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			Twenty-four days to go
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			Petticoat Lane. Mrs King felt the sun on her neck. She’d walked all the way from Mayfair to Aldgate to save the 2d. on the Tube. She had to jostle her way with the crowd, but it was worth it, a necessary investment. There was one person she needed to see. Not an easy person to manage. Not someone who liked surprises. You didn’t charge into Mrs Bone’s territory without due preparation, and a good reason to call. But Mrs King was nothing if not prepared, and she had the best proposition in town.

			The heat gave the Lane a whirring, jangled energy. It smelled like old things, manure and wrinkled fruit and drains. Everyone seemed dislocated, running in packs, a sea of flat caps. Mrs King heard the distant dandle-dandle-rum-tum-tum of music, spied a fiddler balanced on a stool. It gave her a queer twist in the chest. She always felt it, coming home.

			Concentrate, Dinah, she thought.

			She pulled out her purse, flipped a coin between her fingers. Studied the market stalls, separating herself from the crowd. The stallholders clocked her. Eyes swivelled sideways, nostrils flared.

			Mrs King raised her hand, shielding her eyes from the sun. She knew she looked strange to them. Not a lady, not a schoolmistress. Not a nurse, not a cook. An anomaly. Tightly buckled, hat tipped low over her eyes. A touch of stain on her lips – red, the colour of garnets. Armoured.

			She folded her arms.

			And waited.

			It didn’t take long. The message must have been transmitted through the walls; it must have gone rippling down the back alleys. The door to the pawn shop opened with a bang. It startled the stallholders, the bell clanging in the air. A woman wearing widow’s weeds emerged squinting into the sunlight.

			Mrs King straightened. ‘Mrs Bone,’ she called.

			Mrs Bone was strong, compact, cunningly built. Perhaps fifty years old, at a guess. Sunshine didn’t suit her. It drained her, made her look as if she’d been hiding in the cellar. You’d overlook her altogether if you didn’t know any better. Which was just the way she liked it.

			Her eyes narrowed, and Mrs King saw her mind working: the click-click-click of the gears.

			‘Well, well,’ Mrs Bone called back, voice hoarse. ‘Aren’t we highly favoured?’

			The stallholders repositioned themselves. Casual, heads turned, gazing up at the sky as if it fascinated them.

			Mrs King crossed the street. Followed the old rules. Ducked her chin half an inch. Scraped one boot behind the other. Kiss to the cheek, kiss to the hand. ‘Good day, Mrs Bone.’

			Up close Mrs Bone carried the same scent as always: rose water and hair that smelled of wood shavings. ‘How can I help you, dear?’ she murmured into Mrs King’s ear.

			Mrs King didn’t fall for that. Whatever your trouble, whatever the jam, you didn’t ask Mrs Bone for help. Help was for the birds. You presented her with a proposition, nicely packaged, nothing else. Mrs King straightened up, assessed the terrain. There was a skinny-looking chap leaned up against a lamp post, head buried in his newspaper. Frayed cuffs, bare ankles. Not a detective. A scout, a lookout. And not employed by Mrs Bone. Her men didn’t dress like scarecrows. Mrs King scanned the street. Another lad at the corner, by the pub. A third under the guttering.

			Mrs King considered this with interest. These were Mrs Bone’s stalls, and that was Mrs Bone’s house. She’d drawn and quartered and marked this part of the street as her domain. Her territory ran from here to Docklands, a snaking line of enterprises, legitimate and not so legitimate. Nicely demarcated ground. You didn’t play on Mrs Bone’s turf if you didn’t want trouble.

			And yet there were men playing all over it.

			‘Busy out here today,’ Mrs King said.

			Mrs Bone tutted in irritation. ‘Get inside.’

			But she glanced over her shoulder as she closed the door.

			Mrs Bone’s pawn shop was a legitimate business. A humble one, too. An entirely sensible place to hold a meeting. Mrs King’s eyes adjusted to the dull and respectable shimmer, the brass and silver and gold.

			Mrs Bone turned the sign on the door to ‘Closed’ and dissolved into the gloom, scuttling behind a gigantic desk, grabbing a pile of receipts pinioned to a nail. ‘This your afternoon off?’

			‘No.’

			‘You’ve come shopping, then.’

			‘Not exactly.’

			Mrs Bone rifled through her receipts. ‘You’re in trouble.’

			‘No trouble. I’m on a leave of absence.’

			‘Oh, lovely.’

			‘Yes.’

			‘Must feel marvellous.’

			‘Yes.’

			‘I’m not one for taking holidays myself. Not got the time.’

			Mrs King smiled. ‘You should treat yourself.’

			‘And I should call myself Princess Do-As-I-Please, but I can’t always have my way, now, can I?’

			Mrs King raised an eyebrow and unbuckled her Gladstone bag. She pulled out a copy of the Illustrated News, held up the photograph of the old master. The image flashed and winked at them. That famous spotted neckerchief. His teeth bared and gleaming. Black scrolls at the top of the page: Wilhelm de Vries, Born 1850. Died 1905.

			‘Yes, yes, I heard,’ said Mrs Bone, voice tight.

			Mrs King tilted her head. ‘And?’

			‘I’m a Christian lady. I don’t gloat about nobody’s passing.’ Her eyes darkened. ‘They’re calling him that name in the papers.’

			‘You still don’t care for “de Vries”?’

			Mrs Bone began shredding receipts. ‘He was Danny O’Flynn when he was born. He was Danny O’Flynn when he died.’ She sniffed. ‘If he died. If it’s not a great prank. If it’s not an almighty tease.’

			Mrs Bone’s personal feelings about Danny O’Flynn, the man who transformed himself into Wilhelm de Vries, were well known to Mrs King. They were among the category of sensitive things, topics avoided.

			‘No, he’s gone, Mrs Bone.’

			‘And what’s he left behind?’

			Mrs King glanced down at the paper. They’d printed a photograph of Madam, too. A fair flower in bloom, Miss de Vries in her winter garden . . . She appeared in a cloud of chiffon, blurry, hard to pin down. Innocent-looking.

			Mrs King had been present when they’d taken that photograph. They did it in the winter garden, the conservatory overlooking the park. They made the photographer stay all day, long after the light had faded. Madam faced the window, eyes flat and unreadable, telegraphing a silent order through the air. Get it right. Make it perfect.

			‘The daughter.’

			Mrs Bone’s gaze tightened. ‘And?’

			‘And nothing.’

			‘Were his affairs in order? That’s what I want to know.’

			Mrs King sighed. ‘I’ve no notion, Mrs Bone.’

			‘Then what are you here for?’ Mrs Bone replied, snapping her fingers. ‘I’m a busy lady. I don’t have time for nonsense conversations.’

			She was rattled today, thought Mrs King. Combing the newspapers, picking over old ground.

			‘Perhaps I just came to say hello,’ said Mrs King calmly.

			Mrs Bone’s eyes flew upwards. ‘You’re up to something.’

			‘Am I?’

			‘You’ve got something cooking up here.’ Mrs Bone tapped the side of her head. ‘Not a nice thing. It never is.’

			‘Heavens,’ said Mrs King. ‘You taught me everything I know.’

			Mrs Bone’s mouth thinned. Evidently, she didn’t like that: she saw it as an aspersion on her character. And Mrs Bone took good care of appearances. Gave generously to the church collection, kept an entirely dull front parlour, still wore mourning clothes for her long-departed Mr Bone, erstwhile husband and ironmonger. Her jet ornaments clanked every time she moved.

			‘They gave you the shove,’ she said, ‘didn’t they?’

			Mrs King inclined her head. ‘For a minor indiscretion.’

			‘What did you do?’

			Mrs King told her. Mrs Bone raised an eyebrow.

			‘You were visiting your fancy man?’ she asked.

			‘It was all a great misunderstanding,’ said Mrs King smoothly.

			‘You’ve got something cooking. I can smell it!’ Mrs Bone sighed. ‘Come on back.’

			[image: ]

			Mrs Bone’s private office was behind the shop, far away from the street. The windows faced another dirty courtyard where young men stood smoking. Mrs Bone banged on the window. ‘Company,’ she shouted, and they started like pigeons, scattering, disappearing into the shadows.

			The front of the shop was gloomy, shabby, full of cheap rings and watches. The private office was different altogether. Here Mrs Bone kept her fancies, her shiny things. Queer inventions, oddities, curios. Mrs King knew she had other secret houses, scattered all the way to Essex, full of machines and portraits and furs and looking glasses. Exotic artefacts, paid for on credit and imported from across the Empire. Mrs Bone darted around, dodging footstools and side tables, armoires and escritoires.

			‘How’s business?’ said Mrs King courteously.

			‘Splendid,’ said Mrs Bone. 

			It didn’t look splendid. Mrs King picked up a silver bowl, gave it a quick once-over. Painted tin. She could have peeled the skin off with her teeth.

			‘Were those Mr Murphy’s boys, hanging about in the street?’

			Mrs Bone grimaced. ‘Murphy. Don’t mention him.’

			‘He’s not tried intimidation before, Mrs Bone. What’s changed?’

			‘Intimidation? Who’s intimidated? He can send his little goblins to leer at me any time he likes. I’m hardly ever in. I’m rushed off my feet.’

			Mrs King smiled. There was some truth to this: she was lucky to have got hold of Mrs Bone herself, for she never stayed for long at the pawn shop. She had the factory out by the docks. Warehouses all down the coast. Plus a whole line of cigarette shops and barber shops and ironmongers and the rest. Plenty of street work, too. Though Mrs Bone didn’t sell dirty daguerreotypes, she ran no bawdy houses. She engaged in elegant, useful trades. A neat bit of house-breaking. Some calculated affray. She’d taught Mrs King nearly all of it herself. Always kept an eye out for her. Somebody has to, she said, fiercely. Your ma hasn’t even brushed your hair.

			‘So, what have you got, then?’ Mrs Bone asked. ‘A bit of business?’

			‘Always.’

			The air smelled as if it were ripening, as if the whole house were on the turn. Mrs Bone looked out of the window. 

			‘You’ve been casing a place?’

			‘Yes.’

			‘Where?’

			‘Park Lane.’

			Mrs Bone’s expression changed. ‘Eh?’

			‘Interested?’

			Mrs Bone propelled herself up and out of the chair. She picked up an empty dove-cage. Swung it back and forth. ‘Don’t,’ she said.

			‘Don’t what?’

			‘Don’t tell me you’re that foolish.’

			Mrs King said nothing.

			‘Park Lane.’ She made a tsk sound. ‘Dinah. You never, never do a job when it’s personal. I taught you that myself.’ She rubbed her chin again. ‘Park Lane?’

			‘Yes.’

			‘You beggar belief. Marching in here, without a by-your-leave or word of warning . . .’ She straightened. ‘I know my patch. We don’t do anything west of Gracechurch Street, for God’s sake. I’m not tripping up to town for any gee-gaws on Park Lane.’

			There were a dozen clocks piled on the mantlepiece, ticking furiously, all out of time.

			‘Perhaps it’s time to branch out, Mrs Bone.’

			‘I don’t need to branch out!’

			Mrs King softened her tone. ‘It’s a big house. Bigger than anything. Marble like you’ve never seen before. Chairs from Versailles. Silks. Jewels the size of goose eggs.’

			‘You think I don’t know all that? You think I don’t know what sort of palace Danny built for himself?’

			Of course she knew. Diamonds made Danny O’Flynn. Gave him a fortune beyond all comprehension: stockpiles, monopolies, loans even governments couldn’t win. He made his whole new life on the back of them, a whole new name. Mr de Vries had a fierce, white-hot sort of wealth, the kind that stopped your heart in your chest. Millionaire, they called him. Millionaire.

			Mrs Bone never forgave him for it.

			‘Well, then,’ said Mrs King, spreading her hands.

			The clocks shimmered, bright and angry. 

			Mrs King reached into her pocket and drew out an object wrapped in a handkerchief. She lifted a silver watch into the air, dangled it by its chain. It turned in the light, revealing little engraved letters: WdV.

			‘How about an advance?’ she said. ‘Against services rendered?’

			Mrs Bone looked at the watch, the swiftest possible glance. The silver reflected in her eyes. ‘I told you. I don’t do jobs when it’s personal.’

			Mrs King doubted that very much. Mrs Bone’s whole operation was personal. It had been formed out of a hundred thousand tiny chain-links, a whole line of gifts given and received, favours sought and granted, enmities formed and settled. Mrs King had been counting on this. Her motives were personal, too, although they had their own secret, slanted edges. They were driving her brain, her blood, every muscle in her body. It had taken her the best part of a month to put this plan together, but really it had been building for years. It must have lurked in Mrs Bone’s mind, too. The kind of thing you dreamed of doing, the kind that took everyone’s breath away. All those treasures, sitting idly in that house. Mrs King intended to take them all.

			Calmly Mrs King said, ‘If you’re not interested, I can go elsewhere.’

			Mrs Bone’s face did something curious then, a puckering of the mouth. Not annoyance, exactly. A flash of hunger.

			She sniffed, and studied the watch. ‘What services do you need?’

			‘Funds, principally.’

			‘Everyone always wants my funds. Have you got people?’

			‘The principal players, yes. Naturally we’ll need more. Alice Parker is in residence already.’

			‘Alice Parker? That odd little fish? Now, I don’t like the sound of that at all. Who’s acting aide-de-camp?’

			‘Winnie Smith.’

			‘Never heard of her. Namby-pamby sort of name. You won’t get me backing strangers.’

			Mrs King handed over the watch. ‘I’m holding a meeting on Sunday to go over the details. Come and inspect everybody then.’

			‘Sunday? This Sunday?’

			‘No use hanging about.’

			Mrs Bone’s eyes widened, and she began to chuckle. ‘I’d need to see your numbers.’

			‘Naturally.’ Mrs King reached into her coat pocket, pulled out a slim envelope.

			Mrs Bone snatched it up. ‘Bottom line?’

			‘Lucky Sevens,’ said Mrs King. ‘My favourite split.’

			‘Sevenths?’ Mrs Bone held the watch up to the light, let it spin slowly on its chain. ‘You’ve got seven fools lined up for this job?’

			Mrs King went to Mrs Bone and kissed her gently on the cheek. ‘I’ve got three, besides myself, if you’re in. Why don’t you have us over on Sunday, and tell a couple of your best girls – I need a pair of sturdy types for the indoor reconnaissance.’

			Mrs Bone bristled. ‘Oh, I see. You think you can come marching in here, frazzling my nerves, spoiling my afternoon, giving me orders . . .’

			Mrs King drew back. She fixed her coat, adjusted her hat. ‘Sunday, Mrs Bone. You say where. You say when.’

			Mrs Bone folded the envelope into her sleeve, twirling the silver watch. ‘I am not in,’ she said, eyes sparkling. ‘Not yet. Not even a little bit.’
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			To Spitalfields, and a cloud of dust was rising high into the air over Commercial Street. Mrs King perched on the edge of a fruit-barrow, munching an apple, waiting for her aide-de-camp. She had her eyes pinned on the hat shop across the road. The sign sparkled in the sunlight: Mr Champion, Milliner. In normal circumstances she would have found it very disagreeable, wasting time like this. But of course she didn’t have chores any more. Her objective for the day had become altogether more interesting. There was something very particular she needed.

			Nobody noticed her waiting there, except for a little girl in a mud-spattered pinafore, who watched her hungrily. Mrs King flicked her a sixpence.

			‘That’s for good observation,’ she said. The girl leapt for it, scrabbling on the cobblestones, and hurtled away.

			Mrs King didn’t need to check her pocket watch. She knew exactly what time it was. She crunched apple pips with her back teeth, counting seconds in her head.

			It was another five minutes before her quarry appeared. Winnie Smith came lurching round the corner with her gigantic perambulator, heading for Mr Champion’s shop. That pram carried hatboxes, not babies, stacked in teetering, dangerous piles. Mrs King felt a familiar stirring of affection. Winnie: trussed up in a violently mended purple dress, hat pinned at a hopeless angle, steering the perambulator as if it were a tank. Something snapped, the suspension or a spoke, and she staggered. Oh Lord, thought Mrs King, and closed her eyes.

			She finished the last of her apple, licked her fingers and sauntered across the road.

			Winnie was wrestling the pram over the kerb when she spotted Mrs King. ‘Today?’ she said, disbelieving.

			‘No time like it,’ said Mrs King with a wry smile.

			Winnie sucked in all her breath, straightened her hat. ‘I’ve an appointment to keep,’ she said, frowning.

			Mrs King remembered the first time they’d met, twenty years before, in the kitchen at Park Lane. She’d thought then that Winnie, five years her senior, would make the perfect elder sister. Someone fierce, someone reliable, someone you could trust right down to the bones – even at her most harried, as she was today. Mrs King nudged her.

			‘Hang your appointment, Win. We’ve got bigger fish to fry.’

			Winnie hauled the perambulator up onto the kerb. She shook her head, stubborn. ‘Ten minutes. Then I’m all yours.’

			Winnie was raised very nicely, very properly. She had such enormous scruples. It made Mrs King click her tongue in impatience. She peered into Winnie’s perambulator, flipped open one of the hatboxes. A squashed, queasy-looking article gazed back at her. It had taken on the shape and colour of a blancmange, festooned with ghastly brown ribbons.

			‘Lovely,’ she said.

			‘Don’t touch it! I’m calling it “The Savoy”.’ Winnie stroked it. ‘Champagne satin, chocolate velvet. And silk-finished braid, do you see? It goes right under the brim.’

			‘Is that hair?’

			‘It’s braid.’

			‘Whose hair is it?’

			Winnie batted Mrs King away, rammed the lid back on the box. ‘It’s what they’re showing in New York.’

			Mrs King put her hands behind her back. ‘How much are you charging for it?’

			Winnie hesitated.

			Mrs King smiled. ‘I’ll help you negotiate.’ Winnie was stolid, steady, the most industrious person Mrs King knew. But certain things needed to move with a clip.

			Winnie looked annoyed. ‘Dinah . . .’

			‘Don’t worry. It’ll speed things up.’

			‘I don’t need you to speed things up.’

			Mrs King simply raised her eyebrow at that. She kicked the shop door open, the bell pealing in alarm, and Winnie sighed, battling with the pram. ‘Dinah, go easy . . .’

			The light inside the shop was clean, the shelves stacked with eggshell ribbons and bolts of satin. Mrs King disliked dainty things. Muslin made her teeth ache. ‘I’m on my break,’ said a voice from the back of the shop. ‘Come back later.’

			‘But it’s your lucky day,’ said Mrs King.

			‘It’s just Winnie Smith, Mr Champion,’ called Winnie, colliding into everything. ‘We have an appointment!’ She gave Mrs King a warning glance: not another word.

			Mr Champion sat in his office like a ham stuffed into a picnic basket, pink-cheeked and glistening, surrounded by wicker and wires. The air smelled of dried fruit and vinegar. He started, spectacles quivering on the end of his nose. ‘No, no, no,’ he said. ‘Not you. I’ve told you already. I ain’t buying any more tat.’

			Winnie grabbed one of the hatboxes, knocked the lid to the floor. ‘Just a moment of your time, Mr Champion,’ she said, planting her feet firmly apart. ‘Have a look at this one. I’m calling it “The Navy”. Blue rosettes, do you see? I’ve dressed it with heliotrope flowers, and of course I could do white ones, too . . .’

			Mr Champion pointed at the perambulator, neck reddening. ‘Get that great heaving article out of here!’ He addressed Mrs King. ‘And who are you?’

			Mrs King smiled, cracked her knuckles. ‘Her agent.’

			‘A trial offer, Mr Champion,’ Winnie said quickly. ‘How about that? Your customers might like to try something new.’

			‘My customers,’ said Mr Champion, ‘buy quality.’ He looked Winnie up and down – and Mrs King knew what he saw. A faded dress, skin grey and saggy under the chin. Nothing to respect, nothing to worry about. ‘Now, clear off.’

			‘Did you take her last delivery, Mr Champion?’ said Mrs King.

			His eyes swivelled to meet hers. A sneer. ‘I doubt it.’

			Winnie appeared troubled. ‘That’s not correct, Mr Champion. I gave you my very best stock.’

			‘I daresay you might have offloaded some old handkerchiefs on me. I really can’t recall.’

			‘I’m sure you have the receipts,’ said Mrs King.

			‘I’m sure I don’t.’

			He looked like suet, Mrs King thought, a sick-making colour. ‘Might I check?’ she said.

			‘Might you . . .’ He paused, taking a breath, reddening further. ‘No, you may not. You can show yourself out.’ His eyes rattled back and forth between them. ‘Here, what is this? Some job you’ve worked up between you? I said to clear off!’

			Winnie lifted her hands, alarmed. ‘Mr Champion . . .’

			‘Five guineas, Mr Champion,’ said Mrs King.

			He stared at her. ‘What?’

			‘Five guineas for “The Navy”. Or I want to see your order book.’

			Mr Champion let out a scornful laugh. ‘Don’t make me send for the constable.’

			‘Be my guest,’ Mrs King said, in a congenial tone. ‘I’ll report exactly what I can see occurring here. You’re cheating ladies out of their dues.’

			‘Say that again,’ he said, voice dropping, ‘and you won’t be able to sell a stitch to any living body in town.’

			‘Order book, please,’ said Mrs King, pressing her palms to the table.

			There was a long silence. Winnie was holding her breath.

			‘Three guineas,’ Mr Champion, said at last.

			Mrs King sometimes wondered: how do I do it? How did she get people to capitulate, to bow? She didn’t exactly like it. It made her feel chilly and contemptuous of the world. But of course it was necessary. Somebody had to put things right in life.

			‘Done,’ she said, keeping her distance from Mr Champion.

			He made a lot of noise, a lot of fuss, counting out the change. ‘You’re nothing more than a thief. You won’t be coming around here again. They’ll lock the doors on you two, that I can tell you for sure and certain –’

			But they got their three guineas.

			Winnie shoved the pram out into the road. ‘For heaven’s sake.’

			Mrs King closed the shop door with a bang. ‘Here,’ she said gravely, counting out shillings.

			Winnie gave her a long look, as if deciding whether to say thank you or not. She pressed her lips together. ‘I need a sherry,’ she said.

			‘Lead the way,’ said Mrs King, reaching for the perambulator. ‘I’ll mind Baby.’

			[image: ]

			They quick-marched to Bethnal Green, the perambulator listing and keeling all the way, men throwing them filthy looks as it ran over their toes. Mrs King watched the sky changing. The sun drained away, as if giving up. It stirred her, the dusk: it put her in the hunting mood. And she was hungry for a very particular object. Mrs King wasn’t the only housekeeper ever employed in that house on Park Lane. Winnie had held that illustrious title herself, only three years before. And she still held a most useful item in her possession.

			Winnie lived in dreary lodgings at the top of a damp and narrow building: cramped and low-ceilinged and desperately well scrubbed. So, this is freedom, thought Mrs King, looking at the bleach-stained floorboards. She compared them to the gleaming parquet in the saloon at Park Lane, and felt a quick, fierce flare of anger. She refused to end up like this.

			Winnie shoved the cork back in the sherry bottle. They clinked glasses, swallowed.

			‘Have you got it?’ said Mrs King.

			Winnie sighed. ‘Just a moment.’

			She ducked out of the room, and returned carrying a large object wrapped in tissue paper. ‘Here.’

			Mrs King felt her heart start ticking. At last, here it was. That marvellous leather-bound book, those grey-green covers inlaid with gold, those thick pages crackling as they turned.

			The Inventory.

			‘So, you’re the naughty thief,’ said Mrs King, reaching for it.

			‘I didn’t steal it,’ said Winnie solidly. ‘I wrote it, didn’t I? It’s mine as much as anyone’s. I had every right to take it with me.’

			The Inventory had everything listed in it. Every painting, every chair, every toothpick in that house. The pages smelled like gruel: oaty and wet. Oval Drawing Room. Boiserie. Long Drawing Room. Ballroom. Lines and lines and lines written on each page. All the way down to the smallest pantry. One set snuffers, tin. One pair candle moulds, tin. Two pairs paraffin lamps, blue. Two pairs paraffin lamps, yellow. Mrs King could picture them. Purple mottling, buttery tin. Tinder box. Three sets brass candle-holders. Three sets candle boxes – dry room.

			She felt her breath tightening in her throat. She placed her hand against the page, covered the words. I can make everything disappear, she thought.

			‘Good,’ she said, voice flat. ‘Thanks.’ She closed the book with a tremendous thump, pressed her hands to the cover, possessing it.

			‘You’re welcome,’ Winnie said, giving Mrs King a dry look. Then her expression changed, hardening. ‘What now? Is your woman going to pay us?’

			‘Don’t let Mrs Bone hear you call her “my woman”. She’ll have your guts for garters.’

			‘But will she pay? We can’t do a thing without funds, Dinah.’

			Mrs King laughed. ‘Hark at you. Don’t worry about funds – I’ll sort those. You just worry about getting our final friend on board. We’ll need everybody in place by Sunday, not a day later.’

			Winnie reached for her notebook, flipped through the pages. She’d already given herself hundreds of instructions; Mrs King could see arrows and crossings-out and scribbles running slantways across the page. 

			‘I hope you burn that book when we’re finished,’ she said.

			‘This won’t give us away. I’ve made up a code.’

			‘Of course you have,’ said Mrs King with affection.

			It was four weeks since Mrs King had first mentioned the plan – obfuscating at first, circling around it, looking for the subtlest way in. ‘Do you mean you want to commit a robbery?’ Winnie had asked, disbelieving. Mrs King had backed off, shaking her head: goodness gracious, steady on, hold your horses, Win . . . But Winnie’s frown had deepened, her thoughts burrowing down, down, down into the darker reaches of her mind.

			‘What do you think?’ Mrs King had finally asked. Winnie needed the money. That much was clear. Mrs King remembered what Winnie had said when she’d first left Park Lane. I’ve got to go my own way. I need to make something of my life. There was something desperate, hurried, inexplicable about it. Winnie was fast approaching forty: she’d been working at Park Lane nearly all her life. But it wasn’t as if she had any fine prospects on the outside. She had no grand schemes. She barely made a pittance hawking those hats around the East End. 

			‘If anyone could do it, you could,’ she’d said, looking up at Mrs King. ‘You know all the right people.’ Winnie’s eyes had gleamed a little. She’d started to smile.

			Because it was mad, this job. Of course it was. The best games always were. They were like the illuminations at the pantomime, laid with magnesium wires and quicklime blocks, fizzing and exploding before your very eyes. They drew in even the steadiest of folk, even Winnie.

			‘Oh, I know all the right people,’ Mrs King had said with a grin and a nod.

			Winnie had always turned a blind eye to Mrs King’s outside interests. She was no fool: they’d shared a room, and she noticed Dinah running side jobs for Mrs Bone – passing messages, delivering hampers. Winnie had spotted goods being sneaked in through the back door: sealskin gloves, a tortoiseshell parasol, the most heavenly emollient soaps . . .

			‘Who gave you this?’ she’d asked sternly, holding up a bolt of fine lace, concealed at the very back of Dinah’s wardrobe.

			‘I bought it myself,’ Dinah said, truthfully. It was a risk, taking those side jobs. But risks always paid well.

			Mrs King had never worried that Winnie might snitch on her. The bond between them was absolute. ‘Here,’ Winnie had said, rummaging inside the wardrobe, grimacing, loosening a back panel. ‘Hide your treasures if you must.’ She paused. ‘But you should save your pennies. You might want them one day.’

			Mrs King remembered the advice. She stopped buying scent bottles and bracelets, and put her cash in old stockings instead.

			‘Sunday,’ Winnie said now, scribbling in her notebook. She bit her lip. ‘Awfully soon, Dinah.’

			‘Sooner the better.’

			Winnie looked serious. ‘I suppose you’re right.’

			Mrs King stretched out a hand. ‘You’ll make a terribly good thief, Win.’

			Winnie frowned. ‘Don’t tease me.’

			‘I’m not teasing in the least,’ said Mrs King, with mock-seriousness. ‘I’ve never met such a bloodthirsty woman in my life.’

			Winnie stared up at her from her chair, with an expression in her eyes that made her look suddenly much older. ‘And I’ve never met a woman in my life who decided to clear out a whole house, strip it right down to the bones, for no more reason than she feels like it.’ She studied Mrs King. ‘Remind me never to cross you.’

			Mrs King kept things easy. ‘I’m sure you don’t need reminding.’ She tapped her pocket watch. ‘Now, come along. You’ve got a job to do, my fine lady-felon. Clock’s ticking.’
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			Winnie entered the Paragon through the doors on the Mile End Road. She crossed the crush room and saw herself reflected in the giant mirrors, flushed with heat. They’d replaced the gaslights with blistering new electroliers and put Chinese prints all over the walls. Everything was glazed and swagged with red velvet. She rather liked it. She took a breath and made straight for the auditorium, spying a door near the stage.

			Mrs King had given very clear instructions. ‘We need someone with a gift for deception, someone who knows all about acting.’

			‘Who did you have in mind?’

			‘Who do you think?’

			‘You can’t be serious,’ Winnie had said, knowing exactly who Mrs King meant. ‘She’s entirely unpredictable.’

			‘She’s perfect. And you’ve known her the longest. She’ll do it if you ask her.’

			Winnie had shaken her head. ‘Not a good idea.’

			‘Nonsense. I have every faith in you,’ Mrs King had said. ‘Off you go,’ she’d added when Winnie hesitated.

			Winnie hadn’t been able to tell Mrs King why she dreaded this appointment. It had depths and dimensions even she was only just beginning to comprehend. And she’d sworn to keep them secret. So she had nodded, stoically. ‘Very well,’ she’d said. ‘I’ll do my best.’

			Now Winnie felt a hand on her arm. ‘Madam!’ It was an usher, barring the way. ‘Have you got a ticket?’

			Winnie felt his eyes assessing her shabby coat, and marched back to the lobby. She spent all the cash Mrs King had given her on a box. Necessary expense, she told herself, trying not to look at the price.

			They gave her a programme for free, which was something. It was printed on silk, the colour of peaches and cream. She ran her finger down the acts, searching for one name: Hephzibah Grandcourt. Couldn’t find it.

			She frowned, gazed out over the balcony. There were an awful lot of shopkeepers and cutlery salesmen here. The men wore tartan jackets, luridly patterned, and left their umbrellas in the aisle. Stop being a snob, she reminded herself. She looked odder than they did, a lump of coal in a jewellery box, pins falling out of her hat.

			Another usher peered in. ‘Something from the menu?’

			‘Brandy,’ she said, summoning her courage. She might as well have asked for a tankard of stout.

			The usher gave her a wink. Winnie didn’t know if this made her feel better or worse. Her legs were shaking, she noticed. Guilt.

			Then she heard the door. The creak and rustle of silk.

			‘Well, they’re in a wonderful flap downstairs,’ said a voice over her shoulder. ‘Some charlady’s gone and pinched the best seats in the house.’

			Winnie steeled herself, and turned round.

			Her first impression was not of the person standing before her. It was of the person hidden within that person. It was just about possible, if you concentrated, to see the girl who’d once worked in the kitchen at Park Lane twenty years ago. A common house sparrow concealed inside a splendid bird of paradise. Her teeth were bared in a smile, pearls choking her neck, hair gleaming and soaring into the air. But the eyes were the same. Cornflower blue, and wide open.

			‘Hullo, Hephzibah,’ said Winnie. She took care to use the new name. It seemed the least she could do.

			Hephzibah Grandcourt’s eyes didn’t move. She was an actress, after all. She had the most extraordinary control of her face. She’d possessed that skill even when she worked at Park Lane, back in the days when her hands were yellow from the laundry soap and she always smelled of ammonia. She’d had presence then, and she had presence now, and her expression radiated anger.

			‘Who told you I was working down here?’ she asked.

			Winnie straightened. ‘Nobody. I guessed.’

			Hephzibah gave off a powerful scent of sugared fruits and almonds, sickly sweet. ‘I spotted you from behind the stage, of course.’ She flexed her fingers. ‘I simply couldn’t. Believe. My. Eyes.’ She skewered Winnie with her gaze. ‘Did you come for my autograph?’

			Winnie reminded herself to tread carefully. She had known Hephzibah half her life. And when Hephzibah left Park Lane, eighteen years before, Winnie had stayed in touch, with dogged persistence – sending humdrum letters; buying tickets to the Christmas pantomime; being entirely, perfectly, unimpeachably good to Hephzibah. It made Winnie redden with shame now, to think of her own pomposity, her own complete lack of comprehension.

			In normal circumstances she and Hephzibah met at tea-rooms or by the river – on safe and neutral ground. But coming here, onto Hephzibah’s own territory, was a bold move. It threatened the hard-won equilibrium between them. ‘I wanted to talk to you,’ Winnie said.

			The usher brought her brandy and a glass of sherry for Hephzibah. It came on a tray with a bowl of cherries that looked as if they’d been dipped in sugar water, obscenely shiny.

			‘Well, here I am,’ said Hephzibah.

			‘You’re not on the programme,’ Winnie said. ‘Aren’t you performing?’

			Hephzibah skinned one of the cherries with her teeth. ‘I’m the understudy,’ she said, without emotion.

			‘The what?’

			‘The stand-in, the spare. They still pay me for that, you know,’ she added.

			The air had a sour-apple tint to it. Hephzibah’s nails didn’t stop clicking against the beading of her dress, and it pained Winnie to see her anxiety. ‘Perhaps I can match the fee,’ she said eagerly. ‘I’ve got a commission for you.’

			Hephzibah spat a cherry stone into the bowl. ‘What does that mean?’

			‘A job.’

			‘To do what?’ Hephzibah’s eyes darkened.

			‘To – charm someone,’ Winnie said, casting about for the right word. She couldn’t afford to be overheard. She wasn’t used to this sort of business at all.

			‘Charm someone?’

			‘Yes! The way only you could do it.’

			The silence was dreadful. Hephzibah took another cherry, examined it. ‘Not all actresses are tarts, you know,’ she said.

			Winnie felt herself grow cold. ‘That’s not at all what I mean.’

			Hephzibah’s eyes flashed upwards. ‘I don’t need money that badly. I’ve got money.’

			‘Hephzibah . . .’

			‘I’ve got any number of jobs coming.’

			Winnie sat forward in her chair. ‘Let me explain myself,’ she said.

			Hephzibah snatched the programme, held it up to the lamplight. ‘It’s a bad night tonight. Rough acts, top to bottom. You should’ve come on a Saturday. Then you’d see some talent. Not this rubbish.’

			‘Hephzibah . . .’

			‘If I ran this place, it would go like a dream. I’d write the bloody plays myself. I’ve got a great talent.’

			‘I know.’

			‘A rare talent. It deserves proper cultivation.’ She sent another cherry stone bouncing into the bowl. Perfect aim. ‘It’s pretty rich, you marching in here, out of the blue. I haven’t heard from you for months.’

			Winnie opened her mouth. Closed it again. ‘I always write,’ she said uneasily.

			‘And I reply!’

			‘Well,’ said Winnie, not able to help herself, ‘you send me pictures of yourself.’

			Hephzibah shot her a look. ‘Picture postcards.’

			Winnie wilted. ‘Yes.’

			‘Very fetching ones.’

			Sometimes the moment was presented to you, the window opened just a crack. Winnie forced herself not to be a coward. ‘Hephzibah. I’m so—’ The words came in a rush. ‘I’m so enormously – sorry.’

			That face! Immaculate, the expression smoothing out, like the tide sweeping the sands. Hephzibah said nothing.

			Winnie remembered the day Hephzibah had left. Upped and vanished in the night, they said. Yet another runaway. It had infuriated everybody, Winnie included, who’d been left with the task of clearing out Hephzibah’s rubbish and sad, much-mended uniforms. 

			Dinah King had laughed. ‘You know how she is,’ she’d said. ‘She’s got dreams. She wants to be onstage.’

			They hadn’t asked any questions.

			Hephzibah crumpled the programme in her hands, tossed it aside. Grabbed her glass of sherry, spilling a little over the brim. ‘If you weren’t so bloody pious,’ she said, at last, ‘and po-faced, then I shouldn’t get so annoyed with you. Honestly, it’s too bad. Every time you come plodding down to see me you just make me feel beastly. It brings everything up again. You do understand that, don’t you?’

			Winnie nodded. ‘I don’t mean to.’

			Hephzibah handed Winnie her own glass. ‘Here. Put some colour in your cheeks. I can’t sit here and watch you sweating all night.’

			Winnie grasped it. ‘Thanks.’

			‘So, tell me.’

			Winnie took a swig. ‘There’s something delicate we want you to do,’ she said, feeling the burn in her throat.

			‘We?’

			‘Me and Dinah King.’

			Hephzibah’s eyes widened. Winnie raised a palm. ‘She doesn’t know, Hephzibah. On my honour, she doesn’t know a thing.’

			Hephzibah leaned back in her chair.

			‘Lucky her. Go on, then.’
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			Twenty-three days to go
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			Alice Parker was running late. She tied her apron, two hasty knots. Tucked her crucifix under her collar and gave herself a quick look in the glass. One month in Park Lane and she’d grown accustomed to wearing a uniform. She thought she’d hate it, feel pinched at the neck and the wrists. But she slipped into it so easily. This was how a soldier must feel, she thought, putting on fatigues. It made her pleasingly anonymous. She didn’t look like herself – she simply looked like a maid.

			She adjusted her black armband. Mrs King had handed it to her on her first day in the house.

			‘We’re in mourning for the old master,’ she’d said evenly.

			They didn’t seem mournful, Alice thought. Mr de Vries was hardly cold in his grave. Yet the new mistress was making plans for a costumed ball, the best of the season, and was in urgent need of a sewing maid. Something about this awed Alice. It seemed like a very wicked thing to do, and that made the job rather more exciting. Was that strange? Her sister thought so. She said as much when she offered Alice the job.

			‘Don’t be a queer fish about things, all right? I need someone sensible to keep their eyes on the mistress. Someone invisible. Got that?’ said Mrs King.

			Half-sister was the correct moniker. Suitable, really, since they were only really half alike. Fourteen years between them, and the only thing they ever shared was their mother. ‘All right, Dinah,’ said Alice.

			‘It’s Mrs King to you,’ said Mrs King. ‘No preferential treatment, understand?’

			Alice made herself meek. ‘Of course not.’

			Mrs King looked doubtful. ‘You understand what I’m asking? You do get how a big job works?’

			‘Perfectly,’ Alice said. ‘And I fancy a change.’

			Mrs King raised an eyebrow. ‘Are you in trouble?’

			Trouble, trouble. Alice hated the word. It circled her, snared her, followed her all the time. ‘Trouble?’ she said. ‘How would I get myself into trouble?’

			Her sister stared at her without blinking, a force stronger even than Alice’s own.

			‘Very well. Report to the house on Monday morning. I’ll smooth the way for you. Breathe a word to anyone that you know me and I’ll skin you alive.’ Mrs King put out her hand. It was sheathed in a calfskin glove, ivory-coloured. It was lovely. ‘Do we have a deal?’

			Mother had small hands, too. It had been Alice’s job to button Mother’s gloves, keep her tidy, properly put-together. Mrs King had abandoned those chores long ago.

			Alice congratulated herself for not giving anything away. For of course she was in trouble, about as deep as you could get. Sometimes it made the bile rise right up in her throat. All she’d wanted was to make a decent living. Shop girls looked so crisp and composed. She’d yearned to be one. Father had trained her behind the haberdasher’s bench, and she knew she was skilled with a needle, but she wasn’t about to be sweated out for nothing. She could sketch a garment faster than most girls could brush their hair. Even her plain work was tighter, more delicate, more perfect than any pattern. She swiped all the illustrated papers she could find, inhaled the advertisements. Alice studied the popular fashions as if under a microscope, watching the lines shifting each season: lengthening, narrowing, tilting forward at the bust, sweeping around the hips. Secretly, she longed to design her own. But she needed to be apprenticed. And that required cash.

			It wasn’t hard to get a loan. She had her wits about her – she knew all about sharks. There were women in the neighbourhood who’d pawned everything they owned and still couldn’t pay off their debts. Alice scorned them. She went to a woman called Miss Spring, who kept a very plain and respectable house on Bell Lane. Miss Spring had a soft voice, and gentle manners, and kept immaculate oil-cloths. She listened to Alice’s request, took scrupulous notes, and offered an advance against future wages – calculated at seven-and-six a week, no need for sureties, all agreed on Note of Hand alone.

			Alice spent six months as a machinist before she made it to the workroom bench, and she only made three shillings a week. Even the experienced girls were only making five-and-six. Alice watched her debt rising slowly, like a tide, pooling around her ankles. She visited Miss Spring’s house and found it boarded up. But the men who took the repayments still turned up every fortnight, teeth gleaming. She met them on the lane at the end of the road, where Father couldn’t see them.

			‘Next week,’ she said. ‘I’ll catch up next week.’

			‘Of course, miss,’ they said, all courtesy. ‘You take your time.’

			It would have been better if they’d got out a lead pipe to beat her, if they’d sent her screaming down the lane. Then she could have gone running for help without feeling any shame. As it was, she had the upside-down feeling of being sucked deeper and deeper into something she couldn’t control, something that presaged disaster – for there was only one way things could go with a bad debt. She told no one. 

			The collectors gave off a strange smell: powdered chalk mixed with gardenias. The scent stayed in her nostrils late at night. She wasn’t sleeping well. Saying her prayers didn’t soothe her in the least.

			Protection was what she needed. And Park Lane was perfect. She couldn’t have hoped for somewhere bigger or more fortified if she tried. She left the department store without even giving notice. She gave the wrong forwarding address to Father. Best to unstitch herself from the neighbourhood altogether until she could get her cash in hand.

			‘What’s the fee?’ she’d asked Mrs King.

			Mrs King told her, and Alice felt her chest expand in disbelief. That was all she needed – it was unimaginably more than she needed. As sewing maid, all she needed to do was keep her hands clean and her mending box tidy and watch Miss de Vries. She was even given a room of her own, a tiny box in the breathless heights of the house. That first night, she went down on her knees and recited her catechism three times under her breath. She felt like a thief claiming sanctuary in a church. Ironic, really.

			It wasn’t hard to avoid her sister in public. There was one vast table running down the middle of the servants’ hall, and Alice was always seated at the bottom end, above the lamp-and-errand boy and the scullery maids and the endless parade of kitchen maids. The air smelled permanently of boiled meat and stewing fruit, and the pipes clattered without ceasing. Above Alice sat all the housemaids, and then all the house-parlour maids, and then the men: under-footmen, footmen, Mr Doggett the chauffeur and Mr de Vries’s valet. That wasn’t even counting the electricians, and the gardeners, the family physician, a nurse, three carpenters, half a dozen groomsmen to muck out Mr de Vries’s stable-load of horses, the mechanics, or the French chef who came downstairs twice-weekly and fought unceasingly with Cook. It was an army big enough to run a country house, let alone an address on Park Lane. The butler, Mr Shepherd, sat at the head of the table, lord of all, with Mrs King on his right hand.

			They reconvened in secret, in snatched moments. Brisk conversation, no time for affection. It made Alice feel rather lonely.

			‘Here,’ Mrs King said, tipping out the contents of a box. ‘Labels.’

			Alice picked them up, doubtful. Microscopic letters had been printed all over them. ‘Labels for what?’

			‘Instructions. I want them ironed into these skirts.’ She dumped a dozen crisp, machine-made petticoats on the bench. ‘We’ll have new girls coming soon. And I won’t be drilling them myself. They’ll need the plan printed out.’

			Alice stared at her in wonder. ‘And where will you be?’

			Mrs King was aloof. ‘Never mind about that. Get ironing.’

			She didn’t say goodbye. She didn’t even give a warning that she was going. The news broke that morning as the maids were trickling down the back stairs. Mrs King had been spotted in the gentlemen’s quarters. Mr Shepherd was having it out with her in the servants’ hall. William, the head footman, was being detained in Mr Shepherd’s office for questioning.

			William? thought Alice. She supposed Dinah might have held a candle for him. He was handsome, certainly – he had glorious golden eyes. He could keep up a decent conversation. She’d told him about the street on which she’d grown up, the hateful behaviour of the neighbours, and he’d listened very hard while she was talking, as if what she was saying was peculiarly interesting.

			Cook feasted on the scandal. ‘Fornicators!’ she said. ‘That’s what they were!’ 

			Alice spotted William sitting in Mr Shepherd’s armchair, the under-footmen guarding the door, face flushed, eyes defiant. He looked puzzled, wrong-footed entirely. It’s beginning, Alice thought, skin tingling. The petticoats were stashed in her wardrobe, the labels ironed beautifully into the hems.

			Things in the household began to fall apart the moment Mrs King left. The breakfast service ran late, the fresh flowers were abandoned in the front hall, one of the still-room shelves collapsed, the electrolier in the front hall started spitting and blinking, and someone saw a pair of rats entering the cellar. One of the house-parlour maids ran downstairs, out of breath, red in the face. ‘Didn’t you hear the bell? Madam’s asking for the sewing maid. At once.’

			Alice glanced up.

			‘Me?’ she said.

			[image: ]

			Alice took the electric lift. It was in an iron cage, and the other servants always struggled to close the gate, but she never did. Some people just couldn’t work their way around machines. Alice punched a glass button and the cage jerked violently. She felt its teeth clenching, locking, and then it rose slowly through the house. It hummed as it went, an uneasy sound. The hall expanded and then disappeared beneath her. The air changed, grew sweeter, and Alice glided upwards to a different realm altogether, one blanketed in a cream-and-gold hush.

			The bedroom floor.

			Alice had never felt carpets like this before entering Park Lane. They were so rich, so new. They seemed to suck at her feet. The doors were mirrored and looked as if they’d been glazed with syrup. She adored the bedroom floor. It made her teeth tingle, as if her mouth were filled with sugar. It was heavenly, the home of angels.

			She waited at the end of the passage, smoothing her apron, listening to the clocks. Straightened her cap. The household machinery tensed, every clock-hand poised, straining, ready.

			‘Wait for Madam in the passage,’ the house-parlour maid had warned her. ‘Don’t go and knock. She hates that.’

			Until now, Miss de Vries had been an entirely remote figure. Nearby, certainly: really only a few feet away if Madam was in the bedroom and Alice was in the dressing room. But she was attended by other servants. Alice observed her, studied her daily movements. She didn’t talk to her at all. The Bond Street seamstresses managed all the fittings for Madam’s ball dress. Alice despised it.

			It was black, per instruction, suitable for mourning. But the sleeves were fussy, heavy, and the lace looked almost antique in its design. The seamstresses worked section by section, sending parts up to Park Lane for Alice to finish. Hack work, really, the kind of thing she could do with her eyes closed. Yet she found herself unpicking their stitches, remaking the lines, softening the gown’s edges. Trying to make it elegant. Sometimes, when she was hanging about for the latest delivery, Alice would make sketches of the gown that she’d design for Madam. Something with a little pep to it, something with a little go. Something to make people stare.

			Thunk.

			The clocks marked the hour, and soft chimes issued through the house.

			At the end of the passage there was a fan-window, admitting a bright shaft of sunshine. And in it, threaded into the haze itself, she spied a figure on the approach.

			A wisp of a person, a moth-wing flutter of black lace, fair hair. But there was a force around her, pressure in the air.

			‘Madam,’ called Alice, raising her hand.

			The figure paused. The light shifted, dissolved, and Miss de Vries turned and looked her way.

			The first time Alice saw Madam, she’d been startled. She hadn’t expected Miss de Vries to be so tiny. To be such a small, delicate person. She was – what? Two years older than herself, at most? Twenty-three, and only just that.

			Just a girl, really.

			Miss de Vries was wearing mourning, black-dyed and ruffled lawn, and the lace came all the way up to her chin. Her flaxen hair was teased and curled so that just one lock fell on her forehead. She had curious features. A thin nose, and slightly protuberant eyes. Like a fairy, or a goblin. She waited for Alice to approach.

			And it was the way she waited – patiently, perfectly, preternaturally still – that gave Alice pause. As she stepped closer, Alice felt it. Electricity crackling around those delicate hands, wrists. Miss de Vries’s bones seemed miniature, like a bird’s, but there was something dense, ferocious, about the way she was constructed.

			‘Alice, isn’t it?’ Miss de Vries said. Her voice was low, carefully modulated, controlled.

			Alice nodded.

			‘Good. Come to the dressing room. I’ve something to ask you.’

			The bedroom doors were on runners, and they slid back noiselessly.

			The light changed when you entered the bedroom. It was an enormous gilded box, cold and lofty and strange. There were pale pink flowers printed on the walls, and the windows were thickly sheathed in muslin, but you could still see the grey-green shadow of Hyde Park across the road. There was a bureau where Miss de Vries kept her letters and her personal papers and – Alice had squinted through the crack in the dressing-room door to make sure of this – her own personal funds. Banknotes and postal orders and petty cash tied up in silk bags.

			The bed was very grand indeed. Someone had stitched words into the canopy. If you do not rise early, you can make progress in nothing. Alice had always assumed young ladies stayed in bed till noon. But Miss de Vries got up at dawn, before her servants were even awake. ‘What does she do with her time, rising so early?’ Alice had asked Mrs King.

			Mrs King had considered this, deciding whether it was a relevant question or not. ‘She reads,’ she’d said, at last, voice stiff.

			‘Oh? What does she read?’

			Alice had detected a tiny note of doubt in her sister’s voice. ‘Improving texts.’

			‘What sort of topics?’

			Mrs King had frowned. ‘War. Philosophy. The art of diplomacy. Chronicles of great kings.’

			Alice had laughed. ‘Not really?’

			Mrs King had been quite serious. ‘What else?’

			Miss de Vries opened the door to the dressing room. It was a miniature copy of the bedroom, mirrored and gilded and festooned in silk. But it was much darker, and without windows. It contained only wardrobes and painted screens. Alice was here all the time, carrying bolts of fabric back and forth from the closets.

			‘Tell me,’ said Miss de Vries, and her voice lightened, as if she could talk frankly now that they were alone. She marched to the wardrobe, threw open the doors, rummaged quickly for something – and drew out a stack of papers. ‘Are these yours?’

			Alice flushed. Madam was holding the sketches, the ones Alice had made. She raised an eyebrow when Alice didn’t reply.

			‘Well?’

			Alice reached for them. ‘Beg pardon, Madam,’ she said. ‘I shouldn’t have left those there.’

			Miss de Vries smiled, a cold line. She lifted the sketches into the air, out of reach. ‘They’re good,’ she said shortly, spreading them out on the dressing-room table, expression unreadable. ‘You’re a remarkable
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