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CHAPTER ONE
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Tuesday night at the Guinness’s dance at the height of the London season began in an entirely predictable manner. No one was to know it would end with a dead body.


Louisa Cannon was working as a maid in the kitchens of Grosvenor Place, a temporary state of affairs, as she frequently reminded herself. She knew there was honour in her labour but, truthfully, she had wanted to leave her career as a servant behind. Still, needs must and rent had to be paid. After a long winter, the blossom in Hyde Park had come out in full bloom and soon afterwards so had the debutantes, ready to twirl their way through the season as decoratively as any well-tended perennials. Their husband-hunting was of no interest to Louisa, but the accompanying social whirl created extra work for a few months, which suited her perfectly.


On this particular June evening, the hostess, Lady Evelyn, had decorated her house in a medieval style, with posies of summer wildflowers thrust into pewter pots and dotted throughout, instead of the tall stems of roses commonly seen in the dining rooms of Mayfair. Smoke-blackened beams had been nailed to the ceilings and the rooms were lit with low-watt yellow bulbs in sham dripping candles, while the fireplaces smouldered and smoked rather than blazed. The resulting glow threw a flattering light on even the most decrepit dowager’s décolletage. Louisa had been sent up the stairs and through the green baize door to retrieve a footman whom the housekeeper had spotted mistakenly taking up a tray of devils-on-horseback too early; they were intended for the ‘breakfast’, which would be served at one o’clock in the morning. It was now a few minutes to midnight, and Louisa was trying, as unobtrusively as possible, to find the elusive footman. There were several large rooms around the central hall, each of which were crammed with people in the half-light. She was walking through the library when she saw someone that made her freeze: Nancy Mitford.


Nancy was standing with her younger sister, Diana. It had been a few years since Louisa had last seen them, and while Nancy was almost unchanged, Diana was not. Her beauty, which as a young girl had been lightly sketched on her face, had developed into an oil painting, with masterful strokes of pale pink and cream. They were talking to a man rather intently and didn’t notice their former nursery maid hiding behind a pillar. Perhaps she should have said hello but they looked so magnificent and confident, Louisa didn’t want them to see her in a maid’s uniform. So far as they knew, she had gone to London to live as an independent, successful and modern woman. She knew her letters to Nancy had done little to betray this vision.


‘If you were a biscuit,’ Nancy said to the man, ‘you would be a ginger nut.’


‘How so?’


‘You seem wholesome but every bite snaps and you have a fiery aftertaste.’


He smiled and took a sip of his gin cocktail. ‘I can live with that. You would be a chocolate éclair. Every mouthful of you is delicious but terribly messy.’


‘I’m not sure whether to be shocked or delighted.’


‘The perfect response.’


Diana struck a pose, her long neck twisted, her back arched. ‘What am I, Mr Meyer?’


Louisa watched him regard her before he spoke slowly. ‘A Florentine. Beautiful, but brittle.’


Diana straightened out and stepped back. ‘I’m not at all sure that I—’


‘Sshh. Look. There’s Bryan Guinness.’ Nancy jerked her chin in the direction of a slight young man on the other side of the room, talking in an exaggerated fashion to a woman who was holding an ear trumpet.


Diana reached out to a passing footman and nabbed a champagne coupe. ‘What of it?’


‘Don’t be obtuse, you’ve been dancing with him all summer. It’s quite clear what your feelings are.’ Nancy took the glass from Diana’s hand. ‘And no more of this. You’re only seventeen, two glasses are quite enough.’


Diana bared her teeth in mock anger but gave it up easily enough. ‘I’m eighteen in three days and he’s a superb dancer, that’s why he’s on my card so often, but fine. I’ll go and say hello.’ She wandered off. Louisa retreated further into the shadows. She really should try to slip away but she felt a compulsion to listen.


Nancy scoffed at Diana’s retreating figure then stopped abruptly.


‘Are you pouting?’ Mr Meyer asked, a shocked expression on his face, though Louisa suspected he might be exaggerating for effect.


‘Don’t. It’s shaming enough having a younger sister who has all of London gawking at her beauty without her getting married off to a man as rich as Croesus before I’ve so much as had a sniff of a proposal. Besides, Muv would never allow it.’


‘Why ever not?’


‘Too much money. It’s ruinous.’


‘Well, I know how I—’


‘Yes, yes, we know. Grapes and chaise-longues. You’re so provincial.’


There was an awkward pause before he tried another conversational tack. ‘Isn’t this a repulsive party? What are you going to say about it?’


‘I don’t know. It’s all the usual gang. Oh, look, there’s Evelyn Waugh.’ Her face had brightened. ‘A promising novelist. Only, I’ve written that before. The Mulloneys are supposed to be here, they might be good for a story.’


‘Who are they?’


‘Kate and Shaun Mulloney, very good-looking, very amusing.’ She gave a sigh. ‘Only, there’s nothing more to say about them already. We’ve got weeks left of this yet.’ Her mouth returned to its sulky droop.


Mr Meyer was of a good height and his slim figure and well-cut clothes might have picked him out for attention, but his face, though attractive when looked at directly, had evenly spaced, unmemorable features. Louisa wondered if she’d seen him before or if he just had a face that made one think that. She watched as he scanned the room and ran off the roll of names. ‘Princess Mary, Lady Lascelles, the Duke and Duchess of Abercorn, the Duchess of Devonshire – beautifully dressed tonight, as I suppose she should be as she is—’


Nancy chimed in and they said together: ‘The Mistress of the Robes to Queen Mary.’


He sniggered. ‘Why the richest woman in England must have a job bemuses me. The Duchess of Portland, the Duchess of Rutland …’ He trailed off.


‘It isn’t a job. It’s the most senior role for a woman in the Royal Household.’ Louisa recognized Nancy’s father in these comments. For all the rows they’d had, they were as one when it came to protocol.


‘Thank you, ma’am,’ said Mr Meyer, doffing an imaginary cap. ‘If I were the richest woman in England I’d be on my proverbial chaise-longue having grapes fed into my mouth one by one by an obliging young Adonis in a toga, not sucking up to the royally dried-out prune.’


Nancy didn’t respond to this. She had heard it before.


‘I suppose I had better telephone some of this through,’ she said instead. ‘My editor will be champing. I don’t know that either of us are going to stick this. And I’m going to go and talk to Bryan. See if I can’t put a spanner in the works.’


She wandered off, presumably to find a telephone and call the society magazine that she had told Louisa had obligingly taken her on for a few diary pieces, though she had not yet earned enough money, she had admitted, to merit the tiresomeness of friends who mimed buttoning their lips every time she came near.


Abandoned, Mr Meyer stuck his hands in both his pockets and wandered through to the ballroom and Louisa, having spotted the errant footman at last, did not follow.


*


Below the ballroom floor, the servants’ quarters were no less a hive of orchestrated movements. The workers could hear a faint echo of the jazz beats above but there was no time to stand and listen. A stream of footmen, many brought in specially for the evening, went up and came back down the stairs with silver salvers with which to hand around or collect glasses. In the kitchen, the assistant cook and the maids had prepared and cleared up the dinner that the family and a few friends had before the dance began but the night was not yet over for them. Now there was the breakfast to prepare. Trays of bacon lay ready for crisping in the lower ovens of the range and a maid stood by a huge mixing bowl into which she had been tasked with cracking a hundred and fifty eggs. On the high wooden table that dominated the room there sat slabs of butter which needed to be shaved off and rolled into pats, and loaves of bread to be sliced and toasted. A vat of saffron-yellow kedgeree was already warming, someone stirring it continuously to stop the rice from sticking to the bottom. The room was hot from the ovens and the steam, and there was a constant cacophony of clattering saucepans as the scullery maid washed up, with orders shouted over the top of it all.


With all this stage-managed chaos going on it perhaps wasn’t surprising that only Louisa heard someone knocking at the back door. She looked around and as she could see neither the housekeeper nor the cook, she went to open it herself. A man stood there, his hands stuck in his coat pockets, a pork pie hat firmly jammed on his head, despite it being a warm night. He looked in need of a bath and he stared at her intently. Louisa wondered if she had sixpence to send him away with but he wasn’t asking for bread or money. ‘I’m a friend of Ronan’s,’ he mumbled.


Louisa was confused. ‘Sorry?’


That seemed to throw him, too. ‘Aincha Rose?’


Louisa was trying to think who Rose might be – she didn’t know the names of everyone working there that night – when a girl pushed past her, flustered. ‘Thanks, Miss,’ she said, ‘this is for me.’ When Louisa didn’t move, momentarily unsure what was happening, the girl looked at the man and said firmly, ‘I’m Rose,’ then repeated to Louisa, ‘Thank you.’ She was younger than Louisa, afraid to dismiss her but clearly wanting her to go away.


‘Of course,’ said Louisa and walked off but she turned around just in time to see the man hand a small package to Rose, which she quickly put in her apron pocket.


Shortly after this, two young maids were walking through the kitchen, their thin arms each carrying an overloaded tray of dirty glasses, when they were spotted by Mrs Norris, the housekeeper. She called out to them and they stood to attention. Dark circles bloomed deep below their eyes – Louisa knew they had to have been up since half past five that morning, working to ready the house for the party. Mrs Norris sighed at the sight of them. ‘You had better get going to bed, girls. We’ll need you up early in the morning to put everything straight.’


‘Thank you, Mrs Norris,’ they chirruped as they put the trays down by the sink. Before leaving the kitchen, the housekeeper gave a nod to Louisa, a companionable greeting that accorded her a small measure of respect. Louisa looked around at the people working, each one busy at their task, and gave a little inward smile. Yes, the money was needed but so, too, was the company.


Louisa caught sight of the two young maids winking at their fellow worker cracking the eggs, as one of them stole a few devils-on-horseback off the tray. It earned them a shout from the assistant cook – ‘Oi, them’s for young Mr Guinness!’ – before they raced off up the back stairs. She lost sight of them then, and felt a pang as they ran, giggling together. It had been a while since she’d enjoyed such easy friendship.


Despite their sore feet, the sound of the music and chatter as they moved through the back stairs of the house enlivened the two girls. At one point, they glimpsed the ladies in fine dresses with beads that shimmered as their bodies dipped and swayed. Dot nudged Elizabeth in the side. ‘Imagine having a dress like that,’ she whispered, her eyes on a gold and silver fringed number. Elizabeth grinned and stifled a giggle.


On the fourth floor, they found their friend, Nora, a scullery maid, also on her way to bed. The three of them stood together for a moment, their ears cocked as the music faintly reached them. Elizabeth began to regale them with their tale of the dancing. ‘I think we saw the Prince of Wales,’ she said at the end.


‘You never,’ said Nora, punching her in the arm, though her wide eyes betrayed a question. They might have, mightn’t they? Their master and mistress were richer than they knew was possible and all kinds of toffs came through the front door that was polished daily.


‘We can look at them,’ said Elizabeth suddenly. She inclined her head toward the large skylight, set inside a square of railings on their landing. ‘There’s a little hole there, in the middle, look.’


The other girls leaned over the railing. ‘We can’t see from here,’ said Nora, her bottom lip pushing out. She was tired and quite hungry, and on top of that she felt frustrated to have missed the show. As if she’d gone to the Regal Cinema in Marble Arch and been forced to stand outside the door and listen to everyone roaring with laughter at the moving pictures.


Dot was eighteen years old, older than the other maids, and inclined to feel that she was responsible for them. Some were as young as fourteen when they began work in the house and they missed their older sisters when they arrived – the ones who had usually brought them up, while the mothers were busy with the babies – and Dot liked to be the one who showed them both affection and discipline, to help them grow up quicker. She opened the gate.


Nora put her hand over her mouth and cried out, ‘What are you doing?’


‘It’s fine,’ said Dot. ‘I’ll hold on to the railing. We can just lean out a bit further and look through the hole. Don’t you want to see the Prince of Wales?’


‘He ain’t there,’ said Nora. She looked on the verge of tears. ‘Supposing Mrs Norris comes up here.’


‘She won’t come up,’ said Elizabeth. ‘She’s still working.’


Dot went through the gate, her hands holding on to the railing behind her, her feet on tiptoes at the edges. Heat had risen through her suddenly and sweat had broken out on her forehead, which she wiped with her arm. Beneath the sheen, her skin was paler than the ivory ribbon threaded through her cap. Elizabeth, screwed-up courage written on her face, went through the gate as well. Nora kept hoping one of them would cry off so she could too. Something made her turn to the side and she saw another maid coming up the stairs, one she didn’t recognize as living in the house. She hoped she wouldn’t tell on them.


Dot bent her knees and twisted her body slightly, one hand holding on to the railing behind her, the other pressing on the skylight. The shadows moved beneath the opaque glass, the lights blurred like fireflies in the night. She let out a small gasp as her hand on the railing slipped momentarily, but she said no more and held on, as resolute as she was when blacking a grate.


Elizabeth was beside her now, bent too, and with one hand about to lean upon the glass. The music reverberated in their ears as they leaned further forward, and there was a tantalising view of the men and women below, smoking and laughing louder than the hyenas in London Zoo.


At half past midnight, the message went out round the kitchen that breakfast was soon to be served and Louisa was sent back upstairs again by the assistant cook to let the footmen know they would be needed for the synchronised delivery of kedgeree and scrambled eggs.


In the central hall, into which the stairs from the servants’ quarters emerged, a steady stream of people entered and exited, either coming from or moving on to another party in London. A night during the Season was like Snakes and Ladders, sliding from Knightsbridge to Mayfair and then back again on a roll of the dice. Standing by the stairs, Louisa was surprised to see the maid from earlier, Rose, talk briefly to someone she recognized: Clara Fischer, one of Nancy’s friends from years before. She was a pretty actress in the Clara Bow mould and one of the few of the inner circle that had talked to Louisa and not barked orders at her. Idling for the moment, Louisa watched as Rose disappeared back into the crowd before Clara handed her drink for a man to hold while she rifled through her evening bag; he had slicked-back hair and sapphire-blue eyes that looked about him and never at Clara. Louisa decided now would not be the moment to say hello to Miss Fischer; she was American and would have forgiven a maid greeting her at a party but the man might not. As she stirred herself to find more footmen, Nancy approached the pair and Louisa heard her call out ‘Shaun, darling’, which made him almost drop the glasses he held in each hand. He must be the glamorous man Nancy had been talking about earlier.


Still not wishing to be seen by her former charge, Louisa left them to go from there and through the ballroom, tapping a footman or two, then on to a small hall where the women would sit out the next dance if their cards hadn’t been filled. It was brighter here than the rest of the house thanks to its high cream walls and a ceiling with a large skylight set with opaque glass so that one couldn’t see the floors above. A chandelier hung from the middle of it on a long chain, its glass drops seemingly suspended in the air.


Somehow, above the chatter and the music, Louisa was sure she heard a creak from above, followed sharply by a cry. She was puzzled to see shadows moving across the glass. There was more than one and they were too big to be the house’s pet cats, surely. Were those people on the glass? It couldn’t be nearly strong enough to hold anyone. Louisa looked frantically about her, not knowing what she was hoping to see – something to catch them? Should she shout? But she didn’t want to cause a scene, it might be someone fixing something and it could be terribly embarrassing if—


Without realising, Louisa had been moving as she was looking up, and she felt someone grip her arm. It was Mr Meyer, though of course he did not know her name. ‘Watch out,’ he said. He looked up, following her eyeline, and gave a gasp. ‘What’s up there?’


‘I don’t know,’ she said, her pulse racing.


Before either of them could warn the others there was a crash, then a fast-moving, horrible sound as shards scattered everywhere, hands flew to faces and men threw their arms around the bare shoulders of the women, before the most sickening and terrible sound of all – a body hitting the floor.


There lay a young maid, absolutely dead.


Up above them another girl clung to the chandelier, blood pouring down her china-white face, her eyes squeezed tightly shut, her mouth a silent black hole.




CHAPTER TWO
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For a second, every person in the hall stood still, petrified by the sight of the inert maid lying in the broken glass, her body twisted like a vine, blood pouring out from beneath her skull. As if in jest, the music and the chatter continued loudly next door; then, as the guests close by the maid stirred to action, the noise lowered until it completely stopped. In the echoing silence, several people ran to the body, covering it with a coat and shouting for someone to call an ambulance, someone get upstairs, someone fetch the housekeeper, someone find Mr Guinness. Somehow, in all the commotion, further servants and guests ran up the stairs and the second maid was rescued; she had been wounded by the broken glass, and was clinging on to the chain, her fingers stiff with fright. Some women had burst into tears and were being comforted; one had been removed to another room in order to hide her hysterics. The hubbub from the ballroom started up again, louder than before, but the music remained quelled.


Bryan Guinness, a narrow figure in white tie, with dark eyes set in a face that had a high forehead but otherwise perfectly proportioned features, had been the first in his family to react to the waves of alarm coming from the hall. He ran straight there, handed his drink to a friend, and knelt beside the body, seemingly not caring that the broken glass might shred his trousers and cut his knees. ‘What happened? What happened?’ he asked, staring at the white faces of the men and women around him.


An older man gripped him firmly by the elbow and pulled him up. ‘Seems the young girls must have been trying to look at the party through the skylight, and fallen through.’


‘She’s dead?’


The man nodded and Bryan grimaced. ‘Poor girl.’


In the next few minutes, his parents rushed to the scene, leading Bryan away as quickly as they could, encouraging the rest to follow. Two footmen were recruited to shield the maid’s body from the party until the ambulance arrived – thankfully soon – to take her away, along with the second maid, who was shaking uncontrollably in spite of the enormous blanket that was wrapped around her. Lady Evelyn and Walter Guinness stood by the door to see out their guests as they left, apologising over and again for the shock and upset.


Guy Sullivan stood on the black and white marble floor of the hall of Grosvenor Place and marvelled at the coolness of the atmosphere. Outside, he had been sweating in his suit, though at least he was spared the indignity of the year-round wool uniform his colleagues suffered. Up above him, the skylight still showed the signs of its brutal smash the night before, with a chain hanging uselessly through it, the chandelier no longer attached to the end. Below, around him, it was as if nothing had happened, let alone a fatality. The place was gleaming with cleanliness, there were flowers everywhere and sunlight shone through the windows. While his superior, Detective Inspector Stiles, interviewed Mr Guinness, Guy had been taken on a tour of the servants’ quarters below stairs, on to the back stairs and up to the fourth-floor landing. A servant’s life was nothing so much as a continuous journey up and down steps, he thought. A close examination of the railing around the skylight had yielded nothing suspicious – it was as secure as a prison gate. Now, he was holding in his hand a list of the guests who had been there that night and his eye had just fallen on that of the Hons. Nancy and Diana Mitford of 26 Rutland Gate.


He hadn’t seen either of them for over two years, when he had been at their parents’ house in Oxfordshire, investigating a murder. That is, he hadn’t been there officially, but he had discovered the culprit and the successful result had ensured his quick referral to the CID. Diana had been a young girl of fifteen then but Nancy he’d known a little better, from earlier still, when she was a debutante, emerging from the nursery but chaperoned by her former nursery maid, Louisa Cannon.


Louisa. The thought of her had never lost the power to stop Guy in his tracks, even though she had disappeared from view. He couldn’t understand it: they’d been friends for so long, even if he’d always hoped it would turn to more. They had met in inauspicious circumstances, when Louisa had jumped from a moving train, escaping her uncle, Stephen. She’d been in distress but in spite of her scuffed clothes and wrecked hat, the first thing Guy had noticed was how pretty she was; then he’d admired her fighting spirit. After that, they had become close, as circumstances conspired to bring them together again. Still, though she could be exasperating, never quite seeming to make up her mind what she thought about him, they had never lost touch altogether – until recently.


So far as Guy knew, Louisa had planned to leave her job with the Mitford girls’ parents, Lord and Lady Redesdale, in order to return to London and find work; she had been ambitious to be more than a servant. Not knowing where she’d gone, he’d written to her at Asthall Manor, hoping that if Louisa was no longer there that his letters would be forwarded. But he’d never heard back and could only assume that she’d requested his letters not be passed to her. Or simply not replied. She’d probably met someone and got married and not wanted to tell him. He could understand that; he’d made his feelings about her clear, even when he was unsure that she felt the same.


A thump on his shoulder shook Guy from his reminiscences. ‘Righto, back to the station. Better write this up, get it all ready for the inquest. Gather it’s happening in the next couple of days or so.’


DI Stiles was, in spite of his heavy hand, tall and lean, always dressed in a pale grey suit with a pastel-coloured tie. Standing together, the contrast between him and Guy couldn’t have been sharper. They shared the same height and narrow frame, but the similarities ended there, at Guy’s thick, round glasses and amiable smile. Stiles’s silver hair was slicked back till it shone and his moustache could have been painted on. It was rumoured that the man he lived with was not his brother. Guy liked him chiefly because he wasn’t snooty, even if he looked it. In fact, Stiles was distinctly unimpressed by anything he deemed snobbish and had taken a shine to Guy. In the last few months they had formed what amounted to an unofficial partnership, though Guy couldn’t entirely rule out the idea that this was largely down to the fact that he was more willing than Stiles to complete the necessary legwork of a case, particularly when Stiles had a drink on offer.


True to form, the next thing Stiles said was: ‘Don’t mind if I hand over my notes to you, do you, old boy? I’ve got a longstanding at the Dog and Duck in about half an hour.’


‘No problem, sir,’ said Guy, knowing this was his cue to leave Grosvenor Place and return to the station alone.


Next morning at Pavilion Road, the Knightsbridge station to which Guy had been attached when promoted to detective sergeant, he dutifully typed up the notes made by him and Stiles. It looked to be a straightforward, if tragic, case. Earlier, Guy had interviewed Elizabeth, the maid who had survived the accident. Though still visibly distressed, no blame could be laid at her feet. She had described how she and Dot had wanted to look at the women’s fine dresses and had crept out on to the skylight, to peer through the gap in the glass. But for a slip of the fingers, they might have had their moment of fun and that would have been the end of it. Instead, it had led to death. A brief conversation with the third maid, Nora, had confirmed her statement. There was only one thing she had said that niggled at Guy: she had seen a fourth maid come up on the landing, someone she hadn’t recognized. ‘She wasn’t one of the live-ins,’ Nora had said, ‘probably one of the maids borrowed for the party. But I don’t know what she was doing up there. I didn’t see her after the girls fell.’ Whoever this maid was, she could be an important witness. He would have to check against the names of all the staff on the list that the housekeeper had given him, and that would take time: there had been over sixty people working there that night, the vast majority of them drafted in only for that party. Then again, given that the inquest was likely to conclude an accidental death with no suspicious circumstances, he thought it unlikely he’d be given permission to do this.


Then something happened that Guy couldn’t have called a stroke of luck exactly – that would have presumed a happy turn of events. DI Stiles came over and handed him a telephone number, for a pub in Yorkshire, the Queen Victoria. Guy was to call the number and leave a message for a Mr Albert Morgan with a time that Mr Morgan could call him back. ‘It was given to me because I’m leading the inquiry into the maid’s death but I’ve got to go out,’ said Stiles with a wink. ‘Do it for me, would you?’


Guy was intrigued: he did as he was asked and at noon they spoke. Mr Morgan had a distinctive accent, and he sounded distressed. He started talking about how he was a simple farmer and had no understanding of London folk until Guy had to press him to tell him what the phone call was about.


‘It’s my daughter, Rose. She’s gone missing. Her mam and me, we’ve not heard from her and she’s not shown up at work. Someone from the big house she works fer called us and asked us if she’d come home, but she in’t here.’


Guy took down some details: Rose worked as a maid for a Lady Delaney at 11 Wilton Crescent, she’d been there a year. But she’d gone to work at a big party a few nights ago. ‘The housekeeper told us there was a terrible accident at the party, a maid died. It weren’t Rose, I know that, but she’s not been seen since.’ The father’s voice threatened to crack but he recovered his stoic tone fast. ‘It’s not like her not to let us know where she is. She knows we worry about her being in the city. We just want to tell her she can come home, we won’t be angry. She’s only seventeen, not much more than a lass.’


Guy reassured him he’d do everything he could to find her. ‘I’m sure she’s safe and well, Mr Morgan, and I’ll keep in touch. Can I call this number when I need to talk to you?’


‘Aye, someone here will tek a message to me or the missus and one of us will call you back. We’ve no telephone at the farm. I don’t hold with them usually but I’m glad for it now.’


Guy thanked him and repeated his assurances. Privately he wondered if he could be so sure that the young Rose was safe and well somewhere. He shook his head sadly as he put the phone down; his work as a policeman had taught him that life could be brutish and short. In spite of his grand age – nearing thirty – Guy was not yet married and still lived in the house in which he’d been born. It was hard to leave when he worried about how his mother was coping. His father was alive but losing his mind, and she spent her days worrying about him, unable to leave him for more than a minute for fear he’d let himself out of the front door and walk into the road, never to find his way home again. Guy, the last at home out of the four brothers, was the only one to give her some respite, allowing her a breather to get to the shops or pop out to see one of the neighbours.


Even so, his mother loved him and wanted the best for her son. Perhaps it was time he did something about the lack he felt in his life and moved towards the place he really wanted to be. It was time, he decided, to get married. And he knew exactly the woman to ask.




CHAPTER THREE
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A week or so after the Guinness party, Louisa Cannon was standing on the pavement outside the Albert Hall, wishing she had worn a lighter coat. She’d have liked to cross the road, kick her shoes and stockings off, and walk on the grass. It had been a wet June but when July arrived, the heat had come with it. On the other hand, she was looking forward to seeing Nancy and Diana. She looked at her watch and smiled. Ten minutes late already.


Louisa had been their nursery maid for more than five years but had left over two years ago at the start of 1926 to pursue a career in London, a city that had changed in those years since the war, offering new and better jobs for her kind than had ever existed for her mother’s generation. Louisa had moved into a room in Chelsea, close by where she had grown up, though Mrs Cannon had long left to live with Louisa’s aunt in Suffolk. Her father had died years ago. There was hardly anybody from her old life around any more, only her friend Jennie, but they met rarely. Even less since Jennie had married and had a baby.


At first, Louisa had taken any odd job she could, not wanting to commit to any live-in servant work in the hopes of something more interesting coming her way. At the start, she had applied for training as a policewoman but had been turned down, peremptorily and quickly. There had been one or two minor charges of theft when she was younger and under the influence of her uncle Stephen, but Louisa had crossed her fingers, hoping either that they hadn’t kept a record or that they would overlook them – considering the assistance she had given the police since then – but it seemed neither was the case. She had thought about arguing that it ‘takes one to know one’ when it comes to catching criminals but suspected that this wouldn’t help. Ashamed, she had hidden herself even further from those she knew and finally found herself a job as a seamstress for a dress shop in Mayfair, working out of the back with two others, running up the alterations for customers. It wasn’t bad work. She had her freedom, no longer having to ask permission from Nanny Blor or Lady Redesdale to leave the house. And London was exciting after those years in the Cotswold countryside. There were nightclubs, restaurants, galleries and museums, not to mention theatres and picture houses.


But she rarely went to any of them. They all cost money and, even if she had enough to spare, it would have been unseemly, if not downright lonely, to go by herself. She couldn’t eat alone in a restaurant, she couldn’t go to a nightclub without a pal. The less she saw of anyone, the worse it got. At twenty-six years old, Louisa felt she’d missed the best of what life had to offer.


When she went to see her mother, who was quite old now – she’d had Louisa long after she’d expected to have the luck of bearing a child of her own – she was bombarded with questions about when she would marry. ‘I don’t know, Ma,’ Louisa would say, trying to keep her exasperation in check. ‘I haven’t met anyone I like.’


‘What about that policeman you used to mention?’


Guy Sullivan. He was a good man, and Louisa had liked him very much. But she had been so mortified when she had been turned down for police training – she had planned to surprise him by knocking on his door, wearing the uniform – that she had fallen out of touch with him. He’d written to her a few times but she had never replied and presumably he’d given up on her now. Even if he tried again, he wouldn’t know the Mitfords had moved from Asthall Manor to Swinbrook House. She missed him.


Louisa would try another tack. ‘Besides, if I got married then I couldn’t work.’


‘You could work,’ Ma would huff in reply. ‘I worked all my life.’


To this, Louisa couldn’t explain that she wanted more than a job, she wanted a career, something that took her beyond her station, whatever that was. Her mother had worked long years as a laundress, her father as a chimney sweep – Mr Black and Mrs White she and Jennie called them – and Louisa was proud of them. But she wanted better than that for herself; work had made her parents tired and resentful. What she had seen when she had been working for Lord and Lady Redesdale had shown her that life was full of so many other possibilities. And the years after the war had promised change for the likes of her: a break with the past; a chance to do things differently. And lots of things were different – she couldn’t deny that. The streets were practically choked with traffic so’s one couldn’t help but worry for the policemen with their long, white sleeves directing four ways of cars, buses and vans. There was a telephone in every house and in red boxes on just about every street corner: you could talk to almost anyone, anywhere, even America. Plenty of women went out to work, too, not just as cleaners and shop girls. There were secretaries and telephonists working in big offices, there amongst lots of other women and men, too. Some women did even more amazing things. Just a few weeks ago, Amelia Earhart had been a passenger in a plane that had flown across the Atlantic. Louisa had seen the newsreel that had shown Miss Earhart waving off, looking thrillingly glamorous in her pilot’s outfit with hat and goggles, and those funny trousers that seemed to have wings of their own. Apparently, she hadn’t actually flown the plane but she’d been there, sitting behind the pilot, and she probably would be the pilot next time. How Louisa had longed to fly right through that cinema screen and join Miss Earhart on the Fokker F.VII. As it was, the furthest she had been was Dieppe in France, by ferry, and that had been with the Mitford girls.


All this meant that when Louisa had received a message from Nancy to say that Diana was doing the Season in London, and would she like to meet them while they were in town, Louisa decided that she had to say yes. Naturally, they were behind the clock. Their father, Lord Redesdale, was a stickler for punctuality – he would even time the vicar’s sermon, signalling if he ran a second over ten minutes – so it was a form of rebellion that his daughters would ignore the time whenever he wasn’t around. Just as Louisa was thinking this, a number nine bus drew up at the stop, and amongst the people disembarking she spotted Nancy.


The eldest of the six sisters looked the same as ever: not tall but slim, in an elegant pale pink dress with a duster coat a slightly darker shade over the top, both of which fell to just below her knees; her eyebrows were long and thin, and her large eyes still had the smallest droop at the edges, with a glint that kept them from looking soft. But it was Diana who took Louisa by surprise, able to observe her more closely now than she had at the dance. Her chin was round and her jaw almost square, yet this made her look strong – like a Viking – rather than thickset. The effect was show-stopping, Louisa supposed, because of her fashionably short bob, barely reaching past her earlobes. Her features were ideally proportioned and symmetrical, with ice-blue eyes and blonde hair adding to the general impression that she might be leaning out on the prow of a ship. There was a stillness to her, in spite of her lively movements. If Nancy was the ripples in a millpond, Diana was the smooth pebble that had been thrown into the water.


‘Lou-Lou!’ Nancy called out as they walked towards her, the sunshine blinding them slightly. ‘Darling, are we late?’


By twenty-five minutes.


Louisa shook her head. ‘Nothing to worry about. It’s lovely to see you both. Miss Diana, you look—’


‘Don’t say “so grown up”,’ grimaced Diana. ‘All I’ve had for weeks is people comparing my height to a grasshopper’s knees.’


‘All right then, I won’t. But it’s lovely to see you.’


‘You too,’ said Diana. ‘It’s funny, isn’t it? Now you’re no longer our maid, it’s almost as if you’re one of us.’


Louisa didn’t know how to respond to this but fortunately, Nancy, rather more sensitive, diverted the conversation. ‘Let’s walk down to South Ken,’ she said. ‘There’s a sweet little café there and we can have a cup of tea. I’m terribly afraid to say that we haven’t been up for all that long.’


‘Dancing,’ said Diana, her face alight with the pleasure of her memories. ‘Until the small hours. Muv was quite exhausted when we got home.’


‘Oh, she loves it,’ said Nancy. ‘It’s not as if she has to do it. Now I’m practically an old maid of twenty-four I’m quite senior enough to be your chaperone.’


‘I’m not sure she’s convinced that you would stick to me in the way that she does.’


Louisa enjoyed hearing them volley their lines like a game of tennis. Nancy was always the sharper wit but Diana had learned how to whet the blade. They had turned to begin walking down Exhibition Road when they heard a ‘Hi!’ call out. A young man was leaning out of the back of a black Bentley which had pulled up alongside the bus stop.


‘It’s Bryan Guinness,’ said Nancy. ‘I’d better say hello.’


‘I think it’s me he wants to see,’ said Diana, a little pink colouring her cheeks, and she marched off at a faster pace, reaching the car ahead of her older sister, who, Louisa could see, was doing her best not to look put out. Diana leaned in at the car window and talked to him only briefly before he – or rather, his driver – drove off.


‘Well, I say,’ said Nancy as Diana returned to them. ‘He didn’t say hello. You know it was me who invited him down to Swinbrook last year? You were still a child, not even at that party.’


Diana shrugged but she looked pleased. ‘He asked me if I was going to Westminster’s dance on Monday.’ This rang a bell for Louisa, she would have to look at her diary but she thought it may have been somewhere the agency was sending her to work that night.


‘Are you?’ Nancy was imperious.


‘I am now.’


*


Cars sped down Exhibition Road, tooting their horns in greeting or impatience at the pedestrians. The noise and the heat momentarily made Louisa feel tired but she was buoyed by the company of Nancy and Diana. She knew she was not as handsome as either of them, and her clothes were cheaper, but she was confident they were happy to see her too. ‘Who is this man then?’ she enquired, in a way that she knew would have been a cheek if she’d been still in the Redesdale employ but not today.


‘Bryan Guinness,’ said Nancy. ‘Rich and good-looking but worse than that, he’s terribly nice. One of the few proper chaps about.’


‘He’s only one of many,’ said Diana with a smile that showed her white teeth. ‘They’ve been dropping like flies.’


Louisa, temporarily back in nursery-maid mode, decided it was best not to encourage this line of talk. ‘Is he something to do with the Guinnesses that had the dreadful accident at the party last month? Where the maids fell through a skylight?’ She knew she was being disingenuous but she didn’t want them to know she had been working there in the kitchens. Even so, it had been a distressing night: she felt the need to talk about it with others who had been there. Only they weren’t so willing.


‘Yes,’ said Nancy blithely, ‘it truly was ghastly. We were there, although neither of us saw it happen and we were all hurried out very quickly.’


‘The poor girls,’ said Louisa, ‘they were only eighteen.’


Nancy and Diana acknowledged this with a nod and a murmur but she could see that they had put the incident behind them already. ‘What other news, then?’ she said brightly, looping her arm around Diana’s. ‘Tell me everything. How is the new house? How is Nanny Blor? Is she still reading her terrible murder mysteries?’


Diana laughed, and off they strode, as if they none of them had a care in the world and only bright futures to look forward to. The young don’t look for the clouds over the horizon.




CHAPTER FOUR


[image: image]


At nine o’clock the following Monday night, Louisa was back at another grand house in a maid’s uniform. The kitchen was stiflingly hot and she had volunteered to take out one of the full rubbish bins, just to catch her breath. She stood on the pavement, drinking in the warm air, as various young men and women in their evening dress and feathered boas tripped up the stone steps of the Duke of Westminster’s town house.


Louisa knew the Season was coming to an end and wondered if for all these young people there was the promise of a finale, when the couples that had been dancing around – and with – each other for weeks would decide if they were going to continue their Charleston into the sunset or not. Just then, she saw two figures coming out. A man and a woman. Bryan Guinness and Diana Mitford no less. This could be interesting. Louisa bent down to tie her bootlaces, as if she were not deliberately concealing even from herself that she wished to eavesdrop. The night was not completely dark; the clear blue skies of the day were still as cloudless now, with stars pushing through the navy streaks. The doorway of the house was lit well enough to be a stage, and Diana’s pale shoulders glowed, her face hidden as she bowed her neck. Louisa sensed the nerves in Bryan as he took her by the hand and led her along the pavement, into the shadows. He was a smidgen shorter than her, which gave him no advantage, made worse by the beseeching looks he was throwing at his fair maiden. They hadn’t walked far when Bryan pulled Diana around, his hands on her arms, and brought her closer. Louisa, watching their silhouettes as she remained crouched beside a tree on the other side of the street, saw their heads come together, long enough for a kiss. Then the profiles parted. There were urgent whispers, which grew louder.


‘Can’t you tell how mad I am about you?’ Louisa heard. ‘You’re all I want, day after night, night before day.’


‘Do you always talk in iambic pentameters?’ teased Diana.


‘Darling, I’m serious. Do you think you could marry me? Do you love me enough?’


Their figures stood apart now. The white bricks of the house showed between them.


‘I’m very fond of you,’ said Diana.


‘But do you love me?’ persisted Bryan. There was a pause and when no answer came forth, he said: ‘You kissed me.’


‘A kiss means nothing.’ At this, Louisa’s own heart sank for the wooer. ‘I do it without thinking as I’m used to kissing my family.’ Diana’s tone was light, perhaps deliberately so.


‘I’m not your brother,’ said Bryan, admirably keeping any hurt out of his voice. He took Diana’s hand. ‘We’ll go back in. But promise me you’ll think about it?’


Diana nodded. ‘Yes, I will. Promise. Now please let’s go back in. Cecil’s promised me a Black Bottom dance.’ And the two of them ran back through the stage lights, their moment in the wings over.
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CHAPTER FIVE
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For what had been frequently referred to in the newspapers as ‘the society wedding of the year’, despite it being still only January, the excitement amongst the waiting crowds that lined the way to St Margaret’s, Westminster, was palpable. A union between an heir to a fortune and a great beauty was enough to feed the diary columns and over-the-fence gossip for months. Sashaying down the path to the church door were the young men and women, as well as the elderly statesmen and dowagers of the country’s aristocratic families, dressed in their very best silks, furs and diamonds.


Amongst them, in a rather less expensive outfit but feeling relief that the anticipatory nerves appeared to be over, was Louisa Cannon. She had found the build-up to the event quite terrifying, partly because the wedding marked a significant change in her life too. But for the moment, she was content to find a place beside the comforting presence of Nanny Blor, in one of the furthest rows at the back. It wasn’t long before Louisa was commiserating with her at the absence of the bridesmaids Decca and Debo (the family names for Jessica and Deborah), Diana’s two youngest sisters of twelve and nine years old, who had developed scarlet fever seemingly overnight. ‘Least, that’s what the doctor said,’ sniffed Nanny Blor, ‘but he’s not our usual one, of course, being in London. I think it’s whooping cough myself.’


‘Whatever it is, they must have been so sorry not to be here,’ whispered Louisa. ‘I know Miss Diana was very unhappy not to have them with her.’ She and Nanny Blor had arrived a good hour early ahead of the ceremony and happily discussed each of the Mitford children and the goings-on of Swinbrook village.


‘Inconsolable, the poor loves,’ nodded Nanny Blor. (Her real name was Laura Dicks but she had been ‘Nanny Blor’ since Nancy had christened her as such almost fifteen years before, and nobody in the family could think of her as someone who had a life outside the Mitfords, let alone another name.) There were three men in morning suits shuffling by the door and coughing. Louisa thought she’d got a second look from one of them, and touched her new hat when he did so. It had cost her almost half of last week’s wages but she’d needed the pep it gave her. Besides, after today she had no more rent to pay, nor even meagre meals to buy.


As they had talked, the church filled up with the clotted cream of England’s society, ready to witness Diana as she was walked down the aisle by her father, Lord Redesdale. They were followed by eleven bridesmaids, including Nancy. Louisa spotted Unity, the next sister along at four years younger than Diana, if her complete opposite in looks, with straight, straw-like hair that stuck out awkwardly. She was tugging at her dress and throwing black looks at anyone she thought might be staring at her. Pamela, the sister who was between Nancy and Diana, was not one of the eleven in gold-tissue dresses; instead, she sat beside their brother Tom and their mother Lady Redesdale, in the front pew. Louisa hadn’t been at all sure that she, herself, should be at the service but Nancy and Diana had kindly insisted, and then there had been the question of her new appointment.
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