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PROLOGUE
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17 April 1941


Even after eight months of heavy bombing on London, Louisa Sullivan hadn’t decided which part of hearing the bomb’s whistle was the worst: the constant whine, which prevented any respite from fear and defied any guess as to its navigation, or the immediate black silence that came in the seconds when it stopped. In that dark spot was the moment of death and destruction, but you knew not where. Sometimes it seemed as if it had happened to you, only you weren’t aware yet because pain travels more slowly than the speed of sound. You waited, breath held, to discover whether you were alive. And if you were, there was no relief, for then you would have to discover who had died. Of this one thing you could be certain: someone was now dead who had been alive only seconds before.


One saving grace of being down in the London Underground – as Louisa and her five-year-old daughter Maisie were, most nights, sleeping on the platform at Hammersmith – was that you couldn’t hear the bombs as loudly. Guy, Maisie’s father, was rarely with them as he was out at every opportunity, working all the shifts given to him and any extras he could take, as a private for the Home Guard. He and Louisa argued frequently about the fact that Maisie had not been evacuated. He saw it as the safest option for their only child, but Louisa could not bear to give her up to an unknown family in an unknown part of the country. Some children had been brought back to London during the Phoney War and she had heard one or two terrible stories of neglect, which she could not dismiss. Guy would remind his wife, to no avail, that the vast majority had been well looked after.


Lying on the concrete floor, her winter coat a paltry mattress, Louisa held Maisie to her a little tighter, breathing in the sweet smell of her freshly washed hair. In response, her daughter wriggled, shifting closer to her mother, adjusting her hands beneath her cheeks as she slept. A thin blanket was drawn over them both, although it did not cover Louisa below her knees. As she held her child, she thought about Deborah Mitford’s wedding, due to happen in two days’ time. Maisie was going to be a flower girl. Although Louisa had first known the Mitfords when she was their nursery-maid, just over twenty years ago, things between them now were very different.


The eldest of the six daughters, Nancy, was no longer a Mitford but married to Peter Rodd, commissioned into the Welsh Guards and currently abroad, fighting in Addis Ababa, much to Nancy’s relief. Louisa knew that, recently, there had been a brief but intense love affair. Even so, Nancy had thrown herself into war work with a fervour that few might have expected from the woman who claimed to work only so she could afford to take taxis rather than buses. She had been an ambulance driver for the ARP, sheltered Jewish refugee families at her father’s London house on Rutland Gate, and was now working for the Free French in London.


Louisa could imagine her, lying in bed, shivering with fear, running through the argument that was debated daily in every café, on every street corner: was it safer to leave your house and run to a shelter, to stay on the top floor of your house, or simply embrace death from the comfort of your own bed? It wasn’t the screaming bombs Nancy said she minded so much as the sirens, the constant searchlights and the ominous red ropes at the end of a street. She lived only a few roads away from Paddington station, which she knew was a target. When it was light, she could get up and do good. In the small hours of the night, in the desperate blackness, she could do nothing.


Diana was in Holloway prison, locked up for her Fascist sympathies. Louisa pictured her lying in the dark, upon a thin single mattress, shivering fiercely not from fear but from a stark lack of heating. Nancy had told Louisa that, in spite of the privations, Diana wore a fur coat, an eccentric but vital luxury she claimed, because of the cold of her cell. In letters, Diana told them she thought all the time of her children, who were safely in the country with their aunt Pamela at Rignell House. Max, the baby, had been only three months old when Diana was arrested eleven months before. She’d missed his first words, his first steps. Alexander, at three years old, would feel his mother’s absence harder, Louisa knew. He would remember her too well, and Pamela had described how he would cling to Diana desperately, sobbing when it came to the end of their permitted half-hour visit. Even Diana had begun to say that perhaps it would be better if they didn’t come at all. Her husband, Sir Oswald Mosley, leader of the British Union of Fascists, languished in another prison. Even though their father’s cousin was married to Winston Churchill, the prime minister, Diana and Sir Oswald remained imprisoned on no charge, with no trial.


Pamela, now in her late thirties, was as solid and doughty as ever. In her role as the ballast of the family, she had taken on Diana’s young boys. Of course, no one knew how long it would turn out to be for. Pamela ran her own farm at Rignell House, while her husband, Derek Jackson, was in the RAF. Louisa worried about those boys: Pamela was fair and straight in her dealings with the world but she was not maternal. The old Guinness nurse, Nanny Higgs, was with them, too, and Louisa hoped she would be more fulsome with her affection. They would be safe, at least, in the country house.


Decca, as the family called Jessica, was far away from danger in Washington and absorbed in her new baby, Constancia. Her husband, Esmond Romilly, had signed up to fight, training for the Royal Canadian Air Force, now that he was reassured Britain was engaged in a war against Fascism. Life had been hard for them already in their short marriage, with the tragic death of their first baby girl from measles when she was a few months old.


Tom Mitford, brother to the six girls, was fighting somewhere in Libya. Louisa knew that their parents, Lord and Lady Redesdale, were terrified: Tom was their only son. But there were no special cases in war. It had been complicated by the fact that Tom did not want to engage in war against Germany, so a request had been made for him to fight in the campaign in Africa. But the nature of his engagement was unknown to them all, so distant and alien was it from their own war experiences. He might as well have been engaged in battle on the moon. All they could do was hope and pray he would survive and come home safely.


That night, a bomb landed on Rutland Gate, where the youngest sister Deborah – Debo to her family – lay sleeping. The tremors shook her awake and the blast blew in all the windows of the ballroom where her wedding party was due to happen two days later. She leaped out of bed, pulled on her dressing-gown and ran quickly down the stairs, to find Muv and Farve in the hall. They could smell the acrid smoke and hear the sirens. Unity, her older sister and a confirmed Fascist, came down minutes later, her footsteps slow and heavy. On the outbreak of war, she had tried to kill herself with a pearl-handled pistol but the bullet had lodged in her brain.


‘What was that?’


‘It sounds as if a bomb has landed on our street.’


For the first time in the war, Deborah was truly frightened. Her father opened the front door and stepped outside. It was pitch black but they could hear the chaos of people in the street, ambulances arriving and shouts from the Home Guard, trying to keep people back.


Lord Redesdale came back in, his face as pale as plaster. ‘It was number twenty-two,’ he said.


‘But that’s only two doors down. Were Mr and Mrs—’


Lady Redesdale stopped her daughter. ‘Yes, they were at home. They were supposed to be coming to the wedding.’ Her voice cracked on the last word.


Unity knelt on the cold, tiled floor. ‘I shall pray for them now. Our Father, which art in heaven . . . ’


On the morning of Deborah’s wedding, 19 April 1941, the newspapers reported that there had been over a thousand deaths and more than two thousand casualties in London alone from that single night of attacks. But death was a familiar spectre, and even in war, happiness finds a way to appear, as a single flower grows in a wasteland. Deborah wore her dress of white tulle and, with a wide smile, became Lady Cavendish that very afternoon.










CHAPTER ONE
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17 December 1941


‘Next station Hassop.’


At this prompt from the train guard, Louisa looked again through the window, though she hardly needed reminding of the landscape. She had barely taken her eyes away from the speeding view since they’d left London some hours ago, heading due north. In the last hour or so, the train had sliced through vast moors, with their deep browns and rich purple hues beneath a steel sky that made Louisa fancy she could hear Cathy shouting for Heathcliff. Even without the view, the names of the stations were enough to tell her that they were in another world: Matlock, Darley Dale, Bakewell.


Until a few weeks ago, this trip had not been in Louisa’s plans, but over lunch with Nancy, Louisa had confessed that there were repeated rows with Guy over her insistence on keeping Maisie at home in London instead of sending their daughter to the countryside as an evacuee. As a solution, or so it seemed, Nancy had invited her to Christmas with the Mitfords.


Deborah, said Nancy, keen to cheer everyone up – ‘what with Diana languishing in Holloway, Muv and Farve barely on speakers, Decca stuck in America, all our men at the front and her own ghastly sadness with the baby’ – had invited the family to her in-laws’ house in Derbyshire. Apparently it was large, having been taken over by a school since the war began, but would be empty when the children and teachers went home for the holidays. Nancy said Louisa coming would do her a favour, to be there as someone on her side and keep everyone in check, although Louisa suspected it was a kindness. When she had first known the Mitfords, twenty years before, it had been as their servant; she knew the times had changed but the older stalwarts of the aristocracy, such as Nancy’s parents, had not. Her being there as a guest in the drawing room might put the cat among the proud pigeons.


Maisie, now six, sat beside her mother, slowly turning the pages of her book, a Rupert Bear annual, the leaves crinkled from the many times it had been dropped into the bath or survived a spilled glass of milk. Maisie needed the reassuring comfort of the familiar pictures of the bear in his yellow checked trousers, as they hurtled towards somewhere unknown, leaving her father behind. Louisa brushed one of her daughter’s dark brown curls behind her ear, and gave her a kiss, earning a brief smile. There was a whistle, followed by the screech of the train brakes and the clouds of steam that billowed outside the window. Louisa took Maisie’s hand. ‘Here we are,’ she said. ‘Let’s begin our new adventure.’


When Louisa and Maisie disembarked, struggling slightly with their two cardboard suitcases, hats, gas masks and Maisie’s favourite teddy, Fizz, they didn’t notice Deborah rushing up to them through the steam. She bent down and gave Maisie a kiss, then took one of the cases from Louisa.


‘It’s so wonderful to see you both,’ she said, practically shouting to be heard over the noise of the other passengers getting on and off the train, soldiers home on leave, sweethearts rushing to greet them.


‘It’s very kind of you to meet us at the station. I’m sure we could have got a taxi.’ Louisa felt suddenly rather formal and shy before this young woman. She had been the age Deborah was now when Deborah had been born, working for the Mitfords as their nursery-maid. There had been so much disappointment that she was a girl and not a boy – longed for after five girls and Tom – that the family had barely looked at her for the first three weeks. She was supposed to be the spare for the heir, Louisa recalled. But now here she was, smiling and chattering away, in the sort of clothes Louisa knew she was most comfortable wearing: a heavy tweed skirt and jacket, sturdy shoes and a felt hat. She looked ready for a long country walk, not a trip to the station.


‘I wouldn’t have dreamed of putting you in a taxi, and I need to pop into the village on the way back to pick up some bits. You’ll see we’re camping in the house, really. Everything is topsy-turvy and thick with dust in the rooms the school isn’t using, but I’m just so happy that everyone is coming together for Christmas. There are no servants at all, except for some odd bods and a couple of dailies I’ve scrounged locally. I’m afraid it’s all hands on deck,’ said Deborah, talking at speed, puffing as she walked them to the car.


Maisie gripped Louisa’s hand a little tighter and Louisa squeezed back. ‘I’ll be happy to help in any way I can,’ she said. She marvelled at herself as she said this, but she knew she could confidently offer to help without being reduced to servitude. Louisa and Guy’s detective agency, Sullivan & Cannon, was still in operation, in spite of Guy’s commitments with the Home Guard. They had had quite a few missing-person cases, brought to them while relatives were understandably reluctant to ask the police to be diverted from war work. And there was always plenty of their bread-and-butter work: following husbands and wives suspected of adultery.


Maisie sat between her mother and Deborah on the front seat, excited gasps coming from her at all the toggles and switches – she hadn’t been in a car many times before. This one was a black Bentley with a long bonnet, and Louisa felt pretty smart herself for being in it.


‘She’s a dear thing,’ Deborah remarked, glancing at Maisie, as she smoothly pulled out of the station and onto the road. It was a generous comment. Now they were seated, Louisa could see Deborah’s middle was larger than it had been when she had married. It was a sad reminder that the body didn’t know what had happened to the baby it had birthed, instead betraying a terrible sadness. Rather than talk about her daughter, Louisa diverted the conversation.


‘Where is the nearest village to the house?’


‘Well, there’s Pilsley, which belongs to the Devonshire estate. The Devonshires are my in-laws. Their surname is Cavendish but their title is Devonshire.’ She seemed to wait for Louisa to acknowledge that she understood this arcane corner of aristocracy, forgetting Louisa had had to learn it long ago. ‘Pilsley’s mostly houses but there’s a post office, which is quite handy. You can walk there. And a sweet little pub, the Devonshire Arms. Then there’s Baslow, with a decent shop, and it also has Strutts Café, which I’m told does a marvellous ham and eggs. That’s only twenty minutes on a bicycle, and there’s plenty of those to borrow. But for knicker elastic, shampoo and that sort of thing, we go to Bakewell. It’s a drive, not too long, and if you ever need to go there, do say. There’ll be someone who can take you.’


‘Where are we going now?’ asked Maisie, who had her hands up before her, curled into fists at ten to two, mimicking Deborah’s on the steering wheel.


‘Perhaps you would be so kind as to take us into Baslow, Miss Maisie,’ said Deborah. ‘You need to turn left just here. Here we go, turn your wheel when I turn mine and we’ll get there perfectly.’ They giggled and steered in unison.


Baslow village was small and very pretty, with a brick bridge over the river that ran through the middle. After the fear and strangeness of London in the war, with its constant cacophony of ambulances and air-raid sirens, this felt like a Disney cartoon version of England. There were few men to see, which was unsurprising, and none of them in uniform, which was. The women walked rather than hurried, and only a few had a gas-mask box hanging from their shoulder. The buildings were made of pale grey stones, all of them unscathed. Louisa had grown too used to turning into a London street to see houses ripped in half, pictures still hanging from a wall, doors flapping uselessly, floors and ceilings gone. They followed Deborah, walking again at a brisk pace, and went with her into the village shop, Formby & Son painted smartly above the door. Inside, Louisa absent-mindedly looked at the postcards on sale while Maisie went to stare at the labels of the large, empty glass jars neatly lined in rows behind the counter. Their names alone were enough to make the mouth water: Sherbet Lemons; Buttermilk Toffees; Penny Chews; Humbugs. Louisa knew everyone bemoaned the scarcity of meat and eggs, foodstuffs one really needed, but the rationing of sugar sometimes seemed the hardest of all.


The shop was small and Louisa easily overheard Deborah’s conversation with a man she presumed was Mr Formby, standing behind the counter and wearing a large brown cotton apron, his hair slicked neatly back. She was asking after his wife.


‘She’s not in a good way, Lady Andrew,’ he said, in the attractive Derbyshire accent that Louisa had started to pick up on. ‘She can’t help worrying about our Henry. Every day without news from him is a bad day, so far as she’s concerned, no matter what I try to tell her.’


Deborah clucked sympathetically. ‘Yes, I know my parents worry terribly about my brother.’


‘Aye, that’s what I tell her. We’re all in the same boat.’


‘Still,’ said Deborah, ‘it’s your own you fret for. That’s only natural.’


Mr Formby flicked his eyes to Maisie. ‘Would she like a sweet or two?’


Maisie turned to Louisa – could she? Louisa smiled and nodded her assent.


He tapped the side of his nose and bent briefly beneath the counter, returning with a paper bag. ‘Don’t tell, eh? It’s our secret.’


Maisie regarded him seriously and took the bag. ‘Thank you, sir,’ she said.


‘Where did you come from?’


‘London. I came today on the train. With my mummy.’


‘Ah,’ said Mr Formby, and looked at Louisa. She gave a half-wave.


‘And what is it you’re doing here?’


The tone was direct, almost sharp. It certainly demanded an answer, which flustered Louisa. Londoners never asked such questions. She answered on her daughter’s behalf. ‘We’re staying with Lady Andrew, for Christmas.’


‘Ah, that’ll be it, then. I wondered if this one might be one of those evacuees. We’ve got a few here.’


‘No,’ said Louisa, firmly, as she walked across to place her hands on her daughter’s shoulders. ‘We’re here together. We’ll have to return to London. I work, you see.’ She knew it was silly to be defensive of her position but she couldn’t help it.


‘War work?’


What was this? The Spanish Inquisition?


‘Not exactly. My husband is in the Home Guard but we have a private detective agency. I’ll have to return to our ongoing cases in the new year.’


Mr Formby drew himself up and raised his eyebrows so high she thought they were going to meet his hairline. ‘We don’t get many of those around here, I must say.’


Deborah must have caught on to Louisa’s discomfort. ‘No, I dare say not,’ she interrupted. ‘But with luck, Mrs Sullivan won’t be professionally employed up here. I think our part of the world is rather quieter on that front, don’t you?’


‘Aye aye, Lady Andrew.’ Mr Formby tipped his imaginary cap, and they left him, doubtless wondering who to tell first of this exciting new visitor to the district.










CHAPTER TWO
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Louisa thought she had prepared herself for the size of Chatsworth. She hadn’t. Deborah was chattering away as they turned off the main road and through a stone archway. At first Louisa assumed they had turned into another road but when she saw there was no other traffic and only vast parklands surrounding them, dotted with grazing sheep, she was forced to realise that they were on the drive. A very long drive. It was some minutes, in fact, before they even saw the house. And when she did Louisa couldn’t help herself: she let out a gasp loud enough to make Deborah stop talking.


‘It is rather daunting, isn’t it?’ said Deborah. ‘I’m awfully glad we won’t ever be living there.’


‘Why not?’ asked Louisa. This house – a word that in itself seemed laughingly incapable of embodying such a vast architectural structure – could surely accommodate any number of the Cavendish family.


‘The duke and duchess will live here after the war, whenever the end comes. And then, eventually, it will pass to Billy, as the eldest son. Andrew and I are destined for poverty, I’m afraid. And, honestly, it’s a frightful place. No one is sure it will even make it past the war. Everything is falling off, the roof is constantly leaking, there are too many—’


Louisa cut her off. ‘I know it’s probably full of all those problems, as you say. But it’s also beautiful.’


They came closer now, driving over a narrow bridge that crossed a river, but not so close that Louisa couldn’t take in the whole impressive view, bathed in a soft light as the sun began to set. Mature trees were dotted elegantly around sloping lawns, and Louisa spied a folly peeping out of the woods. There was what appeared to be a stone railing dotted with enormous carved urns that ran around the top of the house, itself built of bricks the colour of baked pastry. On the façade she saw columns, carvings and other things for which Louisa didn’t know the proper terms. The tall windows glinted in the fading day, and the whole impression was of something huge and unyielding, ever present and completely contained. What it didn’t look like was a home.


Deborah drove the car around to what Louisa presumed was the back of the house, though it looked no less grand than the side or the front or whatever it was she’d seen. Here were signs of domestic activity: a low wall, a gate that looked as if it might lead to a kitchen garden, a glimpse of a greenhouse, a wheelbarrow full of dead leaves and twigs. Deborah parked the car casually and they got out, fetching their bags and following her through a narrow door.


‘I’ll show you your rooms later,’ said Deborah. ‘We’ll go to the library now and hope there’s some tea for us. We’re a little late, so fingers crossed.’


Louisa looked down at Maisie, who had been silently, happily, sucking a humbug for the car journey, and still had the paper bag clutched in one hand. She looked a trifle pale. Louisa held her other hand firmly and whispered that they would be staying together in one room, which seemed to bring some colour back into her cheeks. The only time Maisie had been to such a large interior would have been on their visit to the Natural History Museum.


They walked along the corridors, past rooms with doors tantalisingly ajar, and just as Louisa was beginning to think that if one got one’s bearings soon enough, the house wasn’t too terrifying in scale, they walked into a room that was, in fact, a museum. Possibly it was the Sistine Chapel. Louisa was in serious danger of believing she was in an H. G. Wells novel and had been magically transported to Rome in a flying car. Ahead of them was a wide staircase that went up to a gallery, the ornate black and gold of the banister circumnavigating the room as a balcony railing. The floor was black and white chequered marble, and a fire blazed in a hearth to the side – which did nothing to prevent the room from feeling freezing cold – and there were columns with marble busts atop. Rather mysteriously, a squat organ sat awkwardly at the bottom of the stairs. But all of this was as nothing, a mere sideshow to the main act, which was a gigantic baroque painting that lined most of one wall from head height to a ceiling that soared above their heads. It was painted with ornate scenes of clouds, swans, angels, naked ladies and men swathed in loose red cloth.


‘I’ve only seen something like that in a book or the National Gallery,’ said Louisa. Maisie was looking up too, mouth mid-suck on her thumb.


‘It is rather extraorder, isn’t it?’ agreed Deborah. ‘They’ve just mended it. A few years ago it was sagging and on the point of complete collapse. Can you imagine?’


Louisa couldn’t.


‘This is called the Painted Hall,’ Deborah carried on. ‘The school has been using it as a chapel, hence the organ. Everything sort of leads off from here so you can find your way around. The library is just up there, on the left.’


She headed for the stairs but before she had taken the first step, they heard a cough. The three turned to see, standing in the middle of the hall behind them, the formidable figure of a tall butler, who had apparently arrived as smoothly and quietly as a swan landing on water.


‘Oh, Ellis,’ said Deborah, though her voice wavered. ‘I’m so sorry, we came in through the back door. I didn’t want to disturb you.’


Ellis dipped his chin. ‘There is no need for my lady to apologise. I am here to be disturbed.’


‘Of course I shan’t do it again. This is Mrs Sullivan and her daughter, Maisie.’


‘Good afternoon,’ said the butler, with a sweeping glance over Louisa that she did not feel was entirely welcoming. He almost certainly knew she used to be a servant and would not approve.


‘As you can see, Ellis is the butler. We call him Ellis the Second but not every time. It is rather a mouthful.’ She gave a nervous laugh.


‘Why are you called Ellis the Second?’ asked Maisie.


‘My father’s elder brother was the first Mr Ellis. He was butler to the duke’s household from 1908 to 1929, when I became his most unworthy successor.’ Said without a trace of the modesty implied in the statement, thought Louisa. But at least he had answered Maisie’s question with a small smile.


‘We’re going to the library for tea,’ said Deborah. ‘I believe Lord and Lady Cavendish are due to arrive shortly.’


‘We are prepared, my lady. The Wellington Room is ready. As is the Pink Room for Mrs Sullivan and Maisie.’


Deborah thanked him, and the three of them ascended the stairs. When Louisa turned halfway, Ellis the Second had gone but she hadn’t heard a single footstep.










CHAPTER THREE



[image: Illustration]


‘Don’t mind the dust sheets,’ explained Deborah, as they walked into the library. ‘We’ll take them off when everyone’s here but for the moment we’ve got a camp in the middle.’


The room was the length of the hall below and lined with what looked to Louisa like tens of thousands of books, rigid in their leather bindings, on dark-wood shelving stacked so high that a narrow gallery ran around the top, at just the right height below the ceiling for someone to walk along. Thick curtains were drawn the length of the wall opposite, but Louisa could see moth holes as big as her fist on all of them. In the middle of the unidentifiable lumpen shapes draped with white sheets were two dark red sofas, close to the fire, which was glowing a good heat. On one sofa sat Lady Redesdale, and on the other, Unity. Neither of them stood to greet the arrival of Louisa and Maisie.


‘Here they are, Muv,’ said Deborah, cheerfully.


Unity eyed Louisa balefully. ‘Hello, Louisa. I pray to Jesus every night. Do you?’ she asked.


Louisa, conscious of her daughter beside her, balked at answering but before she had managed to choke out a half-truth, Maisie saved her. ‘I do,’ she said, as direct in her response as Unity had been in her question, and went to sit beside her. Unity looked surprised but shifted her heavy frame slightly to accommodate the little girl. Before long, they were talking about prayers, seemingly happier not to have to talk to the others.


Lady Redesdale looked similarly grateful, and perhaps it was this that made her give Louisa a smile that could almost have been described as warm, were it not for the exhaustion that pulled the corners of her mouth downwards.


‘Yes,’ she said. ‘Here you both are. I would offer you a cup of tea but I fear it’s gone stone cold. And there’s no one to answer if I ring for more.’ She gave a child’s sigh of frustration.


Louisa had almost forgotten the Edwardian diction of her former employer, a voice that prompted a servile response no matter who one was. Even Winston Churchill probably doffed an imaginary cap to Lady Redesdale.


‘Ellis would answer,’ said Deborah.


Lady Redesdale scoffed. ‘Only if he happened to be in the servants’ hall at the time one rang. I don’t see how anyone can manage in a house this size when there’s a war on. I must have been half crazed when you suggested Christmas here.’


For a brief moment, Deborah looked deflated, but she picked up the plate of bread and butter, so thinly spread as to be near-invisible, and handed it to Louisa and Maisie. ‘Yes, there’s a war on, and we’re going to make the best of it.’


Louisa, fairly famished after the long train journey, tried not to grab at the remaining slivers, their corners beginning to curl. The sandwiches she had packed that morning were inevitably eaten before they reached the outskirts of London. ‘Who else is coming?’


‘I’ve done terribly well,’ said Deborah, beaming. ‘Andrew and I—’ She caught a look from her mother and addressed her. ‘Muv, Louisa is here with us now and I simply cannot be getting on with long mouthfuls of titles every time we talk about my husband, or our friends.’


Deborah turned back, two pink spots in her cheeks, and Louisa knew it had taken her courage. She was grateful, even if rather uncomfortable at the same time.


‘Andrew and I haven’t had anything approaching a house party since we married, what with him training and us being so poor. I’d much rather he was here, and we thought he might be, but he got his orders a few days ago.’


She put the plate down, Maisie and Unity having taken some, and Louisa tried not to stare too hard at the one square of bread left.


‘Let me see, who’s coming? There’s Kick Kennedy.’


‘Kick?’ asked Lady Redesdale.


‘American,’ said Deborah and her mother nodded – a satisfactory explanation. ‘She’s a terrific girl. We came out together, everyone was mad about her and somehow none of us were jealous. I’m sure she and Andrew’s brother will marry, though not without a frightful scene – she’s Catholic, you see.’


‘Are you sure it’s a good idea to ask her, if the duke and duchess are coming?’


‘Yes. They can get to know her and they’ll have to fall in love with her, too.’


Lady Redesdale looked disbelieving of this but said nothing.


‘Then there’s Lord and Lady Charles,’ Deborah said coyly, catching Louisa’s eye.


Louisa gave her a smile in return. She’d read about Lady Charles but hadn’t dared to hope she would be at the same house party.


And finally, of course, all of us Mitfords. Or, rather, those of us we can muster, which is only me, Unity and Nancy. Out of seven, it’s not the best showing, is it?’


Louisa totted up the absents: Pamela at home with Diana’s babies and her Aberdeen Angus herd; Diana in prison; Tom away fighting; Jessica in America with Constancia.


‘Lord Redesdale will be here tomorrow,’ said Lady R, stiffly.


‘Yes. I think Ellis has put him in one of the bedrooms on the north side. I was going to ask—’


But she was interrupted by a gust of air as the library door swung open and in marched Nancy, thinner than ever, her white skin making her look as fragile as bone china. Even so, her presence was no less fulsome than usual.


‘What?’ said Deborah under her breath. ‘She wasn’t due to arrive until tomorrow.’


‘Nine!’ the figure roared, as it advanced the length of the library.


Deborah flinched at her childhood nickname. ‘I do wish—’


‘You might be an old married woman now, but you’ll always be Nine to me,’ her sister snapped, before she could protest any further. Nancy went straight to Louisa, arms open. ‘Darling Lou, what a treat to see you here. Now we can be absolutely sure of everyone behaving.’ Maisie was given a firm kiss on the cheek, as was Unity, before she sat down on the sofa. Nancy hadn’t kissed her mother but Lady Redesdale said nothing, merely smoothed her skirts.


‘Yes, everyone, I am alive. And here. Did you completely forget?’


‘You said you were arriving tomorrow, on the four o’clock.’


‘No, it was today. But you are Nine so I’ll forgive you. I found a taxi – don’t you all start worrying about me. Oh, no. I forgot, no one worries about me at all.’ She took the last square of bread on the plate. ‘Ugh, that’s old. But I suppose there’s a war on. Is there any tea to be had? Or have I missed it? I say hopefully. I’ll move things swiftly on to gin, if you don’t mind.’


‘Are you sure you should—?’ began Lady Redesdale.


‘No, Muv, not at all sure but I think it’s rather late for you to be asking the question, isn’t it?’ Nancy turned to Louisa. ‘Do you know, the records state that I was “in danger” for three days after the op and not one person from either my family or Prod’s telephoned to ask if I was quite well? I rather fancy the in-laws looked up R in the deaths and were disappointed not to see my name there.’


‘Don’t say such things,’ said Deborah. ‘I sent you flowers.’


‘Yes,’ conceded Nancy, patting her knee. ‘You did. There is a scrap of kindness for Poor Old Me after all. And now it’s nearly Christmas, with love for all. Plenty of it to go around. Pour the gin, will you, dear? We’ll begin.’










CHAPTER FOUR
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In the middle of the night, Louisa was woken by something soft and flimsy brushing over her face. Startled she sat up and reached to turn on her bedside lamp, only to find it wasn’t there. It took her a few seconds to remember she wasn’t in her own bed but at Chatsworth, and then she heard Maisie’s voice, small and tremulous in the pitch black.


‘Mummy?’


‘I’m here, little one.’ Louisa felt around gently and soon had her arms around the soft body of her daughter, who reached for her and clung tightly. ‘What is it?’


‘I heard something . . . ’


‘I’m sure it was nothing.’ Louisa wondered what time it was. There wasn’t even a hint of light behind the curtains. She had the strange feeling of being wide awake but knowing that if she stayed up now she’d be exhausted by breakfast. She would have to get them both back to sleep.


‘I think there were footsteps, and somebody was crying,’ Maisie persisted. ‘What if it was a ghost?’


‘Shush now. There’s no such thing as ghosts.’


‘Yes, there is!’ Louisa could detect the edge of a sob; her daughter would wind herself up into a state if she wasn’t careful. ‘Everything is so old here, and so big and very dark and . . . ’


She could hardly blame Maisie for feeling like this. The walk to the Pink Room, following the stiff back of Ellis the Second, had taken so many confusing turns, going up two separate staircases and along corridors that were unlit because of the need for blackout. Ellis carried a torch before him, which threw alarming shadows. Statues loomed out of the darkness, and the paintings that lined the walls more often than not featured unsmiling people, long dead, their mouths clamped shut. Probably hiding rotten yellow teeth. The cold and the dark had given them both the shivers, and Louisa took the decision that they would unpack and she would get into bed with Maisie at the same time.


Louisa knew her daughter was being brave in the dark but she wondered if she had been foolhardy in accepting Nancy’s invitation. There were no bombs, but the stark atmosphere of the enormous house made her feel completely adrift. She reached back, feeling around until she got hold of the lamp, and switched it on. The bed was flooded with a bright light and they blinked, stars in their eyes. ‘Look,’ said Louisa, her face turning to the empty room. There was the cream-painted wardrobe, in which they had hung their clothes and a hidden bag with Maisie’s Christmas presents. In the corner there was a low red armchair, the arms worn bare, and a chest of drawers, with a washbasin and jug on the top. An old-fashioned touch, as there was a bathroom for them to use at the end of the landing. Pale pink curtains, lines of dust showing from the folds, were drawn across the window. The walls were papered with a pattern of pink and green flowers, which matched the green of the quilt on their bed. It showed moth holes but was very thick and soft. They were quite warm under it but the air around them was cold; earlier, Louisa had broken a thin layer of ice in the water jug. She turned the light off again and lay down, holding Maisie even closer. ‘You see? There’s nothing to worry about, and I’m here.’ She kissed her head, smelling her hair.


‘I miss Daddy.’


‘So do I. But we must go to sleep.’


‘What if the bombs are falling on him?’ asked Maisie but she was starting to fade back to her dreams and Louisa left the question unanswered. She didn’t know, was the truth, and she prayed over and over that Guy was safe, at home in their bed.










CHAPTER FIVE
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Over the next two days, the women in the house busied themselves to prepare for the arrival of the rest of the guests. Louisa didn’t mind. Everyone was doing something to help – it felt like part of the war effort. There was Ellis to direct them, and Mrs Airlie, the cook, kept up their energy with thick vegetable soups and home-made bread. Louisa suspected the meat and egg rations were being saved for when the grander elements of the house party arrived and the date was closer to Christmas.


Tasks were divided. Nancy was put in charge of the finishing touches to the bedrooms. She won this job after she discovered the linen cupboard – ‘Always my favourite place in a house’ – and gathered huge piles of stiff, dusty sheets and pillowcases to be sent to a laundress in Baslow to be washed and pressed. In the meantime, she set about finding pretty bedspreads and moving pictures around to make a room more stylish. Louisa went to the room Nancy had spruced for Kick Kennedy and admired her knack: the space was bright and airy, with a pretty water jug and glass by the bed, a gleaming mirror on the dressing-table and a pile of novels on the window seat, beside plumped cushions.


‘No cut flowers, which she won’t understand,’ said Nancy, ‘but I’m afraid it’s simply not done in the country at this time of year.’


Louisa didn’t question this. She’d long learned that Nancy kept a list of things that were ‘done’ and ‘not done’, which followed no logical line of reasoning that she’d ever managed to discern. A ‘sofa’ was allowed; a ‘settee’ was not. The family ate dinner in the evening, never in the middle of the day (that was ‘luncheon’). And from the way Lord Redesdale once reacted, you could believe that pouring the milk in before the tea was a crime punishable with a prison sentence. The awful thing was, it was contagious – once learned, it couldn’t be forgotten, and Louisa would find herself adjusting her words according to whatever company she was in, which made her despise herself a little.


Deborah was rushing about in the manner of a headless chicken, not like her at all, but she took her lead from Ellis when all else failed. The difficulty was the chasm that lay between ‘the way things have always been done here’ – whether from the pull of nostalgia or normality – and the fact that there was a war on. There were no maids, only two girls coming in daily from the nearest village for the house party, but they didn’t know their way around, and were often more hindrance than help. Simply trying to light enough fires to keep the rooms warm was a job that took up most of the morning. Mrs Airlie had to co-ordinate the different ration cards to get what she could, and little could be done until the rest of the guests gave her theirs. Unity had to be given a new task every half-hour because she would so quickly tire of what she was doing, yet insisted on helping. Lady Redesdale looked faint at every suggestion for a job, until Louisa whispered to Deborah that perhaps she could plan the placement settings, which worked very successfully.


Louisa found herself almost by default in charge of the daily maids when they weren’t in the kitchen, setting them to work on the dusting, putting sheets on the beds, sweeping the bedrooms, the library (which had had the dust sheets removed), and a small sitting room, which had been found on the first floor in the private quarters. Lord Redesdale would be installed there, said Deborah, out of harm’s way. There were shouts of delight when a room was discovered filled with boxes of Christmas decorations. Most were ancient, in danger of falling apart on touch, but there were charming brass candlesticks decorated with angels, and tangles of green silk leaves with berries that could be artfully draped on mirrors and pictures. Maisie was put to sorting out the boxes and was soon surrounded by painted wooden Father Christmases, piles of red and gold ribbon to tie into bows on the stairs, and boxes with tissue spilling out, protecting beautiful glass baubles. ‘There’s bound to be a tree on the estate that can be cut down for the hall,’ said Deborah. ‘I’ve been told they used to have them reaching all the way up to the ceiling.’ Louisa thought Maisie might pass out with the promise of it.


The revelation of such a large house was that people kept randomly appearing, usually with some sort of threatening implement in their hand: a cooking knife, secateurs or a brass letter opener. She couldn’t remember all their names – not everyone was introduced – but identified them in other ways, such as the gardener who popped up behind a large plant pot in the orangery wearing a flat cap, and another whom Maisie mistook for a scarecrow because he was seemingly never out of the vegetable patch. There was also a teacher, Mademoiselle Dupont, seemingly left behind for the Christmas holidays. Louisa came across her in the footman’s waiting room. She’d been looking for a place for Maisie to sit and read quietly that wasn’t too formidable – or cold. Mademoiselle Dupont, cutting some cloth with a large pair of scissors, seemed delighted to meet them both.


‘I’m a little lonely now the girls and other teachers have gone home. You see, I am not able to return to my own family for the vacances. We shall amuse each other, yes?’ she said to Maisie, in her charming accent. She looked quite young, in her mid-twenties, and wore an emerald green silk scarf knotted around her throat, her blonde hair pinned up in a chignon. Having introduced herself to Maisie, Mademoiselle Dupont turned shyly to Louisa. ‘Is it true you are a detective, madame?’


‘Yes,’ said Louisa, ‘a private detective. I’m not in the police. And, please, call me Louisa. Madame makes me feel far too old.’


‘That you are not,’ the teacher replied. ‘And you must please call me Lucie. You have just arrived?’


‘Yes. We’re finding our bearings, if not very successfully.’


Lucie laughed. ‘It is énorme, this house. I am told nearly two hundred rooms.’


Maisie’s eyes widened comically. ‘What do they do with all those rooms?’


‘I think they are mostly empty,’ said Lucie. ‘I explore sometimes. You can come with me and I’ll show you what I know. Perhaps we will discover a secret or two.’










CHAPTER SIX
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Lucie began by taking them around the servants’ workrooms, which occupied the entire basement. Most lay in a dusty silence, clearly untouched for some time.


‘Not just because of the war,’ Lucie told them. ‘The old duke, who died a few years ago, had a stroke in 1925 so there was nobody to take decisions. The estate lost money. The cook, she told me that the dowager ordered them to make nettle soup to save pennies.’ She wrinkled her nose. ‘The new duke has not lived here yet, because of the war, and so many of the servants have left to fight or do war work. And who knows when this war will end and how life will return afterwards? Can you imagine them using this room again?’ She opened the door to a small windowless room, in which stood nothing but an ironing board.


‘How strange. Do they not iron their clothes any more?’ asked Louisa.


‘Oh, yes, but this room was used to iron newspapers. Nothing else.’


‘Why would they iron the newspaper?’ This was Maisie’s question but Louisa wanted to know, too.


‘To dry the ink,’ answered Lucie.


‘How do you know all this?’


‘From Mrs Airlie and Mr Ellis. They have been here a long time, and I find them interesting. This eccentric English way of life is most amusant.’ She chuckled. ‘I am collecting the stories to take home.’


Louisa couldn’t disagree.


She remembered her own sense of wonder and awe when she had arrived as a young girl at Asthall Manor, where the Mitfords used to live when she first worked for them. Back then, that house had seemed grand to her, alien in its stiff, traditional ways, yet it was probably a twentieth of the size of Chatsworth.


As they navigated their way, making eventual sense of the corridors, Lucie showed them some of the rooms that had been converted for use by the schoolgirls. The butler’s pantry was now a physics lab. Next door to that was the strong room, which allegedly held an Egyptian tomb’s worth of gold and silver plate. When needed, Mr Ellis could generally be found in there, Lucie said, his sleeves rolled up as he polished away at the Sisyphean task.


Louisa looked at her watch and realised they had been wandering the basement for almost two hours. ‘I’d better get back upstairs,’ she said, ‘I was only going to settle Maisie and then return to help. It’s been such a pleasure to meet you, and thank you for the tour. I can’t imagine finding my way around it all.’


‘Oh, it’s not so bad. It only took me about a month,’ Lucie deadpanned. They both started laughing and made a plan to meet up later for a walk around the garden to collect more holly and ivy to decorate the library and dining room.


Back above stairs, after Louisa and Maisie had found their way – somehow – to the Painted Hall, they were spotted by Nancy, who was carrying a large brown-paper package. ‘There you are!’ she called.


‘Sorry,’ said Louisa, ‘we got distracted below stairs. We met a French teacher and—’


‘Follow me.’ Nancy’s back was turned, but she had barely gone up two steps before there was an almighty clatter – a dog barking furiously, heavy doors opening, and shouting inside and out. ‘What the hell?’


Nancy dashed down the side of the hall towards the front door, Louisa and Maisie behind her, unable to resist looking at whatever spectacle might lie ahead.


The scene that greeted them was quite unlike anything Louisa had seen before. There was Ellis, flustered as he tried simultaneously to hold open the door, announce the guests and prevent them from carrying their own luggage. The guests, in turn, varied in their response to his attempts at buttling. There was an elderly woman dressed entirely in stiff Edwardian black, who could be heard saying plaintively, ‘One does miss the footmen,’ as she stared at the luggage. The barking – yapping – dog was a Pekinese, as black as the ostrich feathers in its mistress’s hat, with a face that looked as if it had run smack into a wall. It was presently halfway up Ellis’s left leg. Deborah appeared to be trying to appease the old woman, whom she greeted as ‘Granny Evie’, but was also very distracted and excited by the arrival of a fresh-faced girl, who was shouting gaily in an American accent about how terribly thrilled she was to be there. Louisa liked her instantly. The old woman, however, looked as if she did not. Nancy piled into this scene and eventually, somehow, as if herding kittens, nudged everyone up the stairs to the library, leaving Ellis, red-faced and sweating, to bring in the bags and close the door.
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