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PROLOGUE
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18 June 1933


Outside, the horizon had been lost to the darkness, with sky and sea both black as the underside of a dead man’s eyelids. No stars shone and the moon was hidden behind the clouds. Only the white foam that curled away from the sides of the ocean liner revealed movement, as the prow forged through the water.


Inside, on deck B, in the drawing room of cabin seventeen, a man stood by a mirrored drinks cabinet and stared dully at the bottles before him. They hadn’t been sailing many nights and already most of them were half-empty. He poured a slug of whisky into a glass tumbler that he couldn’t be absolutely certain was clean. On the gramophone player, a woman was singing a song about her lover going away. The room was comfortable enough. It could have been the front room of any mock-Tudor house in the suburbs but for the smell of the sea and the occasional lurch of the ground beneath his feet. On the sofa was a pillow and a folded blanket. There was a woman merely yards away, on the other side of the thin wall, clattering in the bathroom, and soon she would sleep in the comfortable bed.


Curtains were drawn across the French windows – as grandly described in the brochure – leading out to a narrow balcony, large enough for a table and two chairs, where the cabin’s residents could enjoy watching the sunset with an expertly mixed cocktail. It wasn’t mentioned in the brochure, but there was also enough room for a person to hide, bent down in the corner.


The man sat down on the armchair that faced into the room, away from the pitiless dark beyond. He was tired, he had drunk too much, fought too much and knew he had lost too much. He’d made mistakes and felt too old to put them right. Besides, he’d already tried, and failed.


He heard the door to the cabin open, but it was out of sight and he couldn’t be certain whether someone had come in or was leaving. He wondered briefly if he should get up and check, and that was the last thing he thought before he dropped his glass, as pain blew through him and blood filled his mouth.









PART ONE









CHAPTER ONE
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15 October 1932


When the morning arrived, Louisa Cannon, as she still was, lay for a while between the sheets, looking up to the ceiling as she studied the contents of her mind. She had slept deeply in an unfamiliar bedroom and wondered now if this was perhaps not a good thing. Weren’t nerves expected, possibly even necessary? A display of excitement and trepidation for what lay ahead was conventional, even if one was hopeful and optimistic. Yet Louisa was sure that she felt completely calm and safe, as if she knew she had been away too long and was at last on her way home. At that moment she heard noises on the landing, a shuffling of feet and fervent whispers beyond her door. Louisa smothered her laughter as the brass doorknob turned slowly and a voice of protestation was hushed severely. She saw three sisters standing in the doorway, looking at her with huge eyes, the smallest girl hopping from foot to foot with her usual impatience.


‘It’s all right,’ said Louisa. ‘You can come in.’


‘Nanny said we weren’t to disturb,’ the tall blonde said. ‘But I knew you wouldn’t mind.’ This was Jessica, known to all as Decca, fifteen years old and with a determined set to her mouth, hardly different in temperament from the three-year-old with long curls Louisa met when she arrived to work for the Mitford family. Then, there had been five young sisters and one brother; the youngest, Deborah, had not yet been born. She came up now to Louisa’s bedside, her blonde hair cropped to just below her ears, and handed over a piece of folded card.


‘I pressed some cornflowers for you,’ said Debo. ‘Something blue.’ She smiled shyly and Louisa smiled back.


‘Thank you, Miss Deborah. I shall keep them in my pocket and they’ll bring me luck. I suppose I had better get up, there’s somewhere I’ve got to be, isn’t there?’


The younger girls giggled at that, told her Nanny had made breakfast and they were going to go next door, to see their muv and farve, Lord and Lady Redesdale, the former of whom was likely tapping his watch as they spoke. The eldest of the three had said nothing throughout but watched Louisa with a steady gaze.


‘Miss Unity?’ Louisa reflected that while the other sisters wore their hearts – and their tempers – on their sleeves, Unity tended to the more unsentimental approach. As a small child she had often retreated alone to corners, and when she spoke it was usually to Decca, in their own secret language.


‘Do you really love him?’ she asked simply, her eyes still fixed on Louisa. But Louisa was able to reply with a steadfast look of her own.


‘I do.’


Unity nodded solemnly and left the room, ushering her sisters before her.


Louisa savoured her breakfast with Nanny Blor, elderly now with her red hair faded to a rusty grey, though stalwart and bustling about the place as comfortingly as ever. Afterwards, Louisa put on her only ‘new’, a steel-coloured silk hat with a silvered veil. She pinned it carefully and was buttoning her coat up in front of the mirror in the small hall – she was staying in the mews cottage at the back of the Mitford’s London house in Rutland Gate – when the front door banged open noisily. Nancy and Tom, the first and third in the line-up of siblings, came rushing in, bringing some of the cold October air with them.


‘Lou-Lou,’ said Nancy affectionately, kissing her on the cheek. She was only a little younger than Louisa and not yet married herself, though she had been nothing less than generous when Louisa had told her about her engagement. ‘Don’t you look divine.’ She shot her brother a look, nudging him to approve the compliment.


‘Yes, yes,’ said Tom. ‘Very good indeed. Marvellous hat.’ He was tall, dark and handsome, like a hero in a romantic novel, and, Louisa knew, had women all over Europe longing for him to ask them to dance. With Louisa’s father long dead, she had nervously asked Tom to walk her down the aisle. Her mother wasn’t even coming up from Suffolk for the wedding, feeling too frail to do so, even if she was happy for her daughter. Although Louisa had been a maid of some kind for them over several years, the Mitfords were as close to family as anything she had. They maddened her half the time, but she felt she owed something of her happiness to them and she’d wanted them to be a part of her wedding.


Nancy fidgeted in her bag and pulled out a lipstick. ‘Here,’ she said and advanced on Louisa. ‘The finishing touch.’


Louisa submitted and allowed Nancy to apply the red colour to her lips. She even accepted dots of scent at her wrists and behind her ears, too.


‘Now shall we go?’ said Louisa. She felt a flutter in her stomach and, with it, a slight wash of relief. All was as it should be.


Nancy went next door, as she was going to share a taxi with her sisters Unity, Decca and Deborah, while their parents were driven by the second oldest daughter, Pamela, who had a passion for motoring and whose pride and joy – other than the herd of cows she managed for her brother-in-law – was her dark green Austin 10. Their other sister, Diana, would be making her way separately with her own two young boys, Jonathan and Desmond, from her house in Cheyne Walk. Diana’s husband, Bryan Guinness, was down at their country house, Biddesden, as he more or less had been in recent months. There were rumours of an impending divorce but nothing officially declared, and Louisa knew better than to ask the question.


Lord Redesdale had lent Louisa his car and driver, and it was only as the man in the peaked cap held the door open for her that she realised she had never sat in the back seat of a car before. All at once she felt shy, and remained silent for the journey to Chelsea Town Hall, Tom beside her. In those minutes, Louisa missed her father terribly; his brusque manner had ineffectually masked a genuine love for his family and she ached to be able to reach out for his hand, callused with work, soot permanently beneath his fingernails. She wondered if she had made a terrible mistake arriving in this grand car. She hadn’t meant to pretend she was something she wasn’t, it had just seemed like a glamorous and fun thing to do, and generous of her previous employers to offer it. But perhaps she should have taken the bus, as she normally did to go anywhere. She liked the bus, she thought with a lurch of sickness. Then, as the car slowed down to park beside the pavement on the King’s Road, yards from the blue door she was soon to walk through, Louisa spotted Guy Sullivan, her future husband, as he hurried along. He happened to look at the car she was in, then through the window and, for the briefest second, they caught each other’s eye. It was supposed to be bad luck to see each other before the wedding, wasn’t it? She leaned back slightly, but Guy grinned at her, the bright sunlight reflecting on his round spectacles, his long, lean frame poised as if in haste to marry her, and she knew she had never looked forward to anything so much as being his wife.


Afterwards, the wedding party crossed the road to go to the Pig’s Ear for what Nancy kept insisting was ‘the wedding breakfast’ but which Louisa knew was sandwiches, tea and beer. She and Guy had paid for everything themselves; there would be no champagne. But she was more than fine with that and as she stood beside Guy, before their friends, her cheeks were beginning to hurt from all the smiling. The thin gold ring was on her left hand, and Guy held onto her right, squeezing it often as he turned to look at her.


‘I can’t believe it has finally happened,’ he said. ‘Louisa Cannon, my wife.’


‘Mrs Sullivan to you,’ she teased, prompting another kiss from her delighted groom.


‘Oi, oi, there’s quite enough time for all that later on.’ A beaming Harry Conlon, the best man, tugged at Guy’s arm. ‘Wasn’t there something about a cake and speeches first?’


Harry’s wife, Mary, pretty and heavily pregnant, ticked her husband off. ‘When they’re ready and not before.’ She whispered to Louisa, ‘I think he was more nervous than Guy. Absolutely terrified he’d lose the ring. He’s never had stage fright like it before.’


They shared a conspiratorial look over at their husbands – their husbands! – before Mary walked off to find somewhere to sit down.


The pub was crowded. Though they had wanted only a modest wedding party, there was all Guy’s family – his parents, his three brothers and their wives, plus assorted cousins and small children – and all of the Mitfords. Plus a sprinkling of friends: Jenny, who had grown up on the same Peabody estate as Louisa, but whose beauty had married her into the upper class, was over from New York for a brief spell with her husband Richard; Luke Meyers, Louisa’s friend from the time she had spent working for Diana as her lady’s maid, who was now working in Munich as a correspondent for The Times; and one or two others of Guy’s childhood friends – neighbours from the street he had grown up on. That would have been enough guests, but it was Guy’s colleagues who had filled up the room. Policemen, Louisa had discovered, liked to celebrate one of their own, and as Guy had worked through the ranks from constable to detective sergeant for the CID, plenty of them had claimed him. There were uniformed juniors and plain-clothed seniors, all busily ransacking the egg and ham sandwiches, and repeatedly toasting the health of the new Mr and Mrs Sullivan.


Louisa pulled Guy over to a table in the corner, on which stood a white cake of three tiers, a long knife beside it. There was a clinking on glass and the room fell quiet. Louisa took a step to the side, gently pushing Guy’s hand away.


‘Go on,’ she whispered.


She saw Guy resist the urge to polish his specs, picking up his glass of beer instead. He raised it slightly.


‘My lords, ladies and gentlemen,’ he began, ‘my wife and I—’


He was interrupted by a roar from the room, the policemen calling out his name before he silenced them again with a wave of his hand. Louisa spotted Lord Redesdale looking about him with bemusement.


‘My wife and I are very happy to see you all here. Before we cut the cake, I’d like to thank a few people who’ve made the day possible.’ He went to pull a piece of paper out of his pocket but, as he did this, the door of the pub banged open and several heads turned around to see a young messenger boy come in.


In the momentary silence they heard a Cockney accent ask: ‘Is this the Sullivan wedding? I’ve been told to find the groom.’


There was an embarrassed murmur as people parted to allow the boy through. The boy’s eyes darted around the room and he pulled his cap further down on his head before he shuffled up to Guy, who watched him approach, his notes still in one hand, his drink in the other, as if caught out by the music stopping in a children’s party game.


At least, thought Louisa, the part in the ceremony when anyone could object to the marriage had passed.


The boy stood before Guy with a piece of folded paper in his hand and there was another dance as Guy realised he had to start moving, so gave Louisa his notes and drink, and took the note. He read it, then looked out to the sea of expectant faces. Louisa couldn’t detect what their mood was other than a mixture of exasperation and curiosity.


‘It’s from the commissioner,’ he started, and Louisa saw all the policemen lean forward a fraction. ‘The rally for the British Union of Fascists has begun and the crowds are bigger and more rowdy than expected. Everyone is needed. All leave is cancelled.’


He looked at Louisa and mouthed, ‘I’m so sorry,’ but before she could even respond, everyone’s drinks had been put down and the men were rushing out. There was the occasional call of ‘Sorry, mate,’ but on the whole, she knew, this was what they were made for, this was why they did what they did. Nor was the summons a surprise. Guy had warned her of the possibility, only two days before – too late to postpone the wedding.


Louisa took Guy’s hand. ‘You’d better go too.’


He kissed her on the lips. ‘I’m sorry, Mrs Sullivan.’


She gave a small smile. ‘I’m a policeman’s wife, aren’t I? We’ll have our supper together tonight, at home.’


Home, for now, was with Guy’s parents. His father was ill and needed almost constant care, and Guy’s mother hadn’t the strength to do it all alone. Louisa and Guy had discussed it and decided to stay on until some other solution presented itself. Louisa didn’t mind too much – it was a neat and cosy house, and she had next to nothing by way of furniture of her own. This way, they could save and find somewhere they wanted. As for a honeymoon, that was only ever going to be a train to Brighton and one night in a hotel on the seafront. They would have to do it another time. There was no point in fussing, it couldn’t be helped.


Luke came over as soon as Guy had left and gave her a kiss on the cheek. ‘You look beautiful, darling,’ he said. ‘I thoroughly approve of this colour on you.’


‘What are they doing?’ In a corner, Louisa had noticed that Lord and Lady Redesdale were in an animated discussion with their daughters Nancy and Unity.


‘I gather the girls want to join the rally too, lend their support to Sir O,’ said Luke. ‘I think their Muv and Farve are trying to say no, but you know what it’s like trying to refuse those two something they want.’


Louisa knew only too well. Even so, she felt a pull of disappointment. ‘Does no one want to stay and help me celebrate my marriage?’


Luke raised an eyebrow. ‘Don’t be petulant. It doesn’t suit you. And besides, I’m here, thank you very much. I count for at least forty policemen.’


‘Yes, you do. Sorry.’ She knew she was being silly. Guy’s family were still there, and there was plenty of food to get through. She wished she didn’t mind about the Mitfords as much; somehow, she always let her expectations get the better of her and she kicked herself for it.


The only person in the room who had the good manners to look ashamed was Diana. Though still married to Bryan, everyone knew that her lover was Sir Oswald Mosley, the founder of the BUF and the instigator of the day’s rally. Louisa had heard Diana declare her undying love for him as Sir Oswald told her he felt the same, but that he would never leave his wife. Diana’s usual cream-and-rose complexion had a dark flush, and she kept her gaze away from Louisa as she handed her boys to Nanny Blor, apologising that her own Nanny Higgs was on leave. In the next moment she had fled the pub. Walking quickly through the door after her was a man Louisa didn’t recognise. He wore a grey trench coat and a hat with a wide enough brim to hide his features, and he didn’t give a backwards glance as he hurried out. He carried neither newspaper nor briefcase. Perhaps a plain-clothes detective who had been slower off the mark than the others.


Those bloody Mitfords, she thought, they’ve dictated my day again.









CHAPTER TWO
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As a detective sergeant for the CID, Guy no longer wore a uniform, but nor did he usually attend to police duty in a suit with a white carnation in his buttonhole. He thought about removing it, then decided that he wasn’t going to let his work interfere any further in his wedding. Louisa had packed up the room she’d been renting a few doors down, and Guy was determined to carry his bride over the threshold of their bedroom that night. What’s more, he’d do it in his best suit with the flower in its rightful place.


All the policemen had been warned and therefore already knew that they were to report directly to their superiors at a meeting place by St Martin-in-the-Fields. Some of the uniforms jumped on passing buses, others joined taxis hailed by more senior ranks and a few rounded up foursomes to take in their cars. Guy was scooped up by DCI Stiles, who, as per usual, looked more elegant than the groom, with a Savile Row suit and his silver hair slicked back, not a strand out of place.


‘Sorry about this, Sully,’ said Stiles as they clipped along the King’s Road together.


‘Not to worry, sir. Can’t be helped.’


‘Least you’ve got a missus now – there’ll be dinner on the table when you get home.’


Guy gave a polite laugh. He didn’t like to point out that as he’d never left home, there had never been a night when dinner hadn’t been on the table. His mother insisted on the importance of ‘something hot’ even though he was now thirty-two and was the last of his brothers, by a long chalk, reliant on her maternal care. Tonight, though, Louisa would prepare his dinner. He didn’t even know if she could cook, but he knew he’d eat it all up, even if it was boiled tripe, and tell her it was delicious. He was determined to be a good husband. Even if he had failed at the first hurdle: absent from his own wedding party.


Guy shook it off and concentrated on the matter in hand. ‘What’s the form, sir?’


Stiles stopped at a black Daimler, the standard-issue motor car for senior officers, but this one had a pale pink cushion on the driver’s seat. Stiles saw Guy look at it.


‘I get a stiff back,’ he explained.


They got in and two uniforms who had been walking close behind got in the rear seats.


‘Indicate right, would you?’ Stiles asked, and the policeman sitting behind him rolled down the window and stuck his arm through. Stiles pulled the car out and, when they were purring along, filled them in on the afternoon’s event.


‘As you know, we got word a few days ago that Sir O was planning this rally. It’s the first of its kind and we don’t properly know what to expect, but if we’ve all been called in, then I’d say the numbers are bigger than anyone thought.’


‘What sort of numbers?’ asked Guy.


‘Anything over five thousand, I’d say. We were prepared, but for less than that. There are uniforms out there and a few plain clothes keeping an eye out for any irregular activities on the side. This is worrying. I don’t like the idea of that many people thinking the BUF has got something to offer them.’


‘Sounds all right to me, if you ask, guv,’ said the man who’d pulled his arm back in again. ‘Macdonald’s a shower, isn’t he? A traitor to the Labour party. We need a real leader, someone who believes in the Brits and the working man.’


Stiles looked at the man severely in his rear-view mirror. ‘I wasn’t asking you, Kershaw.’ He looked at the road ahead and braked in time to let a young woman holding a small child cross the road. ‘You boys in the back, report in at the church and you’ll be told where to go. Sully, I want you to get to the back of the crowd. Watch out for anything suspicious. Anyone taking advantage of the crowd situation, whether it’s pickpocketing or starting a fight.’


‘Yes sir.’


‘We need to know who these people are.’


‘Yes sir,’ said Guy automatically. Then: ‘Why, sir?’


Stiles gave a sigh. ‘A politician might give you a different answer, but I think they’re troublemakers. Bored young men, most of them, sorry they missed out on the war.’ He gave Guy a sideways look. ‘They shouldn’t be. They were the lucky ones.’


‘Yes, sir.’ Guy coughed. The shame of not fighting had never left him, even if it had hardly been his fault. He’d been disallowed on the grounds of his extreme short-sightedness. But where he had been lucky, his brothers were each called up and one of them never came home.


Guy looked outside as they drove along Pall Mall, in the shadow of the great cream slabs that housed gentlemen’s clubs, men snoozing in armchairs, egg stains on their ties, blissfully unaware of the vast numbers of police swarming into this corner of London. The weather was dry, bright, a little chilly – a perfect day for his wedding, he had thought that morning. Perfect, too, for anyone who had an idea of turning out to a public gathering. Rain was enough to dampen the political ardour of most, but there was none today. Yet the streets looked quiet, bar the usual Saturday shoppers and strollers walking between St James’s and the National Gallery, or even dropping down from the seedy streets of Soho. There were policemen hurrying along and Guy saw one or two civilians notice them, saw the alarm on their faces as they wondered why there were this many.


Stiles pulled his car into a dead end after the corner at Haymarket and all four got out quickly, but Guy could feel straightaway that there was no hum of a crowd in the air. There was nothing in the air at all beyond a cold breeze that made his neck feel stiff.


The uniforms ran off ahead, while he and Stiles marched in step, both with their long strides. They said nothing as they walked, their ears pricked for warning signals. But none came. Only as they turned into Trafalgar Square did the scene present itself – and not as they had expected. There were far too many policemen; anyone would have thought it was a gathering of constables and sergeants. They slowed their pace as they approached what was a peaceful crowd. Flummoxed by the quiet, truncheons were stealthily replaced in their holsters and the uniforms stood around the edges of the people who were collected in the square. Their faces were turned in one direction: a man in a dark suit and white shirt, standing on a plinth beneath Nelson’s column, coal-black hair combed back and a full moustache, talking with great animation.


Stiles stopped and put his hands in his pockets, raising his eyebrows. ‘We’ve been had,’ he said.


‘Sir?’


But Stiles said no more, gesturing that Guy should follow him, and they ducked into the crowd, making their way closer to the man on the plinth. It was only when they were near that Guy realised it was Sir Oswald Mosley. He knew who he was, but not for the usual reasons – Guy was not interested in the minor machinations of politicians – but because Louisa had told him about the man that Nancy called ‘Sir Ogre’. He was Diana’s lover, though the pale woman standing close to him now, with two boys of around ten and twelve years old, was definitely not Mrs Guinness. Eight men in black shirts and dark grey trousers flanked them on either side, arms folded while their darting eyes belied their confident stance at the sight of all the police pouring into the square. Of the people watching, there were a few women here and there, like rogue poppies in a wheat field, but for the most part they were young men, in grey shirts and flannels, and only a few wore jackets. Guy wondered if they left their houses that morning in shirts and trousers? It seemed a strange decision, especially with the threat of a change in the weather at this time of year. Unless it was a collective choice, a uniform of sorts. That thought put Guy on edge, somehow. Uniforms on police and soldiers, even for firemen and nurses, were reassuring. On civilians, he wondered what they were trying to say and suspected it was more defence than protection.


There was a movement between some people on the right of Sir Oswald, and Guy saw him register it with a brief flicker of his

black eyes: Unity Mitford, her thick fair hair sticking out stiffly beneath her hat, her face expressionless but for parted lips as she gulped in big breaths. Behind her, standing awkwardly, shielding herself behind her statuesque sister, was Diana, her expression clear for all to see: total, unadulterated admiration.


Sir Oswald’s voice rose in volume; his jabs with pointed fingers were even more forceful. Guy tried to listen to what he was saying but couldn’t latch onto anything that made sense. Each sentence seemed disparate from the previous one, a series of instructions or exhortations to his followers, acknowledged by raised voices and the occasional clapping of hands. One thing was clear: Sir Ogre saw himself as a leader, the only one who could take the people out of the chaos and disorder that surrounded them. This made Guy laugh – everyone was standing quietly and listening, and they were surrounded by the well-organised ranks of the London Metropolitan Police. He quickly shut up when one or two of the folded-arm brigade turned their fierce gaze upon him.


Guy whispered to Stiles, ‘What do you think happened?’


Stiles gave a small shrug. ‘Who knows? My guess is that either someone from the BUF tipped off the police because they were expecting bigger numbers and didn’t want any fights, it being the first gathering outside, or one of their objectors wanted to rattle them and sent a false message to Scotland Yard.’


‘We must fight for the freedom of our speech,’ Mosley was saying. ‘We will resist the Communists who would inflict their vile oppression upon us. We will not give an inch. If they fight, then yes, my friends, we will fight back.’


At this, as if it were a signal, the guards unfolded their arms and Guy felt the crowd move, though whether it was forward

or backwards he couldn’t say. The flankers were agitated, their elbows jutting, their heads flicking to the side at the merest prompt. They looked ready for a fight. A cry went up near the front of the crowd, close to Mosley, followed swiftly by three or four voices shouting indistinctly. Hecklers, presumably, and only to be expected.


Mosley continued talking, but his gestures were edgy, his stance retreating into himself. The woman beside him pulled her boys in closer; her nervous smile had disappeared altogether. From various points in the crowds, a chant formed until the few objectors were singing loudly and in unison:




Hitler and Mosley, what are they for?


Thuggery, buggery, hunger and war!





Things descended into mayhem at speed then, as the fascists turned on the chanting men and women, fists flying and yells of indeterminate curses roaring above. Mosley stopped talking and Guy observed him gather his family around, before they were marched through the crowd and out to, presumably, a car that waited for them. Guy tried to find the Mitfords, but they, too, had vanished.


Stiles pulled at Guy’s arm. ‘Leave this to the uniforms,’ he shouted. ‘Follow me.’


As they pulled out of the serried ranks, Guy realised that most of the men were leaving with them. Only a few had chosen to stay behind and fight. He guessed that that was what they’d been after all along. Was that what Mosley had wanted, too? Guy hoped not, but it was an obvious tactic: create disorder and then be the one to create the order out of it.


Back at the car, Guy felt the oppressive tension fall away, and in spite of the chill air, he was sweating beneath his shirt. As if he had forgotten the fact and only now remembered it, Guy turned to Stiles.


‘It’s my wedding day, sir. I’d like to get back to my wife.’


Stiles smacked his hand on Guy’s back. ‘My lad, I’m sorry about what happened. But I don’t think we’ve seen the last of those bastards. It’s just as well we know what we’re up against.’


‘Sir.’


Stiles gave a wry smile. ‘Now’s not the time for lectures. Off you go. Good luck. I’ll see you on Monday morning.’


Guy looked at his watch. Only ninety minutes had passed since they’d left the party. Fingers crossed Louisa would still be at the pub. He would fetch her and, hang the expense, they’d take a taxi to the station and catch the train to Brighton. He knew she had a small suitcase packed and ready, and he didn’t need much beyond a toothbrush and razor. In a matter of hours, he would hold her close to him beneath the hotel bed sheets and the rest of the world could disappear. He would get back to rescuing it next week.









CHAPTER THREE
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23 May 1933


Louisa knocked on the side door of 26 Rutland Gate. The day before, a letter had arrived from Nancy asking Louisa to call in on a ‘matter of urgency’, without specifying what the matter was. Guy had teased that it was probably no more than a request for a seamstress, and Louisa had agreed. Even so, she could not help but answer the summons. Standing now, by the side door, she told herself that she was only there because she wanted to say hello to Nanny Blor first, not because she was avoiding the front entrance. She was no longer a servant but a married woman and almost-trained court stenographer, perfectly entitled to walk up the steps and knock the brass ring firmly. But she didn’t do it.


The door was opened by a young kitchen maid Louisa didn’t recognise, who admitted her readily. On asking, it turned out Nanny Blor was out with Debo, the youngest sister, and wouldn’t be back for an hour. Instead, after a few minutes Louisa was summoned up the stairs to the library. As she came in, she saw that Nancy was sitting on a comfortably stuffed sofa, a tray of tea

things before her already. The room was generously named: only one wall was lined with books, as Lord Redesdale was known in the family to have no interest in them. The story was that he had read one book before the war and thought it perfect, giving him no reason to make the attempt again.


It was warm, even for the month of May, yet Louisa knew the windows would have remained open by six inches even if a storm were blowing outside. It was the Mitford way. She had been connected to this family for such a long time now in one fashion or another, since 1920, and had known Nancy since she was a young girl of seventeen, barely emerging out of the nursery. Louisa herself had been but three years older, escaping a rogue uncle and a life in London that she had no longer wanted. Working as a nursery maid for Lord and Lady Redesdale had been more than a refuge: it had been her salvation. Through them, and their seven children, she had been witness to a world beyond the one her parents had decreed she should remain in. She knew now she had ambition, education and a social standing that while still firmly working class, allowed her and Guy to imagine a future that was different to that of their parents. Their children, should they be lucky enough to have any, would probably have a life even brighter and better.


All this, nonetheless, did not stop Louisa from feeling a certain habitual servitude around any of the Mitfords and she caught herself hesitating a fraction when Nancy asked her to sit down. Of all the sisters, Nancy was the one Louisa knew best. The eldest of the seven siblings was an astute observer of those around her – as Louisa had realised after reading her first novel, Christmas Pudding – but less inclined to give away her own intimate feelings. She was perhaps the most fun of them all, the most daring and the most gregarious, but she could be spiky, and Louisa had developed a thick skin against Nancy’s infamous teases. Yet there was an ease between the two of them, too. After all, she and Nancy practically found their way into adulthood together and there wasn’t much she didn’t know about her, even if Nancy knew less about Louisa. They hadn’t seen much of each other since Louisa’s wedding more than six months before, and she had no idea what this summons was about.


‘Lady Mosley has died,’ said Nancy, after she had poured out the tea and given Louisa a slice of fruitcake.


‘Oh,’ was all Louisa could think to reply. She wasn’t sure what response Nancy was hoping for.


‘Naturally, Diana is devastated.’


Louisa tried to work this one out. Lady Mosley was either Sir Oswald’s mother or his wife. Would either one’s death devastate Diana?


She must have shown her bewilderment on her face because Nancy put her cup and saucer down and said, with some impatience: ‘Diana’s divorce is about to go through. The last thing she wants is anyone thinking she is pleased about this.’


‘Yes, I see,’ said Louisa. She wasn’t sure she did.


‘And between you, me and the doorpost, I expect she worries about Sir O’s attention wandering. Now she’s no longer his mistress, he may find her less of a thrilling conquest.’


How repulsive, thought Louisa. ‘Mmm,’ was all she could manage, taking a bite of the cake to distract from her inability to say anything to this.


‘Anyway, the point is, Sir Ogre will have to be the grieving widower for a while, even if I admit he does seem genuinely upset. He and Diana have to be kept apart while her divorce goes through, so Lady Redesdale has suggested taking her away on a cruise for a few weeks.’


‘That’ll be lovely for them.’


Nancy gave a mock shudder. ‘Beastly things, being on a ship all day, no land in sight, unable to get away from ghastly Mr and Mrs Frightful-Bores as you walk around and around the deck. No, thank you. But it seems a good solution to the current predicament. Lady R wants to take Unity too. Unity is begging to go to a finishing school in Munich and they can deposit Decca in Paris on the way, as she’ll be there for a year. In short, the old Heart-of-Stone is having an about-turn and giving them a fond farewell.’ She picked up her cup again. ‘Not that the thought ever occurred to her about me. I was practically pushed out of the door at the first chance.’


It hadn’t been like that, but Louisa gave her a sympathetic look. Louisa had lost her closeness with her own mother after she left home. She knew her ma had been happy to see her daughter moving on in the world, yet it had separated them, too: Mrs Cannon felt unable to ask her daughter about the new things that preoccupied her, and Louisa worried that her decision to do things differently had been hurtful towards her parents’ own choices. It meant that they spoke about little beyond the weather and some shared memories.


‘I can’t go on the cruise because someone has to stay behind to keep an eye on things. Lord Redesdale spends almost no time at Swinebrook any more but is here in London, snoozing in a leather armchair in his club the whole day long.’


Swinebrook was Nancy’s name for the house that Lord Redesdale had built. They had all loved Asthall Manor, the place where Louisa had first gone to work for them, and she couldn’t blame them for missing it. The new place was, by all accounts, as aesthetically pleasing as a dog kennel, and as hospitable. Nanny Blor had told Louisa that her jug of water for washing in the bedroom often froze overnight in the winter.


‘Which means someone had better go down there now and then to check Nanny Blor and Debo aren’t languishing alone,’ continued Nancy. ‘Besides, I can’t go swanning off, I have to earn my living these days. I’m still writing dross for The Lady, but they do pay and allow one to have more than two evening dresses in the wardrobe. And I can’t leave Hamish behind.’


Nancy’s five-year engagement to Hamish St Clair Erskine showed no sign yet of coming to its natural conclusion. Whether that was marriage or a break-up was anyone’s guess. Louisa knew what the family wanted for Nancy – and it wasn’t to see her walk down the aisle towards him.


Louisa had eaten all her cake some time ago and was appalled to feel her stomach rumble. She’d worked through her lunch hour in order to leave early to make this appointment with Nancy. She thought perhaps she would stop off at the butcher’s on the way home and surprise Mrs Sullivan by cooking everyone’s supper that evening.


‘Lou-Lou?’ Nancy clicked her fingers. ‘You went off somewhere else there.’


Louisa snapped into focus. ‘Sorry. You were saying?’


‘I think you should accompany my mother on the cruise. I know you’re not Diana’s lady’s maid any more, but perhaps as a sort of paid holiday you could be one for Lady R for a few weeks? It’s simply too much to ask for her to manage Diana, Unity and Decca. You know how they can be.’


Louisa looked out of the window; the sky was overcast and people walked past pulling their collars up against a wind that appeared to have got up.


‘I believe they’re taking the train from Victoria to Paris, then on again to Venice, where they’ll meet the boat. It stops at various places in Italy and Greece before it comes back to Venice three weeks later for the Orient Express home. What do you say?’


Louisa regarded Nancy’s pleading expression, her well-coiffed curls that framed a heart-shaped face, her silk shirt and light woollen skirt, her fashionable square heels. She thought of her own shabby coat hanging in the hall and a hat that hadn’t been replaced for three years (she couldn’t wear her wedding hat every day). Louisa had avidly pored over books of maps and paintings in the Asthall library when she first went to work for the Mitfords, dreaming of what she would do before she began to think of settling down with a family of her own. The fact was, for all of the changes in the world in the last decade alone – the Amy Johnsons who co-piloted planes and Roald Amundsens who explored the Arctic – the chance to go abroad for any length of time, in a degree of comfort, was beyond reach for the likes of her. The Mitfords had taken her to Dieppe, and she had been to Paris and Venice when Diana’s lady’s maid. She yearned to feel the warmth of the Mediterranean sun on her face again but she bore the guilt of Guy’s salary reduced by the cost of her training.


‘Thank you, Miss Nancy, it’s kind of you to think of me,’ said Louisa carefully. ‘But no, I’m afraid I can’t. It would be a wonderful opportunity for someone but not, this time, for me.’


She was as polite as she could be, but she had to be firm. Louisa wouldn’t ever be a servant again. Never, not for a thousand pounds a day, not for all the olives in Italy.









CHAPTER FOUR


[image: image]


After Louisa had turned down Nancy’s request, there had been an awkwardness between them that could not be quickly resolved, and Louisa made her excuses. She left through the front door, the same maid showing her out, and as Louisa descended the steps she saw a maroon-coloured motor car pull up. A Jaguar? She was never too sure of cars, but it was what she knew anyone would call ‘a beauty’. Diana was in the passenger seat, dressed in black, a black slouch hat pulled down to shield most of her face, but there was no disguising her now-famed beauty. The driver was a man Louisa recognised as Diana’s friend Cecil Beaton, a raffish type who took endless photographs of their crowd, often printed alongside Nancy’s anonymous party reports for the Tatler. Not wishing to see Diana today, given the conversation with Nancy, Louisa hurried off down the street. As she did so, she noticed another car pull up a hundred yards on. This driver looked familiar too, but she couldn’t be sure if she knew him or if he had the sort of face that could have belonged to a number of men. He returned her glance, but he did not show that he knew her and she thought she must have been mistaken as she hurried down to her bus stop at Scotch Corner.


At Hammersmith, Louisa got off earlier than usual, making a detour to the butcher’s only to find that it was shut. Early closing on a Wednesday. She hadn’t realised. The thought flashed through her mind that her mother-in-law wouldn’t have been caught out in the same way. Perhaps Mrs Sullivan had been doing more than her fair share of the cooking. After all, she spent her days looking after her fading husband, an exhausting and never-ending task. Louisa sympathised. In spite of her training and the licence it gave her to get out of the house, there was a monotony to the family’s routine that she wanted to interrupt. Determined to see the thing through, Louisa went into the grocer’s instead and picked up two tins of corned beef, potatoes, carrots, a cauliflower and half a pound of Cheddar cheese. A treat. Mrs Sullivan might have some of these ingredients at home already, but she wanted Guy to know that she had planned and prepared the supper herself to give him something special. Or as special as she could make it, anyway. Half the problem was that all those years with the Mitfords had eroded what little ability she’d had to cook, what with Mrs Stobie sending up every meal to the nursery. Diana always hired extremely competent cooks too, giving the servants a taste for fine food. When living alone, Louisa had subsisted off toast and tinned soup.


But opening the door of the brick terrace, Louisa heard shouting from the front room and stopped. Something told her that she should interrupt, before she heard something she wouldn’t want to hear. Still, she hesitated, her ear at the door.


Mrs Sullivan’s voice was shrill. ‘I notice she’s quite happy to call herself your wife when it suits her. Not so much when it comes to her duties.’


Guy’s reply was quieter, firmer, nevertheless edged with exasperation. ‘It’s 1933, Ma. Wives don’t have duties.’


‘I don’t see why not,’ his mother fired back. ‘When I married your father, I was happy to cook and clean. I was proud to be Mrs Sullivan.’


‘Louisa is proud.’


‘Oh no, it’s not good enough for her, the honest work of a housewife. She has to go out to work, doesn’t she?’


‘Ma …’


‘Even then’ – Louisa could picture her mother-in-law wagging her finger at her son, a good six inches taller than her – ‘she says she’s going out to work, but she’s not bringing any money in! She’s training. You, poor boy, must support all four of us—’


‘That’s enough …’


Louisa decided she agreed, and pushed the door open.


Mrs Sullivan glared at Louisa and, without saying hello, walked into the kitchen, where she could soon be heard banging pots and pans as she took them out of the cupboard. Guy, flushed, looked at Louisa sorrowfully.


‘Why are you home early?’ She was annoyed to have been caught with her bag of shopping, as if he’d see how the magic trick worked.


Guy looked in the direction of the kitchen, where the sound of the tap running at full steam could be heard. ‘I got a telephone call from Ma.’


‘A telephone call?’ The house didn’t have a telephone. It would have meant Mrs Sullivan going to the post office or walking three streets away to use the phone box. Neither of which seemed likely unless it had been a dire emergency. Louisa almost dropped the shopping as a thought occurred to her.


‘Your father? Where is he?’


‘He’s fine. At least, he is now.’ The last of the fight puffed out of Guy and he slumped into the chair by the fire, swept clean of its ashes, the grating efficiently blacked. ‘He’s upstairs now, but he went missing earlier. Ma had gone next door to talk to Mrs Ratchett and she thinks she must not have closed the door properly. She was going frantic looking for him and telephoned me rather than calling the police.’


‘You are the police.’


Guy took his glasses off to clean them. ‘Yes, I was able to tell Stiles what had happened and he was most understanding.’


‘Where was he, then? Your dad?’


‘In the pub, nursing a pint of bitter. An old pal of his recognised him and stood him the drink. If you ask me, he was enjoying feeling like his old self again. But it rattled Mother, she was frightened by it and …’


‘What?’ Louisa kneeled down beside Guy and put her hand on his arm. ‘I heard something when I came in. You can tell me.’


‘No, I shan’t. Fear makes people angry. Whatever you heard, she didn’t mean it.’


At that second, there was a loud crash that sounded like a wrecking ball coming through the kitchen window but was probably only a roasting tray dropping on the tiled floor.


‘I see.’ Louisa leaned back slightly on her heels. Her thighs were aching and the room was too warm. She thought of the cheese sweating in its brown paper wrapping.


‘She’s old, she’s tired and she’s afraid. She doesn’t know what’s going to happen to Dad; doesn’t know what will happen to her when he goes.’


Louisa knew he was right, but she felt humiliated. She gestured to the shopping bag, which had slumped over, the cauliflower peeking out of the opening, like a tease, threatening to roll out through the front door and into the freedom of the streets. She knew how it felt.


‘Look. I’ve bought supper. I was going to cook it for you tonight, as a surprise. A treat.’


Louisa saw Guy consider his reply, which irked. ‘Thank you. You don’t have to make these gestures. I know when your training is done you’ll earn good money. I am proud of you.’


She knew he meant it.


‘It’s only …’ He glanced at the kitchen door. ‘I’m trying to keep the peace here.’


‘You want me to apologise to her?’


‘No. Yes.’ Guy took her hands. ‘Talk to her. She likes you, you know she does.’


‘I’ve done my fair share of hard work.’ She was defensive, but Louisa thought of her own mother, her back straining under the loads of laundry she carried from the big houses she worked for, the sheets that would be strung up in their front room.


‘I know you have,’ said Guy. ‘Like I said, I’m proud. I married you because I believe in you and I know we want the same things. I’m sorry we have to live here, with my parents. I know that’s hard on you. I promise we’ll be a family of our own, soon.’


Louisa took her hands from him and stood up. Her thighs were burning. ‘Is that what this is all about?’ She looked at him as if trying to read behind his eyes. ‘I don’t want to have a baby.’ She stopped. It wasn’t quite what she meant, but she knew it was too late.


‘You don’t want children?’ Guy stood up too, somehow taller and thinner than ever, a balloon with no air.


Louisa looked at him sadly. ‘I do, Guy. I do want children, but not now. I don’t see the rush, that’s all.’


‘You’re thirty-two years old.’


‘Does that make me over the hill?’


‘No, my darling, no it doesn’t. But it makes it more difficult.’ Guy was whispering now, though Mrs Sullivan had at last had the tact to close the kitchen door. The row was no longer about her. ‘I want us to be a family. That’s all. I love you.’ He pulled Louisa towards him and she didn’t resist, but she didn’t put her arms around him either. She felt flat, and sad.


‘What if I can’t?’


‘Then we’ll be together and we’ll love each other. But I’m sure you can.’


He kissed her on the forehead and Louisa closed her eyes.
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