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CHAPTER ONE
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1925

There comes a moment in every child’s life that marks definitively their transition to adulthood. That time had not yet come for Pamela Mitford, shivering and peevish on the steps of a narrow house in Mayfair. The night was crisp and cold but it was an attack of nerves that was making her tremble. Beside her was Louisa Cannon, all too aware that fair-haired Pamela was bait for the lions’ den within.

‘Tell Koko to come and fetch me,’ Pam said, her back to the door. ‘I don’t want you taking me in. It makes me look like a baby.’

‘I have to. I promised your mother I would chaperone. And besides, nobody here knows I’m your nursery maid,’ replied Louisa, not for the first time. The journey from Asthall Manor in Oxfordshire to London had been a long one, in spite of the familiar train route and a taxi that had appeared at Paddington Station almost the instant they stepped out.

‘Please. Go and fetch Koko.’

Koko meant Nancy, the eldest of the six Mitford sisters and their one brother. Louisa had worked for the family for five years and could tick off the codenames they used for each other like a French vocab test. Reluctantly, she rang the bell, and the door was opened alarmingly quickly by a girl who looked to be almost the mirror of Louisa: of similar height, with the same pale brown hair, though hers was pinned up beneath a mob cap, and a dress that also looked as if it were well made but well worn, most likely a hand-me-down, as Louisa’s was from Nancy. Her clean face looked tired but the freckles on her small nose livened her, somehow. She noticed Pamela’s back turned to her and the two maids exchanged a look that acknowledged the boat they both were in.

‘Good evening,’ said Louisa. ‘Could you tell me if Miss Nancy Mitford is there, please?’

The maid looked as if she might start laughing. ‘I’d better ask who’s asking,’ she said in an accent that Louisa recognised as coming from south of the river.

‘It’s her sister, Miss Pamela,’ said Louisa. ‘Only, she doesn’t want to come in with me and I’m not to let her in alone. May I come in and talk to Miss Nancy?’

She gave a nod and held the door open. ‘Follow me.’

Along the hall, the girl pointed to a door then disappeared through another. Louisa thought it was odd she hadn’t been shown in formally but soon understood why. In a dimly lit sitting room, two large, shabby armchairs faced a fire that crackled and spat. From each, a long thin arm stretched towards the other. The first, a woman’s, was clad in a black silk glove to above the elbow; the second was a man’s, whose wrist was covered by a stiff white cuff and the sleeve of a dinner jacket, his hand naked bar a heavy gold signet ring. The two were playfully entwining their fingers as if in a sort of Punch and Judy show, the male hand thrusting and parrying, the female lightly poking and withdrawing, allowing itself to be easily caught again.

Louisa had been watching this a beat too long when the head belonging to the gloved hand peered around the side of the chair’s wing. The shock prompted by Nancy’s bobbed hair had subsided for Louisa some time ago and now she rather admired it. The face was not conventionally pretty but it had its charms, with what moving-picture critics would call ‘rosebud lips’ painted dark red, a pert nose and big round eyes that were half-closed now, focusing on their erstwhile nursery maid. Louisa registered a typical mix of fondness and exasperation.

‘Beg pardon, Miss Nancy,’ said Louisa. ‘I’ve come to let you know that Miss Pamela is here.’

At this, the man looked out. His face was all angles and planes, and his hair had been combed so flat and smooth it looked like a sheet of gold beaten onto the skull. Sebastian Atlas. He had been down to Asthall Manor with Nancy a few times, in spite of the fact that Lord Redesdale went puce at the sight of him, much to his daughter’s delight and his wife Lady Redesdale’s displeasure, though hers was indicated at a lower register. If Lord Redesdale hath fire and fury, Lady Redesdale hath ice and ire.

‘Well, why doesn’t she come in, then?’ drawled Sebastian, flicking Nancy’s fingers away and sinking back into the chair. His other hand reached out and picked up a tumbler of whisky.

Nancy gave a dramatic sigh and stood up. She shook out her dress of crumpled silk, weighted at the hem with hundreds of tiny beads in a black and white zigzag pattern. It was her most, perhaps only, fashionable dress and worn with a frequency that drove Nanny Blor to distraction.

‘I’m sorry, Miss Nancy,’ said Louisa, quickly deciding not to drop the prefix, though that had been their habit not so long ago. ‘But Miss Pamela doesn’t want me to come up. She thinks it looks childish to have a nursery maid with her.’

Something of Nancy’s old look came back then and she gave Louisa a half-smile. ‘What a dunce,’ she said. ‘Chaperones are almost fashionable again, but she wouldn’t know that.’

It was Nancy who had proposed to their parents that Pamela come to London, join her for a party or two and make herself known a little, so that they could invite some of them for Pam’s birthday dance the next month.

‘Otherwise,’ Nancy had spelled out, ‘you’re asking them to come to a stranger’s party in the sticks and they’ll think it’s because we’re desperate. It’s not like it used to be. It’s 1925, Farve.’

‘I don’t see what difference the year makes,’ her father had replied tersely.

‘All the difference. You’ve got to be in the right crowd. You can’t show up for any old thing.’ Which wasn’t, Nancy told Louisa in confidence, exactly accurate. There was nothing ‘the crowd’ liked more than turning up for any old thing and every old thing, where free-flowing wine and the promise of hot dance was on offer. They knew that they were the beating heart of any gathering and all others were thrown into darkness by their pulsing light. Louisa knew it may have been Pamela’s birthday but Nancy planned to make this her own party.

The plan on this particular night was a dinner at the house of Lady Curtis, mother of Adrian and Charlotte. Nancy had met Adrian through Sebastian, in the summer at Eights Week in Oxford, the annual rowing regatta and the only time the female sex were admitted as supper guests within the university’s yellow stone walls. She had taken up the ukulele only a few months before and told Louisa it had worked a spell on the men there as if she were a snake charmer in Marrakesh.

Having fetched Pamela from the front steps, the three of them stepped inside the hall. The maid had disappeared but the sound of jazz from a gramophone player could be heard drifting down from up above.

‘Must you come too?’ Pamela whispered to Louisa as they climbed the narrow staircase carefully, the eldest sister leading the way. ‘I’m with Nancy after all.’

‘I promised Lady Redesdale,’ reminded Louisa. She felt rather sorry for her charge, whom she had heard weeping quietly in the bathroom earlier before finally emerging with a button in her hand that had come off the skirt fastening. Pamela said nothing but passed it to Louisa, who stayed equally silent as she fetched needle and thread and sewed it back on, standing before the gently hiccupping girl.

As the three ascended Louisa braced herself for what was to come. The glimpses she had had of Nancy’s friends at Asthall weren’t the same as seeing them in their natural habitat, free to indulge in the ways of the New Age. Stepping inside the room felt like disappearing into the society pages of Tatler, only with colour. It took a moment for Louisa to adjust her eyes to the blur of young men and women close together, their features both softened and highlighted by the flickering flames of the fire and Tiffany lampshades dotted around. Her eye fell on the detail: a smear of red lipstick on an empty glass; cigarettes in long holders that threatened to singe the hair of anyone standing nearby; headbands with elaborate feathers drooping from them and daring purple socks that showed when a man crossed his legs. Pamela had been swallowed whole by the crowd, like Jonah into the whale, so Louisa found a chair by the wall where she could keep watch on her charge and Nancy’s friends.

Standing by a huge fireplace, his fingertips resting on the chimneypiece to steady himself, was Adrian, his glass held out for more whisky, blithely ignoring another young man who poured it. Louisa knew him from his photograph in the papers, usually under a scandalised headline about the antics of the ‘Bright Young Things’, as well as Nancy’s description. His sonorous voice was a shock; it did not seem to belong to his body, as thin as a grass snake. His dark, wavy hair had not been entirely tamed by the cream he’d applied and his light blue eyes, though glassy, paid close attention to Nancy’s collarbone as she drew nearer. His bow tie was undone and there was a wet patch on the front of his shirt from a carelessly handled drink. Louisa knew Adrian was considered the catch – if he came to Pamela’s party, he was the domino that would make all the others say yes.

‘Who have you brought for me, darling?’ Adrian asked, talking to Nancy but looking directly at the younger sister. ‘She looks like a lamb to the slaughter, the poor dear.’ He laughed and drained his glass.

‘This is Pamela,’ said Nancy. ‘She’s still only seventeen, so she really is a lamb. Do be gentle, A.’ She gave him a look that Louisa knew to be saying the contrary.

Pamela put her hand out and said in as grown-up a voice as she could manage, ‘How do you do, Mr Curtis?’ which only made him roar with laughter.

‘How old-fashioned,’ he said, flapping her hand away. ‘We don’t talk like that, my dear. Call me Adrian. What can we get you to drink?’ He turned to tap the man with the whisky bottle on the shoulder but was interrupted by a groan from a woman sitting in a chair nearby. She had rather more unruly curls, hers having been allowed to grow longer and puff out, and though her eyes were brown, not blue, she shared something of the man’s sulky lips. She was lean, too, with cheekbones that spoke of centuries of selective breeding.

‘Please ignore my brother,’ she said, ‘he’s a bore and far too rude. I’m Charlotte, by the way.’

‘I’m Pamela.’ She added nothing to this, and stood silently. Apart from a few months in France, Pamela’s whole life had been spent in the nursery, in the company of her brother and sisters, or Nanny and Louisa. This was uncharted territory.

‘Come, sit down here,’ said Charlotte, as she pulled herself out of a chair and picked up two drinks from a tray, handing one to Pamela. Pamela took the glass from Charlotte after thanking her and swigged, only to start spluttering, and when she wiped her mouth with the back of her hand it came away smeared with the lipstick she had daringly put on in the taxi.

‘Oh fiddlesticks!’ she exclaimed, which made Charlotte titter.

‘You’re sweet,’ said Charlotte. ‘Come here, I’ve got a hanky, let’s clean you up a bit. Do admit, it is rather droll.’

Pamela nodded with relief and a giggle of her own.

Before Charlotte had quite finished dabbing at Pam’s chin, however, she stopped still and stared at Nancy. Louisa saw she was winding a carriage clock that had been standing upon the mantelpiece. ‘Has it stopped?’ Charlotte asked.

Nancy paused and gave her an exaggerated wink. ‘Party time,’ she said. ‘I always put the clocks back half an hour to give us a little more.’

‘Funny,’ said Charlotte, and carried on.

Louisa turned from them and was pleased to see Clara Fischer walking across the room. Clara, referred to as ‘The American’ by the Mitfords, was closer to Nancy’s age at nearly twenty-one but was rather kinder to Pamela. The two of them had spent some time playing with the dogs together at Asthall, chatting easily about their many and varied canine features and how they wished animals could talk, speculating on what they would say. Clara was straightforwardly and enjoyably pretty, with blonde hair tonged into perfect waves and pink, full lips. She always wore light colours in flimsy, delicate materials, which made her look as if she could be unwound like a reel of chiffon ribbon.

She walked towards Pamela. ‘Hello … I didn’t know you’d be here tonight.’

‘It was touch and go,’ said Pam. ‘Farve wasn’t too keen.’

‘No, I shouldn’t think he was.’ Clara gave a wry smile. ‘Can’t say I blame him. Bunch of degenerates.’

Pamela looked around. ‘They don’t look too bad to me.’

‘Don’t be deceived. Here, budge up.’

‘Clara,’ said Charlotte, but there wasn’t much warmth to it. ‘Have you seen Ted? He’s always disappearing to telephone up that wretched Dolly, isn’t he?’

‘Yes. He’s just over there.’ Clara looked across to the fireplace, a perfectly plucked eyebrow raised. ‘I wonder what those three are in such cahoots about.’

Beside Nancy was Adrian and another smaller, darker man with a long chin and eyes set so deep they could barely be seen. Clara and Charlotte had called him Ted but Louisa recognised him from the newspapers as Lord De Clifford. The trio were looking a tad unsteady on their feet, each one barking with laughter before the other had finished their sentence. Nancy must have sensed the eyes on them because she turned around and waved.

‘Come over here,’ she said. ‘We’re plotting the most wonderful thing.’

Charlotte walked over though reluctance showed in her unhurried pace; Clara followed, then turned back to nudge Pamela along. ‘She means you, too.’

‘Gather round, chums,’ said Adrian. His voice was loud and at this instruction, Sebastian appeared out of nowhere and sidled up close to Charlotte, his head in full craning position. He looked bored but Louisa knew this was something of a default posture for Nancy and her friends. She stood to listen as they formed a circle around the fireplace. Adrian’s voice lost no volume but had started to slow down and slur, like a record played at the wrong speed.

‘Ted’s had the most marvellous idea. We’re going to do a treasure hunt.’

‘What, now?’ Charlotte’s mouth pulled into an even sulkier droop. ‘I don’t know why you keep going on like those idiots—’

‘No, not now,’ said Adrian. ‘These things need planning. At Pamela’s dance next month.’ He grinned widely and threw his hands up like a circus ringmaster who had just announced that the tigers would be on after the flying acrobats.

Pamela blanched. ‘Oh, I don’t think that Farve—’

‘Do shut up, Woman.’ Louisa flinched at Nancy’s use of her meanest nickname, devised years before to tease Pamela about her prematurely full figure. ‘He doesn’t need to know. We’ll do it when the ’rents have gone to bed. Then we’ll have the run of the house, even the village too if we want.’

‘Rather better not to have some ridiculous diary reporter on our trail,’ said Sebastian, catching Ted’s eye as he did so. The newspapers always had a field day when a young peer was caught up in the wild antics of the London treasure hunts. Not that they didn’t love it: Louisa remembered hearing that Lord Rothermere himself had printed a clue in the Evening Standard.

Clara clapped her hands. ‘Out in the English countryside, you mean? Oh, it’ll be pitch black and completely terrifying! How absolutely perfect.’

‘Yes,’ said Adrian, ‘and Nancy tells me there’s a graveyard over the garden wall.’ He gave a low chuckle and fell slightly backwards before pulling himself upright again. Nancy laughed at this.

‘No screeching round in cars, either. We’ll do the whole thing on foot. Everyone can write a clue each, with a common object as the answer. Do let’s all say yes and then we can work in pairs.’ A clever plan to bump up the RSVPs, thought Louisa.

‘Who will the winner be?’ mused Clara.

‘Last man standing, of course,’ said Adrian.

And so it was that Adrian Curtis, twenty-two years old, planned his own death three weeks later.


CHAPTER TWO
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Guy Sullivan had been at the front desk since eight o’clock that morning and dealt with precisely three cases so far. An old lady who had come in wishing to thank the nice young sergeant who had helped her Tibbles come down from the roof the day before; a man brought in for being drunk and disorderly who was now sleeping it off in the cells; and a gold ring that had been found on the pavement in, strangely enough, Golden Square. Guy had diligently recorded the message, the statement and the lost property item, had each one signed and filed and was now standing behind the desk trying not to slump and yawn for the fifth time. It was half past ten in the morning and he was at least two hours from his lunch and seven from going home. He didn’t want to be ungrateful for the position he was in. Hadn’t he longed to be a sergeant in London’s Metropolitan Police? He still took pride in polishing the badge on his helmet and his boots shone like glass, but it was sometimes hard to tell what use he was or how he might get on. Guy had been a policeman – that is, a real policeman, not working for the railway police as he had before – for nearly three years now and he wanted to know when he could start trying for detective.

A conversation he’d attempted along these lines with his superior, Inspector Cornish, had been a damp squib before he’d even started. Cornish had been only too happy to remind the young sergeant that he was in the best police force in the world and if he wanted a promotion he needed to show them a good reason why he had earned one, not stand about waiting for rewards to come to him. But so long as he was kept in the office, as he had been for the previous seven months, Guy couldn’t see how he was supposed to show initiative. The policemen who brought ‘cases’ to the desk didn’t want someone like him interfering and anyone who came in of their own accord had to be assigned to another sergeant because Guy wasn’t permitted to desert his post.

Guy smoothed his hair down and polished his glasses for the hundredth time that morning. He wondered if it was his eyesight – bad enough that he hadn’t been allowed to fight in the war – which put off his boss from assigning him to any significant cases. There had been a bit of teasing around his inability to recognise a familiar face after he’d failed to acknowledge the station’s chief inspector when he had entered through the front door out of uniform one morning. Guy had tried to protest that it wasn’t that he couldn’t see properly, it was simply that he wasn’t used to seeing him in plain clothes, but this only added fuel to the fire. How, then, they crowed, would Guy spot a known criminal if he was in disguise? Cornish had overheard the commotion, asked what was going on and ever since that day, Guy hadn’t been on the beat. At least, that was how it seemed.

As he was debating whether to organise the outgoing post into alphabetical order or water the plant by the front door, Guy’s attention was snapped into focus by a young woman in uniform approaching the desk. The sight was a relatively rare one. There were rumoured to be just fifty of them in the entire force. A couple of years earlier, female uniforms had been given powers of arrest, which had caused quite a stir amongst the men. Even so, the women were generally sent out on the soft jobs, fetching lost children or cats. Guy had hardly even spoken to one. He had seen this one around before once or twice and certainly noticed her pretty smile, but the most noticeable thing about her today was the squirming boy she had gripped by the ear. She marched up to Guy’s desk and stood before him, breathing hard, looking both furiously determined and pleased with herself.

‘Caught him stealing apples off the wheelbarrow at St James’s Market,’ she said in the kind of tone Guy knew was meant to suggest she frequently brought hardened criminals to the front desk of the Vine Street police station. He decided to play along.

‘Bet it’s not the first time he’s done it either, is it?’

The policewoman smiled gratefully. ‘No. Certainly not.’ She slowed her breathing, though she didn’t release her hold on his ear. The boy – he looked about fourteen years old – was small for his age and wiry but he could easily have broken away. It was likely he rather fancied a rest in a cell with some soup and bread. ‘I think perhaps we’d better get his details down and then we’ll talk to the Super about what to do next.’

‘Certainly, Constable,’ said Guy, which made her smile with pleasure again, something he found he rather liked. Pride lengthened his tall, narrow frame, like a cat showing off. Louisa Cannon had been the last girl to have this effect and he shook his head at the thought. Back to business, Guy took down the boy’s name and address, probably false, and summoned another constable to take him away to the cells. The policewoman was dismissed as soon as the uniform arrived and Guy saw her face fall.

‘You did well there,’ he said. ‘One arrest down and it’s not even lunchtime yet.’

‘Yes, I suppose so,’ she said ruefully. Guy took in her neat figure, dressed in a perfectly pressed uniform, slim legs incongruously atop solid black boots with laces. She looked around, checking no one was there to listen. ‘It’s just that …’

‘What?’

‘I never get to do the proper stuff. You know, real policeman’s work. I thought they might let me take him down to the cells but I suppose they’ll let him out this afternoon, won’t they?’

Guy shrugged and then decided he shouldn’t bat her off with patronising flannel. ‘Yes,’ he admitted, ‘they probably will. There’s not enough to charge him with. But you still did the right thing. I’m sure he’ll think twice next time.’

‘Yes, perhaps he will. Thanks.’ She straightened up as if to go and then turned to Guy again. ‘What’s your name, by the way?’

‘Sergeant Sullivan,’ he said. And then, more softly, ‘But you can call me Guy.’

‘I will,’ she said, ‘if you call me Mary. I’m Constable Moon.’

‘Mary Moon?’

‘Yes, but don’t you even try. I’ve had all the jokes you can imagine and some more you can’t.’

As they were both laughing at this, another sergeant came up to the desk, on Guy’s side this time. ‘If you two haven’t got anything better to do than stand about giggling, you can come to the briefing room. Cornish is summoning anyone who hasn’t been assigned a beat duty today.’ He strode off and cornered someone else.

Mary’s face brightened even more at this and she started to head off straight away, then stopped and looked back. ‘Aren’t you coming?’

‘I can’t,’ said Guy, ‘I’m not allowed to leave the desk.’

‘Just for five minutes?’

Guy shook his head, feeling like a fool.

Mary walked back. ‘Tell you what – you go, and I’ll stand by the desk. I’m sure I can manage for a bit.’

‘But what about …?’

‘They won’t let me do anything proper anyway. You go and tell me about it.’

Guy tried to hesitate a little longer to show her she didn’t have to if she didn’t want to, but it was no good. He was desperate for this chance.

The briefing room was packed and Inspector Cornish was at the front, already addressing the keen policemen. Guy sneaked in and stood by the wall, ears practically flapping with eagerness to hear. Cornish had a reputation for being a bully but one who brought results, so his coarse turn of phrase was tolerated and plenty found it apt for the business in hand. ‘If you can’t take it, what are you doing in the Force?’ was a phrase Guy had heard a few times, though thankfully never directed at him. Cornish’s suit was better tailored than you might expect of an inspector and he was known to drive a beautiful new Chrysler which also seemed somewhat surprising for a man on his wages. There were rumours of backhanders and bribes, but nothing that had stuck, and there was a certain insouciant shrug that Guy had often seen accompany the telling of these rumours, a sort of ‘why not?’ refrain that had always seemed depressing. But after three years in London’s police force, he hadn’t seen much to recommend the good nature of men.

‘You lot think Christmas means a fat man climbing down your chimney to bring you mittens,’ Cornish was barking, ‘or an extra large turkey with stuffing for Tiny Tim’ – he paused to guffaw at his own joke – ‘but for these lowlifes out there, it’s all about taking, not giving. And they don’t wait for the first door on the advent calendar.’ A few policemen tittered politely as if encouraging a music hall act on his opening night. ‘Now, we have reason to believe that Miss Alice Diamond is out in full strength and operating her Forty Thieves on Oxford Street, Regent Street and Bond Street. In the last year or two, she’s been feeling the heat from our lot and worked the provinces and regional cities instead. But it seems that she’s come back home for Christmas and we need to widen our net this time to catch her. So I want as many of you as possible out there, reporting back to me at the end of every shift. Got that?’ He leered at the crowd. ‘Good. Line up, and Sergeant Cluttock here will give you your assignment. You need to work in pairs and in plain clothes.’ With a final squint at the straight-backed men he left the room.

Guy looked around the room helplessly. Everyone was quick to find the other half to their pair, sometimes with as little as a wink or nod to acknowledge firm partnerships. Guy felt a pang for his former comrade, Harry, but although he had carried on working for the London, Brighton and South Coast Railway Police after Guy had been moved to the Met, he had quit even that job a few months ago so that he could work as a musician in the new jazz nightclubs springing up in the city. It wasn’t that Guy hadn’t friends, or at least friendly acquaintances at the station, but this wasn’t about someone amiable to sit next to in the canteen while you ate your pie and mash. This was about who would help you bring in a haul for the attention of Cornish, a partner who would bring you acclaim, praise and promotion. Seven months at the front desk had not advertised Guy as a policeman who would sleuth and stalk with success. He watched, paralysed, as the room emptied two by two, like the animals triumphantly boarding Noah’s Ark. When the last had left, rather resembling a pair of laughing hyenas, Sergeant Cluttock started shuffling his papers together and getting ready to go. Guy approached his desk and started to speak, though his mouth was dry and it came out as a croak.

‘Excuse me, sir.’

Cluttock looked at him and his moustache glistened. ‘What?’

‘I wondered if I might have an assignment, sir?’

Cluttock made an exaggerated movement with his head towards the four corners of the room. ‘I don’t see anyone with you. You heard the boss. You need to work in pairs.’

‘Yes, sir. I’ve got a partner it’s just that she …’ He stopped and thought for less than a fraction of a second. ‘They’re out on another task at present. But back shortly and we could go out on the assignation then.’

‘Name?’

‘Mine, sir?’

‘No, the king of England’s shoeshine boy. Yes, your name.’

‘Sergeant Sullivan, sir. And my partner’s is Constable Moon.’

Cluttock looked down his list. ‘You can go to Great Marlborough Street. Smaller shops there, not so likely to be targeted but you never know. Report back at six o’clock sharp. Obviously make a note of anything suspicious, talk to the shopgirls and so on. You know the form.’ He raised an eyebrow and looked at Guy. ‘You do know the form?’

‘Oh, yes, sir. Thank you very much, sir.’ Guy was grinning as if he’d just opened his Christmas stocking and found it contained real gold coins instead of chocolate ones. He stopped and realised Cluttock was staring at him. ‘I’m still here, aren’t I, sir?’

‘Seems you are, Sergeant Sullivan.’

‘Not for long, sir.’ Guy ran out of the room and back to the front desk.

Mary performed tiny hops of glee when Guy told her the news. ‘You gave him my name?’ she asked for the third time. ‘And he didn’t say I couldn’t do it?’

Guy reassured her once more. ‘Yes, I did. And no, he didn’t. But there’s another problem.’

‘What?’

‘I’m supposed to be working at the front desk.’

‘Well … why don’t you tell whoever organises the rota that you’ve been assigned on special duties? They’ll have to find someone else then.’ She deliberately widened her eyes and clasped her hands in prayer. ‘Please try. This is my one chance to prove myself. I’ve got to do it.’

If nothing else, Guy knew how she felt. He nodded and walked off, quickly, before his nerve could fail him. To his pleasant surprise, his superior agreed without asking too many questions. Word must have got around that all hands were needed on deck to find Alice Diamond and the Forty Thieves. In what felt like record time, Guy and Mary had each gone home to change out of their uniforms into plain clothes and were heading towards Great Marlborough Street in pursuit of one of the country’s most notorious female criminals and her gang.


CHAPTER THREE
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After the party, Nancy, Pamela and Louisa had returned to Iris Mitford’s flat in Elvaston Place. Their late hour was betrayed by a long lie-in the next morning and slow responses to Iris’s inquisition over a late luncheon. Louisa had helped them pack and accompanied the sisters to Paddington station where they caught the train home in time for supper. Louisa was then free to keep her appointment with the maid from the night before, Dulcie Long.

Louisa had arranged some time before to remain in London for the evening, telling Lady Redesdale that she would like to see a cousin though, truthfully, she had no real family to speak of. Her father had died several years before, her mother had moved from London to Suffolk and her uncle Stephen had joined the army and never been heard from since – and glad of that she was, too. She was an only child and had worked since leaving school at fourteen. When she began working for the Mitfords, far from the Peabody Estate she had grown up in, she’d pretty much lost touch with everyone. Her oldest friend, Jennie, moved in different circles thanks to her cut-glass beauty, though Louisa knew Jennie would always be happy to see her. But the opportunity to combine a trip to London with her monthly Sunday off had been too good to pass up. As much as anything, she wanted to breathe the city air again. After weeks of mud in the country, a stretch of pavement felt almost medicinal. The sour mix of fog and soot might appal Lord Redesdale’s bucolic instincts but was as nostalgic a pleasure for Louisa as a slice of her mother’s Guinness cake.

At one point she had thought she might meet up with Guy Sullivan but made no fixed plan. Then, at the Curtis house, as Nancy and Pamela were safely sitting down to supper, she had fallen into conversation with the maid who had opened the door.

Perhaps she had been drawn by the girl’s London accent, invoking a sisterly feeling. Or it might have been the vanity of liking someone because they were the mirror image of oneself. Louisa’s instinct had been close to the mark: Dulcie, like her, worked as both maid and chaperone, to Miss Charlotte. As the two young women assisted the cook with the dinner, they exchanged snippets of gossip and stories of their family’s demands and eccentricities. They’d admitted, too, to similar pasts that their employers neither knew nor would understand. It had felt more like coming home than the annual week at her mother’s Hadleigh cottage ever had.

Out of this easy chatter, they had arranged to meet by the lions at Trafalgar Square at six o’clock the following night. The meeting point had been Dulcie’s idea and Louisa had nearly asked to change it and then told herself not to be so asinine. She shied from the memory of the last time she had been there, with Nancy, right after they had run out of the dance at the Savoy, frightened that there was a man there who might have revealed Louisa’s whereabouts to her uncle Stephen. It had caused a row between the two of them when Louisa had tried to tell Nancy that she could not return to the party but then they had bumped into a man who claimed his name was Roland Lucknor. It had marked the start of what had turned out to be a long and tumultuous time between the three of them, involving Guy and the murder of a nurse, Florence Nightingale Shore.

In the years since, while Louisa enjoyed her work for the most part, she missed her friendship with Nancy and felt jealous of her easy move into adulthood. Nancy no longer even slept in the nursery but had moved to the main wing of the house and spent her weekends with friends in Oxford and London, coming home with tales of pranks and parties.

Nor had Louisa seen much of Guy, though they wrote to each other and she enjoyed his funny letters, in which he would write about the mad, bad and dangerous people he came across now he was working for the Met Police. She could see, reading between the lines, that his encounters were rather more fleeting than if he were the arresting officer, but he had never shown any pity for himself in the telling of his stories and she thought that admirable. If not terribly thrilling.

Some ten minutes after six o’clock, Louisa was still standing by the stone lions in her best dress, a navy blue hand-me-down from Nancy that she’d adjusted to fit. Fashionable men and women rushed past on their way to evenings out and Louisa started to fidget, wondering if this had been a good idea after all. Then round the corner came Dulcie, waving to catch her attention.

‘Sorry I’m a bit late,’ said Dulcie, rushing up with a smile. ‘Madame Charlotte couldn’t find her garnet brooch and as that was the only one that would do I had to go on a search with her …’ She stopped to share a knowing look with Louisa and they both giggled. Goodness, it was nice to be able to do this. ‘We’re getting the number 36 bus,’ Dulcie continued. ‘Takes us all the way to my old pub. I know we can have a good time in there, have a drink and a knees-up without getting bothered by anyone. Not like round here – it’s all hoity-toity types or men asking if they can look up your skirt for a halfpenny, isn’t it? Yes, you know I’m right. Come along, girl.’

She started marching off. Louisa took a breath and followed.


CHAPTER FOUR
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An hour later they were sitting behind a table in the Elephant and Castle in Southwark, on the corner of a busy junction. This part of London may only have been the other side of the River Thames but it was like a foreign country. The street lamps were fewer and not yet converted from gas to electricity. Everything seemed rougher, darker and slower. There weren’t so many motor cars as horses pulling carts; young children streaked along pavements, brushing past – even through – legs, their blurred shapes chased by an irate ‘Oi!’. The women hurried along or, if waiting for a bus, talked constantly to each other in an accent that sat vowels at either end of a see-saw. Men walked in long, purposeful strides, heads dipped, cigarettes in the corners of their mouths. Buses rattled past, filled to bursting like canned worms, at least five grubs precariously hanging on the corner pole.

The pub felt no less busy than the street outside but it was brightly lit. Brass fixtures gleamed and the wood on the bar was polished to a high shine. Doubtless the heavily patterned carpet disguised a multitude of past sins but to the naked eye this inn was proudly kept and the punters were dressed in what Louisa’s mother would have called their best bib and tucker. There were a few men dotted around, older gents, quietly nursing their pints or playing cards. But most of the customers were women and Louisa noticed with fascination that they were buying their own drinks, sometimes several, and she even saw a pitcher of ale sent over to one of the men, who raised his glass and nodded his whiskery chin in gratitude. The women were young, too, about Louisa’s age. You’d know they weren’t from Mayfair – their clothes weren’t fashionable or sumptuous enough for that – but there was something in the way they carried themselves that gave them an air of confidence to match a millionaire’s wife. They weren’t downtrodden; they were in charge. She didn’t know how that could be when surely they led the same life of drudgery as the women Louisa had grown up around.

Then one of the doors to the pub opened and a woman stepped in, pausing on the threshold, as if waiting while the pub muted its chatter. She remained there a fraction of a minute longer, as the hubbub started up again though more quietly than before. Dulcie elbowed Louisa in the ribs.

‘That’s Alice Diamond,’ she whispered with reverence. ‘I hoped she’d show tonight but you can’t always be sure.’

Alice Diamond was as tall as a man, wearing a thick brocade coat and on each finger gleamed a large ring set with the obvious stones. Her hair was short and waved, the same shade as the mahogany counter at the bar, but her face lacked colour, the features pushed in like coins in dough, with a dimple in her chin and the silvery line of a scar beneath her left eye. She was followed by three women in formation a few steps behind, chosen courtiers with their monarch.

‘Who is she?’ Louisa whispered back.

‘She’s the queen,’ said Dulcie, daring to talk more loudly now that the noise had resumed its earlier level. ‘She’s the one who runs things around here.’

Louisa stared as Alice sat down in a chair by a table in the corner that had remained curiously free as the rest of the pub filled up. Now Louisa knew why: it was Alice’s domain. Two of the women sat beside her while the third went to the bar, brandishing a pound note. One woman was stout and plain with an unfriendly look; the other had an undeniably pretty face with long, dark eyelashes and a delicate nose. Dulcie followed Louisa’s sightline and leant over again.

‘That’s Babyface, her lieutenant if you like. Don’t be fooled by her looks. She’s the most dangerous one of all. Been inside for razoring another woman.’

When the drinks were set down in front of the three women by a young bar waitress, the tray trembling in her hands, they were downed fast, gulped in the gaps between roars of laughter. At this cue, Louisa could almost feel every person in the room unclench their jaws with relief. Today had been a good day for Alice Diamond and she was in the mood for celebrating. That meant everyone could join in.

‘What exactly is she queen of?’

‘The Forty Thieves,’ said Dulcie, and wiped the froth of the beer off her top lip. ‘That’s the women. Then there’s the Elephants, which is all men. Two separate gangs but … not, if you see what I mean. Everyone lives within half a mile of here.’

Louisa nodded at this. The names rang a bell but she also wanted Dulcie to think that she was comfortable with this information, familiar even. She didn’t want to appear fazed or naive.

‘I’ve heard of the Forty,’ said Louisa, giving in to the temptation to make more of her past. An odd kind of bragging. ‘When my uncle and I used to work the railway stations, we knew to stay away from the shops on Oxford Street.’

Dulcie grinned. ‘That’s it, though they’ve had to move out of London lately. It’s been her masterstroke, taking the Forty out to the provinces. Birmingham and Nottingham, Liverpool, that sort of thing. I didn’t fancy those places …’ She stopped and gave Louisa a sidelong look.

‘You …?’

Dulcie nodded. ‘Not any more though.’ She took a gulp. ‘Another?’

Louisa nodded and while Dulcie was at the bar, she took in the room again. It was as if Alice’s arrival had put a lens on it – everything seemed sharper, brighter. Louisa saw now that although Alice may have been the ruler of all she surveyed, her subjects – all women – benefited from her status too. Though some of them had coats with worn elbows and boots that needed new soles, most looked fashionable enough to pass for ordinary, well-heeled customers in the big shops. One or two even looked as if they would pass muster in the fur department at Harrods. More than that, there was something in their demeanour that suggested they wore these clothes because they enjoyed them. Hadn’t Louisa pressed one or two of Nancy’s dresses to her own figure, in a lone moment by the mirror when she was scooping them up from the chair, to take them for mending and cleaning? Once, she’d held a dress at her shoulders, and pinched it by the waist with her arm, twirling her leg out. In a silk dress, no one would ever know she was a servant. But she’d heard Mrs Windsor coming down the hall and hurriedly slung it over her arm, hoping the sweep of red on her cheeks would have faded by the time she made it down the stairs to the laundry room.

Dulcie put their drinks on the table. ‘Penny for them?’

‘Oh.’ Louisa shook her head. ‘Nothing. I—’

She was interrupted by a woman coming up to Dulcie and slamming a meaty hand on her shoulder, pushing her down onto the stool. She had thick black hair that looked more like a helmet than a bob, and a shadow around her jawline that could have been stubble. She made a sound that was perhaps meant to be a laugh but came out more like a bark.

‘Who’s this?’ She pointed her chin at Louisa, who flinched. ‘We don’t allow strangers in here.’

‘She’s one of us,’ said Dulcie. ‘Nothing to worry about.’

Louisa wasn’t sure how she felt about this answer.

The woman squinted. ‘New recruit? I don’t remember hearing about that.’

‘No,’ said Dulcie, ‘but she’s in the game, too. She won’t go squealing.’

‘Huh.’ The woman seemed appeased, or perhaps she wasn’t in the mood for a fight. It was still early. ‘See that she doesn’t. We’re keeping an eye on you.’

‘I know.’ Dulcie squeezed out a small smile. ‘I’ve come as promised and shown my face, ain’t I? I’ve not run off anywhere.’

The lump on two legs nodded then marched off and resumed her position of watchdog, back to the bar, elbows propping her up, swigging her beer as she watched carefully.

‘Sorry,’ said Dulcie. ‘It’s not always as bad as that but I’m under a bit of a cosh, you see.’

‘Why?’ Louisa was agog.

‘I want to leave. My sister’s married out and they’re worried that if I go too, we’ll grass them up. So I’ve tried to do a deal with them.’

‘What sort of a deal?’ Louisa sat up straighter.

‘I’ve got to pay them off. It’ll be the last thing I’ll ever do for them and then I’m out. In fact, I was wondering …’ She gave a shy look.

Louisa said nothing. She wasn’t sure if she wanted to hear what was coming next. Her mind told her no, but her heart was hammering in her chest and the excitement inside was better than anything she’d felt in a very long time.

‘I hoped you might be able to help me.’


CHAPTER FIVE
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Less than a month later the invitations to Pamela’s birthday had been sent out to Nancy’s bright young friends and the RSVPs returned. Mrs Windsor, the housekeeper, had hired extra servants for the night and Mrs Stobie, the cook, had spent days ordering ahead and preparing the dinner, as well as the breakfast to be served at the end of the party. Pam had been most interested in this part of the arrangements, sneaking into the kitchen and pleading to be allowed to stir a pot or taught how to roll out pastry.

Louisa and Nanny Blor had had their hands full doing their best to shield the excitement of the party from the younger sisters who would otherwise demand to come down and look at the guests arriving, as they were usually able to do. Not tonight. Lord Redesdale had made an unbidden appearance in the nursery to instruct Nanny that his daughters must not clap eyes on Nancy’s ‘appalling’ friends. ‘If an artie appears with a comb in his top pocket, Farve’s in danger of a fit,’ said Nancy with glee, when Louisa told her what he’d said. The youngest children – Debo at five, Unity, seven, and Jessica, nine – were easily distracted by promises of hot chocolate before bed but Diana, at nearly fifteen, was outraged. Tom, thankfully, was still at Eton and not due home for Christmas hols for another two weeks.

Tonight there was a crackle of anticipation in the air as the logs burned fiercely in the two grates at either end of the hall. The stern oil portraits had been decorated with paper streamers and there were plenty of candles lit, adding to an early festive atmosphere. Advent was not far off, after all. Louisa had been roped in and stood with two other maids holding trays of filled champagne glasses. Lord Redesdale paced impatiently near the front door, while his wife let out tiny exasperated noises as she fiddled with the buttons on Pamela’s dress. Nancy had persuaded her parents to hold a costume party for Pamela’s coming out dance, and though Pamela had gone along with the idea, now that she was wearing a large, white flouncy dress that made her look – and feel – like a wedding cake, with a wig of ringleted curls, uncomfortably hot and too—

‘Enough!’ admonished Lady Redesdale. ‘You’ll have a lovely party if you stop thinking about what you look like.’

Nancy took a glass from Louisa’s tray and gave her a wink. She was dressed like a Spanish countess from the eighteenth century, with a tall jewelled mantilla, her bob rather awkwardly splaying out beneath. She had on a sleeveless satin top, an enormous brooch rather daringly set in her décolletage and a skirt that had wide, straight sides coming out of the hips, making her top half rather like the decorated spire on a church roof. Lord Redesdale was fit and lean still, despite his white hair and the lines engraved on his forehead. He wore his shooting tweeds as a costume; Nancy said he would never have been so comfortable at a party. Lady Redesdale looked much older than her husband, not helped by a bright yellow wig that made her complexion seem all the more bare and an ill-fitting medieval dress that Louisa suspected had been pulled out of the bottom of the dressing-up box used for charades at Christmas. It was likely, with so much to organise, that she had forgotten to think about her outfit until that afternoon.

A minute later Nancy seemed to remember whose birthday it actually was and took a second glass from the tray, handing it to Pamela. The younger sister hesitated when Lord Redesdale looked up sharply.

‘Stand down, Farve,’ said Nancy, ‘it will calm her nerves.’

Farve huffed and poked at the fire. Just as Louisa thought her arms might give out and drop the tray, they heard a car draw up outside, then the scrabble of feet on gravel and voices calling out. Mrs Windsor, who acted as butler because Lady Redesdale would employ no male servants, pulled open the door letting in a sharp draught of cold air and the first guest.

On cue, Lady Redesdale and Nancy surged forward and Louisa saw that those arriving were some of those she had seen at the Curtis party. They were most likely early because they were staying as a house party with the Watneys next door, where they had also been hosted for the pre-dance dinner, Lord Redesdale having refused to countenance any of Nancy’s friends to their own. Nancy pushed Pamela towards Oliver Watney, the son. There had been plots to pair the two of them off but Louisa couldn’t understand why when Pamela was hale and hearty and he so pale and insipid with a permanent cough from childhood tuberculosis. His stern face was not enhanced by his Mad Hatter costume, complete with patchwork tailcoat, and Louisa suppressed a giggle rising in her throat as she walked over with her tray.

‘Your friends are perfectly ludicrous,’ he said as he took a glass.

‘They’re not really my friends,’ protested Pamela, who was no good at divided loyalties.

‘I should hope not,’ Oliver continued. ‘Especially Adrian Curtis. Ghastly man. Thinks everyone is at his beck and call. I swear to goodness, if he comes near me …’ Louisa didn’t hear the end as he walked off with his glass, Pamela nervously trailing behind him.

Sebastian Atlas had arrived as part of the group and now grabbed two glasses from Louisa, his gold head bobbing as he gulped down first one, then the other before putting them back and walking off with a third without so much as a nod to acknowledge her. He appeared to be dressed as a pirate, albeit with no hat or parrot but baggy trousers, a dark waistcoat over a white shirt that gaped loosely revealing a hairless chest, and a red spotted scarf knotted around his neck. Seb approached Clara Fischer, who was hovering a little in the doorway, and put his arm around her waist, but Louisa detected a flinch at his touch.

Briefly, Louisa stepped into the passageway that led to the kitchen and placed more filled glasses on her tray from a table that had been temporarily set up there, before returning to the hall. Another two or three cars must have pulled up in the meantime because the room felt fuller and was noisy with shouts of greetings and exclamations over costumes. Two of Pamela’s own friends were beside her, looking rather overawed by the crowd, and Louisa was pleased to see that she appeared determined to show that she was having a good time, though she kept pulling at her dress.

Clara came up, dressed as Tinkerbell, with silvery diaphanous layers that seemed to be almost lit from beneath by her translucent skin. Her big eyes and pretty mouth gave her the look of Mary Pickford and Louisa could believe the rumour that she had travelled to London to get work on the stage. Clara took a champagne glass and hovered beside Louisa for a minute or two.

‘Quite the party, isn’t it?’ she said in a low voice, her New York accent softer than before, and it took Louisa a moment to realise Clara was talking to her.

‘Yes. We’ve been getting it ready for days.’

‘I bet. Looks super,’ said Clara, sipping slowly. She took a deep breath. ‘Oh, there’s Ted.’ She gave an apologetic smile. ‘Well, I suppose I’d better plunge in. Bye!’

‘Bye,’ said Louisa uncertainly, though Clara had already disappeared as the guests were ushered through to the Cloisters, the outside walkway to the ballroom. Farve hadn’t lit oil lamps this time, as he had for Nancy’s party three years ago, which made it darker and chillier, but at least no one was choking from the smoky fumes.

Louisa was picking up a few glasses that had been put down on the tables in the hall when the front door was opened and Adrian Curtis rushed in, followed by his sister Charlotte. Louisa started at this reminder of her promise to Dulcie. Not that it had been too far from her mind the entire day. He was brooding, his eyebrows cross-hatched, while his sister was talking to him in a raised voice, her dark eyes fixed on him. Adrian was dressed as a country vicar in half-moon glasses, with a wide white collar and an old-fashioned black straw hat; it made him look serene and, Louisa guessed, infuriatingly supercilious to his sister. Charlotte, a rather half-hearted Queen Victoria, was clearly unamused. They suddenly saw Louisa and Charlotte stopped, mid-sentence.

Adrian flapped his hand towards Louisa without looking at her. ‘Well, my dear sister. Do you wish to go on? Pray, do.’

‘Shut up,’ said Queen Victoria.

The three of them stood awkwardly in the room.

‘Everyone has gone through to the ballroom,’ said Louisa, as if she had neither heard nor seen anything. ‘Shall I show you the way?’

She started walking and they followed, a few steps behind. Charlotte did, indeed, go on and though she was not shouting, Louisa could hear her. Louisa knew a good servant never listened but sometimes it was impossible not to waggle one’s ears. She and Ada used to giggle over snatched bits of conversation that had not been intended for them. She missed those moments, few and far between these days, but she might be able to do the same with Dulcie. Not tonight though.

‘You’ve got to tell Mother the debt you’re in,’ Charlotte was saying. ‘She’s got no idea and it’s almost Christmas.’

‘What’s that got to do with anything?’ Adrian hissed back.

Louisa couldn’t see as the two were behind her but she pictured Charlotte’s white shoulders rising with her hackles.

They had reached the ballroom now and Louisa stepped to one side at the door to let them pass by. Neither gave her a second glance.

Inside, the throng was in full sway. While Charlotte and Adrian had come in through the front door by mistake, distracted by their argument, others had been rolling up the drive and disgorging themselves directly to the ballroom, more usually called the library. For the party, the sofa had been temporarily removed and there were a number of chairs along the walls for the chaperones. There were only three or four of these at present, mothers happy to see inside the Mitford house and catch up on gossip with friends. Louisa had discovered that in the upper-class world people acted as if they knew each other and referred to each other as friends or friendly acquaintances even if they had never met. They worked on a system of introductions: like becoming members of a club, you were introduced and seconded by two insiders and then you were in. There may have been no bricks and mortar but there was certainly a membership and club rules to be adhered to if you didn’t want to be thrown out and banished from ever re-entering.

Some of these rules were changing, much to the horror of the ‘’rents’, as Nancy’s friends referred to the older generation. Divorce had once meant permanent exclusion from society, at least for the women, but since the Duke and Duchess of Marlborough had had their marriage annulled after the war with each invited to as many parties as before, others had been quietly allowed to remain too. ‘If Muv and Farve divorced it would spice things up no end,’ Nancy had said mock-sadly, ‘but I don’t suppose they ever will.’

Some rules were etched in steel, however, and given equal ranking: no illegitimate babies, no brown shoes in town, no cut flowers given to a hostess. Nor
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