, if unusual.


‘Hello, yes, I’m Louisa Cannon. How can I help?’


‘My name is Julia Attwood. I don’t know if you can help, but—’ Her distress was palpable.


‘Please, sit down. I’m sorry, I was miles away when you came in.’ Louisa sat back in her seat and Julia took the chair opposite.


‘It’s my sister, Petunia Attwood. She’s been missing for three weeks, at least.’ She had what sounded like an acquired London accent, or perhaps one that was a touch posher than the one she had been born into.


‘I assume you have told the police?’


‘Yes, she’s registered as missing with the Latchmere Road police station in Battersea. But they say she’s a grown woman and she could have left for reasons of her own, that perhaps she didn’t want me to know.’


‘It’s true – they don’t tend to look for missing people unless they’re children,’ said Louisa. ‘But what makes you think there’s more to it? Why are you concerned?’


‘It’s instinct as much as anything,’ said Julia. ‘She never missed a day’s work before, has rarely even been ill. And although we weren’t in close contact all the time, this is the longest we’ve gone without speaking to each other.’


‘Is there anywhere you can think of that she might have gone?’


‘Well, yes.’ She stopped and opened her bag. ‘Do you mind if I smoke? I’m sorry, it’s very upsetting, you see. I know I shouldn’t, but I can never seem to stop.’


Louisa pulled an ashtray out of a drawer, bought especially for clients, and put it before Julia. She lit a cigarette with a heavy gold lighter.


‘I think she might be in Spain.’


‘Why?’


‘The last time I saw her was at Christmas. It was just the two of us – we’re all we’ve got when it comes to family. It was something she said then. I wasn’t really listening; I took it as no more than a light-hearted piece of wishful thinking. She told me that someone in the office had gone to the war over there.’


‘And it sounded as if she wanted to go too?’


‘Not exactly. It was more a tone of romance. As if she envied the person’s sense of purpose. That was how I read it, but I might have been wrong. In any case, I dismissed the thought because I never thought she’d have the courage to do something like that. Again, perhaps I was mistaken. But I saw an article in the paper yesterday about men and women who are going there, to fight in the war, and it reminded me of what she’d said and I thought … ’ She put her cigarette out and exhaled the last of the smoke above Louisa’s head, where it spiralled and dissipated in the light.


‘Can you tell me more about your sister? Do you have a photograph of her?’


Julia brought out two photographs from her inside pocket and laid them flat on the table. One showed a woman standing shyly beside a tree, her hands clasped before her. She had a half-smile and was looking up into the branches. Her hair was dark, her dress was plain, and she had a more conventional appearance of prettiness than her sister. The other picture showed Julia and Petunia together, at Christmas judging by the paper crowns they wore, their arms around each other’s shoulders, laughing.


‘We spent Christmas together, at her flat.’


‘Did you notice anything unusual about her mood then?’


‘No,’ said Julia. ‘You can see how happy she looks there. We had a good day. Neither of us are married, neither of us have children. I doubt I ever will.’


She paused, waiting for Louisa’s acknowledgement, which she gave.


‘But Petunia always wanted a family of her own. She’s forty-two now. Strangely enough, I had a hope that, because it is too late, she had at last come to a peaceful acceptance of the fact.’


‘What is her work?’


‘She’s a secretary in the claims department of Lee Worth, an insurance company. But she was officially on holiday when she … ’ Julia didn’t repeat the fateful word again. ‘It’s why I’m not exactly certain when she went missing.’


‘Does she live alone?’


‘Yes, in a block of flats which are mostly occupied by single women. I think she was friendly with a few of them, but for one reason or another no one noticed she had been missing. She was due back at work on the 8th of February and she didn’t show up. That sent up a red flag because she was a conscientious worker. After she didn’t come in the following day, the woman who sits next to her in the office went round to her flat and noticed that no post had been collected in some time, and she asked a neighbour if they had seen her. She reported back to their boss, who had my telephone number as an emergency contact.’


‘Your sister didn’t have a telephone in her flat?’
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