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      For my son.
      

      
   
      
      
      Incredible Advances

      
      Incredible advances have been made in composite grommet technology in the past six months; for example, chemists in Luton’s
            Moreosa Institute have formulated something incredibly, mind-shatteringly boring.

      
      I frowned at the words I’d typed on the computer screen. Oh no. I was doing it again. I thought I’d got past that stage.

      
      Delete, delete, delete. I stretched back in my worn office chair and a lock of hair fell into my eyes. Without taking my eyes
         from the screen, I reached for a pencil, wrapped my hair around it, and pushed it into the hair at the back of my head with
         all the other pencils.
      

      
      This was not an efficient way of working. I was deleting more words than I was writing, and the sodding article was due tomorrow.
         I put my sock-clad feet on the desk next to my keyboard and gave myself The Lecture. Again.
      

      
      ‘This is not boring, Alice Woodstock. Rubber grommet construction is an exciting and fast-moving field, and your readers are
         absolutely gagging for the latest information on it. Also, you are getting paid to write about it. So get to work, woman.’
      

      
      My eyes wandered to the brand-new paperback on my bedside table. It was glossy and untouched. Maybe I needed a break. Just
         for five minutes. Honestly for five minutes this time, not like the break I’d taken yesterday, when I’d picked up the other brand-new paperback I’d bought at the weekend and read straight through
         it all afternoon until I’d finished it at two o’clock this morning.
      

      
      I shook my head and refocused on the computer. No breaks. I could do this. I was a professional technical journalist. I was
         good at my job, or at least I was good enough to make a semi-living at it, in between giving myself lectures about how I really
         was excited about it.
      

      
      . . . chemists in Luton’s Moreosa Institute have formulated a new way of bonding thermoplastic elastomers, creating a super-strong
            compound that can withstand temperatures up to 200 degrees Celsius. ‘It’s the culmination of months of research,’ said Professor
            Julius Angleby, ‘and can you imagine what I’d be like to sit next to at a dinner party? Blah, blah, blah about elastomers
            all night long while you tried to resist falling asleep into your soup and getting cream of asparagus all over the side of
            your face.’
      

      
      Dammit.

      
      I jumped out of my chair, which creaked in relief. I wasn’t going to touch that paperback yet, not till I finished this article,
         but I could stretch to a cup of tea. Good old-fashioned tannin and caffeine would focus my mind properly on grommets.
      

      
      I worked up in the attic of the house, in one of two rooms that my best friend Liv had converted especially. She’d even lined
         the walls with bookcases for me, in direct contravention of her own minimalist taste. It was an ideal place to work: quiet
         and private, linked to the first-floor landing by a narrow flight of steps. Halfway down the main staircase, I spotted the
         small pile of post inside the front door, and my heart leaped.
      

      
      Not that I was expecting anything much: copies of newsletters and magazines I’d written for, maybe a cheque if I was lucky. But when you work from home by yourself, the daily post is a
         major event. As is the trip outside to the recycling bin to get rid of most of it. I rushed down the rest of the stairs and
         scooped it up.
      

      
      Bah. It wasn’t even the post. It was two pizza fliers, one takeaway curry menu, and an advert for a local carpet cleaner.
         And another glossy leaflet, this one with a photograph at the top of a large house made of gold-coloured stone.
      

      
      The house looked familiar; it carried instant memories of sunshine and ice cream, the scent of fresh grass. The Regency Summer at Eversley Hall, said the headline. I dropped the ads on the floor by the door, and turned over the leaflet as I walked to the kitchen to
         turn on the kettle.
      

      
      I was reading it for the third time when Liv came in. She was wearing a sleeveless cream linen shift, as immaculate as her
         glossy dark hair, and smelled of blossoms. She had a stack of magazines under her arm.
      

      
      ‘Is it six o’clock already?’ I said.

      
      ‘Six thirty. It’s gorgeous outside. It’s feeling like summer already. I hope the weather holds till the weekend. You should
         get some fresh air.’
      

      
      ‘Maybe in a bit,’ I said vaguely. ‘Did you see this? They’re opening Eversley Hall to the public.’

      
      ‘The Palladian mansion outside of town?’ She dumped the magazines on the glass kitchen table.

      
      ‘They’re having a Regency summer,’ I said. ‘They’ve restored the house to be just like it was in 1814 and they’ve got people
         dressed up in historical costume pretending to live there.’
      

      
      ‘That’s fascinating.’ Liv took down a glass and filled it with water. ‘Have you got a lot of work done today?’

      
      ‘Ugh, I’m bored up to here with thermoplastic elastomers.’

      
      ‘Take a walk, it’ll get your thoughts going. Or do you want to come for a drink? I’m meeting Yann.’

      
      I shook my head. ‘I’ve got to get back to work – I’m just having a tea break. Don’t you think that’s cool though, the whole
         1814 thing? It would be like stepping into a novel. Do you remember all those Regency romances we used to read when we were
         in school?’
      

      
      ‘You used to read them, you mean. I think I managed about half of one.’
      

      
      ‘All those gorgeous dresses. And the whole day, talking like something out of Jane Austen.’

      
      ‘You should go. It’ll be good for you to get out more, especially once I’m gone.’

      
      ‘Mm.’ I sat on a kitchen chair and picked up the top magazine from the stack she’d put on the table. ‘I thought you only read
         architecture journals?’
      

      
      ‘The girls at work gave me some gossip mags for the plane.’

      
      I flipped through the other magazines. ‘Bride Monthly – isn’t it a bit late for that? Your wedding’s next week.’
      

      
      ‘Actually, it’s this week.’

      
      ‘What? This Saturday, really?’

      
      ‘This Sunday, Alice.’
      

      
      ‘Oh yeah, this Sunday, I knew that. I’m sorry. It’s this working from home thing. One day tends to blend into another – full
         of grommets and glue.’ I opened Hot! Hot! and flipped past the pages of gossip to the fashion feature. ‘Are ankle socks really in? For June?’
      

      
      ‘If you’re fed up with grommets and glue, maybe you should look at writing something else.’

      
      ‘Like what?’

      
      ‘Well – that, for example.’ She nodded at the magazine.

      
      ‘You’re joking. I don’t know the first thing about fashion. Look at me.’ I pushed back my chair from the table so she could
         see my non-outfit: baggy leggings, faded T-shirt and slippers that had seen better days.
      

      
      ‘You’ve got good taste. You helped me pick out my wedding dress, and your bridesmaid dress.’
      

      
      ‘I think you’ll find that what I actually did, Liv, was stand there while you picked them out, and told you that you had good taste, which you do.’
      

      
      ‘You used to wear a lot of fashionable things, when you were . . . before.’

      
      I grunted. ‘Used to.’

      
      ‘Well – it’s not like you don’t have an interest.’

      
      ‘And look at my hair. It’s a bird’s nest. How many pencils have I got in it today?’

      
      There was a pause as she counted. ‘Seven.’

      
      ‘See? I’m not fit to write for a trendy magazine. I’m so out of trend they would probably self-combust if I even sent them
         a proposal. Now, if a glossy magazine wanted a piece about Regency fashion – that I could get into.’ I picked up the leaflet again. There was a photo of a woman on the back, her blonde hair
         piled up on top of her head with ringlets falling around her face. She wore a white and gold gown and she looked as if she
         was in the middle of arranging a vase of flowers. ‘Wouldn’t it be cool to dress up like that for a whole summer? And pretend
         you were in a book? Just look at her waist.’
      

      
      I had to give Liv some credit; the sigh she heaved was so slight as to be nearly undetectable. She said patiently, ‘Why don’t
         you pitch an article about Eversley Hall, then? To one of the women’s glossies?’
      

      
      ‘I couldn’t do that.’

      
      ‘Why not? You spend all your time slumping around the house, Alice, and if you’re not enjoying what you’re writing about,
         there’s no point to it. I’m leaving after next week, and you’ll be here all alone, and I—’
      

      
      I looked up sharply. Don’t say it.

      
      ‘And I’m worried.’

      
      I didn’t have to ask why she was worried. Next week – no, this week – my best friend in the world was going to get married to a Kiwi and then immediately move to New Zealand with him to
         start work on an ecologically sound, aesthetically perfect massive housing project, leaving me to rattle around in the house
         we’d shared for two years. I was chuffed to bits for her, of course. On the other hand, I was going to be here alone in the
         house, and it wasn’t even mine. It was hers, inherited from her father.
      

      
      I’d offered to move when she left, but she’d refused, saying the house was as much mine as hers, and that since she wasn’t
         planning on selling it, she’d much rather I stayed than some random tenant. ‘And besides,’ she’d said, ‘I practically lived
         in your family’s house growing up, so it’s my turn to pay you back.’
      

      
      No, she wasn’t worried about the house. She was worried about me.

      
      If you’re worried, don’t go! Get married and stay here! But I couldn’t ask her to do that.
      

      
      ‘There’s no need,’ I said quickly. ‘I’m fine. I’m always fine. I’ll be fine. Also, I’ll get myself a pair of ankle socks and
         I’ll be instantly trendy. You won’t even recognise me when you come back for a visit.’
      

      
      ‘That’s not what I meant,’ she started, but I had already picked up the Hot! Hot! magazine and was flipping through the pages again.
      

      
      ‘Actually, Liv,’ I said. ‘You might be on to something. Look, there’s an article here about how people are spending the summer
         in the UK to save money. Maybe I should send in a proposal about Eversley Hall.’
      

      
      ‘You definitely should.’

      
      ‘I mean, what have I got to lose? Except for more time writing about bits that make up photocopiers and aeroplane engines.’

      
      ‘Exactly.’

      
      ‘It’ll be a great leap forward for me. A whole new career.’

      
      ‘You know I’m always right.’
      

      
      I smiled. It was a catchphrase from our childhood, when Liv was the sensible one and I was the dreamer. I realised I hadn’t
         made myself that cup of tea, so I got up, put a bag into a mug and poured water from the kettle over it. The rest of the kitchen,
         like most of the house, was shiny and modern, but my mug was old, chipped, and stained with tannin. ‘Tea?’ I asked Liv.
      

      
      ‘No thanks,’ Liv said from behind me. ‘Anyway, you haven’t answered my question.’

      
      ‘What question? You haven’t asked me one.’

      
      ‘Didn’t I? All right, I’ll ask it now. Are you okay with my getting married, Alice?’

      
      ‘What? Of course I am. Why wouldn’t I be?’

      
      ‘It’s only that whenever I mention it, you either avoid the subject or make a flippant remark.’

      
      ‘Do I?’ I began mashing my tea bag against the side of the mug to squeeze every little bit of brown out of it.

      
      ‘I know you’re going to be lonely after we’ve gone. But maybe it’ll be good for you. You’ll have to get out more.’

      
      ‘I don’t know about that,’ I said, mashing. ‘If I’m going to have a great new career writing for the glossies I’ll probably
         be up in the attic working more than ever.’ I looked over at her. My best friend, who was going to leave me. I loved that
         look of concern in her eyes, but I hated it, too.
      

      
      ‘I’m okay with your getting married,’ I told her. ‘I’m more than okay. You and Yann are perfect together. And I think it’s
         great that you’re going to be so happy.’
      

      
      She nodded, her hair swinging.

      
      ‘So you’re going to send a query to Hot! Hot! magazine?’ she asked.
      

      
      ‘Yes. I definitely am.’

      
      ‘And Eversley Hall?’

      
      ‘Yes,’ I said. ‘Incredible advances will be made.’

      
      There’s something about a man in tight breeches and a neckcloth tied up to his chin.
      

      
      He stood before me and above me, gazing off into the distance. His left hand rested lightly on the gleaming desk beside him
         and his right hand held a book, as if he had been interrupted whilst reading. His boots shone and not a single golden hair
         on his head was out of place. The expression on his handsome face was haughty and yet kind, the blue eyes warm and the mouth
         slightly smiling. A spaniel panted at his feet.
      

      
      ‘Wish me luck,’ I said to him.

      
      He didn’t reply, because he was a painting, eight feet high and made up of glossy oils, framed in gilt and hanging on the
         silk wallpaper at Eversley Hall.
      

      
      I still wasn’t exactly sure what I was doing here, wearing one of Liv’s skirts and a pair of long-neglected heels, with my
         heart beating like crazy. But I knew who the man in the painting was. I’d read too many novels not to know. He was a hero.
         He was well-bred and in possession of a handsome fortune. He could ride any horse you gave him, he could dance any dance in
         fashion, he was kind to servants and dependants. He was honourable and marriageable, and though Jane Austen and Georgette
         Heyer didn’t mention this part I knew that if he got you into bed, he’d shag you senseless.
      

      
      I could write about that, maybe. It seemed like Hot! Hot! would like a sexy reference or two, and that was probably the closest I was going to come to it in a house where they were
         all pretending it was the early nineteenth century. I was still reeling from the fact that the magazine had been interested,
         to tell the truth. I’d had an email back from Edie, the Features Editor, within half an hour of sending mine; and then I hadn’t
         had any choice but to get on the phone and arrange a meeting at Eversley Hall.
      

      
      ‘Miss Woodstock?’

      
      I started and turned. And my mouth dropped open, because standing in front of me, there on the other side of a velvet rope,
         was the man from the painting.
      

      
      He had golden hair, and blue eyes, and broad shoulders and half a smile. He wasn’t eight feet tall and made of oils, and he
         was wearing a dark modern suit with a striped shirt and a deep blue tie. But it was him. He was real. I looked at the painting,
         and then I looked back at the man. The only thing that was missing was the spaniel.
      

      
      ‘I was . . . er . . . sorry. I was talking to the painting,’ I said.

      
      His smile widened, and he stepped over the rope and extended his hand. ‘James Fitzwilliam,’ he said. His voice was hearty
         and deep. ‘You’re Alice Woodstock?’
      

      
      ‘Yes, I am.’ I gave up my hand to his, which was large and warm and firm. ‘Sorry, I’m a little bit startled. You look a lot
         like that painting.’
      

      
      He nodded. ‘Yes, so I’m told. That’s my ancestor, who was also called James Fitzwilliam. He was the first member of my family
         to own the house.’
      

      
      ‘Do you own the house?’

      
      ‘Yes. I’m also in charge of the re-enactment project, which is why although you made an appointment with Quentin, our Visitor
         Services Manager, you’re getting me instead.’
      

      
      ‘That’s – that’s perfectly fine.’ More than fine. I tried to remember the last time I had met such a good-looking man, and
         I couldn’t. It wasn’t the sort of thing that happened to you in my job. Keith the postman was pleasant enough, but he wasn’t
         in James Fitzwilliam’s league.
      

      
      ‘Have you been to Eversley Hall before?’

      
      ‘I’ve been in the garden once. There was a fête here when I was a little girl.’

      
      ‘My grandmother’s fêtes. I remember them. She was very involved with charities, until she became unwell. What do you think
         of the house?’
      

      
      I looked around again. The room was vast, with trompe l’oeil columns set at intervals on the stone-coloured walls. A crystal
         chandelier sparkled from a ceiling gilded with plasterwork scrolls and flowers, reflecting the light from enormous velvet-curtained
         windows. The original James Fitzwilliam gazed from the east wall, in the company of other painted figures, gods and goddesses
         and biblical heroes. The air smelled of flowers and polish, dust and time. ‘It’s like stepping back two hundred years,’ I
         said.
      

      
      James Fitzwilliam’s full smile was nearly blinding. It was as if I’d given him a personal compliment. ‘That’s exactly the
         effect we’re trying for,’ he said. ‘Everything you see here is a restored original, or it’s been recreated to match precisely
         what would have been here in 1814. Fortunately, the house was pretty well documented at the time, and my family never throw
         anything away. But the level of detail is incredible. This paint on the walls, for example, is made by a specialist manufacturer
         in Chelsea who did a chemical analysis of the original.’ He caught himself. ‘Sorry. I can get quite boring about it, and you’re
         not here about paint. Please, come through to my office.’
      

      
      He stepped back over the velvet rope, and I did too, feeling somehow illicit. I followed him to a small door set flush in
         the wall, to blend in. ‘It’s for the servants,’ he explained, and pushed it open. It led to a whitewashed corridor ending
         in a tightly twisting staircase, going up. James Fitzwilliam seemed very large in the narrow space, his head nearly brushing
         the ceiling as we walked. Together we emerged onto another corridor, where he opened a plain wooden door and ushered me into
         a small room with bare white walls and the floor carpeted in grey polyester. A laptop and a desktop computer perched amongst
         stacks of paper on the beech-effect desk; a large framed photograph faced away from me. ‘Have a seat, Miss Woodstock,’ he
         said, gesturing to a standard-issue chair as he went behind the desk.
      

      
      ‘Call me Alice,’ I said as I sat. ‘This is quite a culture shock.’
      

      
      ‘Yes, well, we had to stash the computers somewhere. So, Alice, you’re interested in writing about Eversley Hall for Hot! Hot! magazine.’
      

      
      Somehow, the cheap furniture and the piles of paperwork didn’t make James Fitzwilliam look any less attractive. He sat at
         his desk completely at ease, with the air of someone who owned all he surveyed. I swallowed, and tried to remember exactly
         what I’d said to Edie at the magazine.
      

      
      ‘It’s not the house itself so much as what you’re doing here,’ I explained. ‘The readership for Hot! Hot! is mostly young women, and with the economy as it is, they’re looking for things to do this summer that won’t break the bank.
         Visiting stately homes isn’t exactly their normal idea of fun, but that’s why this article will be so interesting. I think
         we can make the Regency cool. I want to concentrate on the fashion, the details, how you’re recreating what life was actually
         like back then, as opposed to the modern world. And also what it’s like to be the people who step back in time two hundred
         years every day. It’s an escape, and people want escape.’
      

      
      It had sounded pretty good in my email to Edie. But it sounded stupid here, in this room, with this man. He wasn’t escaping;
         it was his family home. His life.
      

      
      ‘You’re right,’ James said; ‘it’s not our normal visitor demographic at all, which is exactly why I’m keen to have you write
         it. I want Eversley Hall to be a success, and I think it would be wonderful PR for us.’
      

      
      I let out my breath in a shaky stream. ‘Great. That’s – that’s really great.’

      
      ‘So,’ he said, with that smile again, ‘let’s get started. What do you want to know?’

      
      I pulled out my notebook and a pen from my handbag. ‘Well, I was hoping to be able to shadow a few of the people working here,
         the ones dressing up – what do you call them?’
      

      
      ‘Historical interpreters. What else?’
      

      
      ‘I’d also like to talk to you, if that’s all right, about the whole project. How you got into it, what you’re doing exactly.’

      
      ‘I’d love to talk with you about that. Cup of tea?’

      
      ‘Um . . . yes, please.’

      
      James got up out of his chair and went to a side-table I hadn’t noticed earlier, which held a tray of tea things. He lifted
         a knitted cosy off a pot and poured steaming tea into two delicate, flowered porcelain cups. He added milk and I shook my
         head when he held up sugar tongs.
      

      
      ‘Here you are.’ The cups were exquisite, with curved handles and violets painted on the side. His looked very small in his
         hand as he settled back into his chair. ‘The tea set was my great-grandmother’s,’ he explained to me. ‘Though my great-aunt
         knitted the cosy when she lived here during the war. The Fitzwilliam family have lived in Eversley Hall since 1814. Nearly
         everything you’ll see in the house was brought here by my ancestors. It’s a place that means a great deal to me personally,
         for obvious reasons. So when we decided to do an historical re-enactment to help attract visitors to the house in our first
         season, it seemed natural to start with the beginning.’
      

      
      I was scribbling with one hand whilst holding my cup and saucer in the other. ‘Why did you decide to do an historical re-enactment?’

      
      ‘It literally brings a property to life. We wanted something special for our opening season; maybe something that would bring
         in visitors who wouldn’t normally come to a stately home. Readers of your magazine, for example. Also, as I said, it’s personal
         to me. I’ve enjoyed discovering more about my ancestors and how they lived here day to day.’
      

      
      ‘It’s completely fascinating.’

      
      He leaned forward. ‘Do you know much about the Regency period?’

      
      ‘Well, I – um, I read a lot.’

      
      ‘Of history?’
      

      
      ‘Novels, mostly. And I watch a lot of costume dramas.’

      
      He nodded. He actually appeared to be taking me seriously. Maybe I wasn’t so bad at this ‘being a writer for the glossies’
         sort of thing.
      

      
      ‘This project is one hundred per cent based on documented fact,’ he began. ‘Every single person who puts on Regency costume
         is taking on the persona of an individual who actually lived in this house in the summer of 1814. They’ve been given a dossier
         about that individual. Every weekend, from the moment they put on their costume in the morning to the moment they take it
         off at night, they are that individual.’
      

      
      ‘So everyone’s a real person,’ I said, writing. ‘That’s interesting. Do they have a script or something?’

      
      ‘They know the relevant facts about their persona, and of course they’re fully informed about the house, but they don’t follow
         a set script. We want everyone to be going about their daily business just as they would in a real house.’
      

      
      ‘It sounds like fun. And what about the clothes?’

      
      ‘Each costume is custom-made for the person who’s wearing it, based on fashion records of the time. We have a variety of costume
         experts producing the clothing for us.’ He took a card from a drawer and slid it over to me. ‘This is one company we use,
         if you’d like to contact them.’
      

      
      ‘That’s great. I’d love to talk with some of the interpreters when they aren’t working, too; find out what kind of people
         they are and what attracted them to the job.’
      

      
      James Fitzwilliam put his cup down on its saucer. He folded his hands next to it and looked at me. Properly, up and down,
         from the scuffs on my shoes to the somewhat-tamed ends of my hair. I felt warmth creeping up my body as he leaned forward,
         a fraction closer to me.
      

      
      ‘Alice,’ he said, ‘tell me something. Are you really interested in Eversley Hall, or is this just a story to you?’

      
      I swallowed. My mouth suddenly felt dry. Those blue eyes of his were – well, they were quite intense.
      

      
      ‘I’m really interested,’ I said.

      
      He nodded. ‘What size shoe do you wear?’

      
      ‘What?’

      
      ‘Are you a five, by any chance?’

      
      ‘Er . . . yes.’ I glanced down at my shoes, and back at him. He didn’t appear to be crazy, but . . .

      
      ‘About five foot four? Dress size eight?’

      
      ‘I’m not exactly sure what my dress size is.’

      
      ‘It’s not as vital as the shoe size, to tell the truth. Everything is fairly adjustable, with ties and so forth.’

      
      ‘Ties?’ I was feeling a little breathless.

      
      ‘You’re perfect. I knew it as soon as I saw you. And it would be doing me a good turn too. You’d have a lot of work to do
         before Saturday though.’
      

      
      ‘I’m sure I should probably understand what you’re talking about, with me being perfect and everything, but could you please
         tell me anyway?’
      

      
      He grinned. ‘One of our interpreters has a family emergency and can’t be here on Saturday. We need someone to stand in for
         the role of Ann Horton. You’d fit the costume, if you’d like to do it.’
      

      
      ‘You want me to dress up? In Regency clothes? Really?’ I put down my notebook. ‘That would be incredible.’

      
      ‘Would it help you write your article?’

      
      ‘Would it ever.’

      
      ‘I was going to have to spend this afternoon ringing round for a replacement. It’s very short notice, and the clothes are
         handmade to fit each person. But it’s about more than the clothes, you know, Alice. You’ll have to learn your part and the
         history of the house. And you’d only have two days to do it.’
      

      
      ‘But it would be perfect for the article. It would be no problem at all.’

      
      He reached his arm over to the bookshelf and put his fingertips on a folder, then paused. ‘It’s not as easy as it sounds.
         You’ve got to have a certain flexibility; you need to get on with your duties, and answer questions from visitors, and interact
         with other interpreters. There isn’t a script, remember. The more you know, the better you’ll be.’
      

      
      ‘I’m really good at reading.’ I held out my hand for the folder.

      
      ‘It’s not a novel.’

      
      ‘I can read practically anything.’ Most of my work-reading had consisted of scientific and trade documents. This was about
         a million times more interesting.
      

      
      ‘Have you ever done any historical interpretation before? Any acting?’

      
      ‘No.’ He wasn’t going to decide I couldn’t do it now, was he? After tempting me?

      
      ‘I shouldn’t be doing this, quite honestly,’ he said, still not giving me the folder. ‘I might get some grief over it. I’ve
         been a real stickler for historical accuracy up till now, and you don’t have any experience.’
      

      
      ‘I can be a stickler. I won’t let you down.’

      
      He considered me again. ‘No, I don’t think you will. Anyway, it’s not a difficult role to play. As long as you absorb the
         information and follow the other interpreters’ leads, you should be fine.’ At last, he handed over the folder and I grasped
         it. The label on the front said Eversley Hall, 1814: Ann Horton. ‘These are all the facts about your character: her background, her family, her age, her daily activities. There’s a history
         of the house and some information about the wider historical context – politics, technology, class structure, etiquette, issues
         of the day.’
      

      
      It was a thick folder. I was itching to open it, but I preserved a slight bit of dignity by merely resting it in my lap. ‘When
         do I get to try on my dress?’
      

      
      ‘If you arrive on Saturday morning about seven o’clock, you’ll have time to get dressed and look around the house. Mrs Smudge
         will help you find your way around. The regular Ann Horton will be back on Sunday.’
      

      
      ‘This is going to be so exciting for the article. I had no idea I could get an insider’s view like this. My editor will be
         thrilled.’ Well, maybe. I was thrilled, anyway. What a difference from wearing leggings and baggy T-shirts and writing about grommets. ‘I’m so pleased
         to be working with you, Mr Fitzwilliam.’
      

      
      ‘Call me James,’ he said, and he held out his hand for me again. This time, I was slightly less overwhelmed and I appreciated
         the way his fingers fitted around mine, how he shook firmly but not so much that it was uncomfortable. ‘I’m very pleased to
         be working with you too, Alice Woodstock.’
      

      
      I skipped to my car in the tourist car park. The gravel in the wide drive made it rather difficult, especially in my high
         heels, but I managed it. I clutched Ann Horton’s folder to my chest and before I unlocked the door to my battered Citroën
         2CV I leaned back against it and took another moment to look at Eversley Hall.
      

      
      God, it was gorgeous. Its golden sandstone and its high, wide windows gleamed in the late-afternoon summer sun. Two sweeping
         staircases ran up from the drive to the grand entrance, flanked with pillars and covered with a sort of Greek-style porch.
         A wing stretched out on either side, to the east and west, like embracing arms. There were probably proper names for the architectural
         features. They would no doubt be in my folder, along with the dates and stages of their construction. All I knew right now
         was that Eversley Hall looked like the stuff of costume dramas, the ones where it was always lush and green even when it was
         raining, the ones where every good character, every spirited heroine, found her own happily-ever-after.
      

      
      And I’d done it. I’d sold an article – well, in theory at least. I’d got out of the house. And I’d met a very handsome man
         and had an enjoyable conversation. Aside from nearly fainting when he’d started talking about my shoe and dress size.
      

      
      And I was going to be dressing up. I opened the door of my car and spotted the leaflet lying on the passenger seat. There
         was the elegant Regency lady in her gold and white gown, arranging flowers. Was that Ann Horton? Was that going to be me?
      

      
      I put Ann Horton’s folder carefully on the seat, next to the leaflet, and started up the 2CV. As usual, it took three attempts
         before it sputtered into life. Gravel crinkled underneath my tyres as I drove down to the gates and back into the twenty-first
         century.
      

      
      Eversley Hall was only a few miles from Brickham down the A329; the original Mr Fitzwilliam and his family would have found
         it an easy carriage or horseback ride from their house. These days, however, the roads were choked with traffic, especially
         at this time of the evening. I puttered along, stopping frequently for tailbacks or red lights, glancing at the folder that
         lay on the passenger seat and the photograph beside it. It was almost as if I were taking Ann Horton for a drive in the present,
         to show her the changes that had been wrought in 200 years.
      

      
      ‘Here’s a petrol station, Ann, and here’s a McDonald’s,’ I said to her, smiling at myself. Everyone driving around me probably
         thought I was talking to myself, or else on a hands-free mobile. Not to a long-dead person in my imagination. ‘Over that way
         is Broad Street. Not a draper’s nor a milliner’s in sight. Workhouse Coffee does a great latte, though I don’t suppose you’ve
         ever heard of one of those. A latte, I mean. I’m sure you’ve heard of workhouses. The university’s up the hill; it was probably
         a meadow in your day. And here’s my house, which was built when you would have been about a hundred years old.’
      

      
      I parked my scruffy 2CV and hurried up the steps to our house, the folder clutched to my chest.

      
      From the outside, the Allingham house was a big red-and-yellow brick detached Victorian pile, with arched windows and a steeply peaked roof. Inside, most of the walls on the ground
         floor had been knocked through to provide an open-plan living space, painted white, with gleaming pale wooden floors and white
         furniture. If the drive from Eversley Hall to Brickham had been like going forward 200 years in a few minutes, walking through
         the door to the house I shared with Liv was like zooming from Gothic Revival to ultra-modern Minimalism in half a second.
      

      
      As soon as I opened the glossy front door, I saw the suitcases. Three of them, lined up neatly by the jute doormat. Liv and
         Yann were cuddled up on one of the big couches in front of the wall-mounted television.
      

      
      ‘Hey,’ Liv called. ‘How did it go at Eversley Hall?’

      
      ‘Great. Amazing. Incredible.’

      
      ‘Really?’ She untangled herself from Yann and sat up. ‘They want you to do the article?’

      
      ‘More than that, they want me to dress up in costume for a day!’

      
      ‘Wow, really?’

      
      Yann pushed back his neat dreadlocks. ‘Eversley Hall? Is that the Adams house outside of town?’

      
      ‘John Carr,’ Liv told him. ‘It’s Palladian.’

      
      ‘Oh yeah, that’s right. I always get those neo-Classical dudes mixed up.’ He and Liv exchanged a smile at what I could only
         assume was some sort of architect in-joke.
      

      
      ‘Have you told Hot! Hot! yet?’ Liv asked me.
      

      
      ‘Not yet.’ I held up the folder. ‘This is all the information about the character I’ll be playing. The man who owns the house
         seems really nice.’
      

      
      ‘When are you going to do it?’

      
      ‘This Saturday, can you believe it.’

      
      ‘Saturday.’ Liv frowned. ‘It’s just Saturday, not Sunday – right? You’re not going to miss the wedding?’

      
      ‘No, it’s definitely Saturday. Only Saturday. I wouldn’t miss your wedding.’ Though belatedly it occurred to me that I hadn’t
         even thought of Liv’s wedding when I was agreeing to dress up at Eversley Hall. Phew.
      

      
      ‘Or the dinner on Saturday night with all your family and me and Yann?’

      
      ‘No, I won’t miss the dinner either. I promise.’

      
      ‘We’re just going through our vows again,’ Yann said. ‘We could do with a writer’s eye.’

      
      ‘Oh,’ I said, ‘I’m sure they’re wonderful. Plus I don’t want to spoil the surprise on Sunday. I’m going to make a cup of tea.
         Want one?’
      

      
      ‘I’ll come with you,’ Liv said, and got up. We headed for the kitchen, which was separated from the rest of the living area
         by a frosted glass screen. I switched on the kettle and got down my chipped mug, while she set out two glass tea cups and
         found a box of herbal tea.
      

      
      ‘Can you believe we got three more RSVPs today – for this Sunday? I’ve been on the phone all afternoon at work trying to sort
         out extra plates.’
      

      
      ‘Hm.’ I fished a tea bag out of the canister.

      
      She squinted at me. ‘Is that a cocktail stirrer in your hair?’

      
      I reached up and searched through my curls with both hands until I encountered something hard. I pulled it out. It was yellow
         and had BEN’S TIKI TAVERN emblazoned on the top.
      

      
      Shit. I must have shoved it in there this morning to keep my hair back and forgotten about it while I was getting ready to
         go to Eversley Hall. I wondered if James Fitzwilliam had noticed it. He hadn’t said anything, or fallen about laughing, but
         he seemed to be a well-mannered chap. ‘Was it really obvious?’ I asked.
      

      
      ‘Not unless you were looking hard,’ Liv said, but I could tell she was being polite. If you’ve known someone since you were
         eleven, you tend to be able to read them.
      

      
      ‘Damn.’ Without the stirrer to anchor it, my hair fell down around my face, annoyingly.
      

      
      ‘I hope you’ll keep your hair loose on Sunday,’ Liv said. ‘It’ll look spectacular with the dress.’

      
      ‘Aren’t you worried it’ll get in the cake, or in the vicar’s face?’ I twisted it up and shoved the stirrer back in.

      
      Liv gave me one of her looks, the kind only she could give. That kind of straight, analytical, understanding look that made
         me feel a bit like a set of blueprints she was studying.
      

      
      ‘I’ve got some news,’ she said.

      
      ‘Have you? I’m starving, do we have any more of that pizza?’ I opened up the freezer and reached inside.

      
      ‘I heard from Leo this morning. He’s definitely coming on Sunday.’

      
      My hand stopped. ‘Oh.’

      
      ‘It’s my wedding, Alice. My brother should be there. He’s my only real family.’
      

      
      ‘I’m—’ I swallowed. ‘I’m surprised he has time in between being famous to look in on Brickham.’

      
      ‘I know it’s hard for you, and I’m sorry about that. I really am, Alice.’

      
      ‘Of course it won’t be hard. It’s been two years. I’ve moved on. I’m fine.’

      
      ‘Are you sure?’

      
      ‘Yes. Yes, of course. Besides, there are going to be so many people there we’ll hardly notice each other. There’s no reason
         we can’t be civilised and amicable.’
      

      
      I shut the freezer. Suddenly I didn’t feel all that hungry.

      
      ‘I think we should talk about it,’ Liv said.

      
      ‘Don’t worry, I won’t make a scene. It’s your day, right?’

      
      ‘Maybe – maybe it will be good for you to see him again. You’ll get it over with, the first meeting, after . . .’

      
      I swept up Ann Horton’s folder from the table where I’d set it. ‘It’s all fine, everything is great, don’t worry about me.
         Anyway, I’ve got a lot of work to do. Do you believe I have to read this whole folder before Saturday morning and memorise it? And
         I’ve got to get in touch with Edie at Hot! Hot! and tell her that the article’s focus has slightly changed. I might end up pulling an all-nighter, so I’d better get busy.’
      

      
      ‘Aren’t you hungry? Don’t you want your tea?’

      
      ‘No, no – no need. I’ll grab something later maybe.’ I scurried out of the kitchen and up the stairs before Liv could call
         me back, past the first floor with Liv’s bedroom and the guest room and the big bathroom, up to my domain at the top of the
         house, in what had once been the attic.
      

      
      Books lined the walls and teetered in piles on the floor. I negotiated round them with the dexterity of much practice and
         flopped down on my bed, covered with one of my mother’s handmade quilts, and opened Ann Horton’s folder. Back to a world where
         frozen pizza hadn’t been invented and women wore silk and muslin and ostrich feathers and clocked stockings, where men actually
         followed a code of honour and I wouldn’t have to think about Liv’s wedding or her brother Leo or anything other than what
         was going on in 1814.
      

      
      This article was more than a good career move. It was going to make the next few days distinctly more bearable.

      
      ‘Hello, Ann,’ I said to the printed pages. ‘It’s nice to meet you.’ And I settled down to read.

      
      The folder was split into several sections, the first about Eversley Hall and its history, the second, thickest section, about
         the restoration and the various items in each room, and the third, slimmest section, about the woman I would be impersonating.
         I flipped through the first two sections rapidly, knowing I would go over them in detail later, and turned to the last to
         read about Ann.
      

      
      Ann was nineteen years old, having been born in 1795 in Brickham, the second of six children and the first girl. Her elder
         brother went into the Navy, and Ann went into service at thirteen as—
      

      
      I sat bolt upright on the bed. Ann Horton wasn’t a gentlewoman with silk and muslin and a hero waiting to hand her out of
         carriages. I wasn’t going to be that lady in the white and gold dress.
      

      
      I was going to be a scullery maid.

      
   
      
      
      Scrubbing Up

      
      ‘Oh, for goodness’ sake, girl. I knew it was going to be bad, but I didn’t know it was going to be as bad as this.’
      

      
      The woman looking me over was middle-aged and plump. She wore a brown calico dress under a snow-white apron, a ruffled cap,
         and a vicious frown. I looked down at myself to see what she was so displeased about, but didn’t see anything except for faded
         jeans, black boots and a light corduroy coat. I’d reported to Eversley Hall bright and early, according to instructions, and
         been sent round the back of one of the wings, which was called the west pavilion. As soon as I’d set foot into the courtyard
         I’d been met by a woman who looked like she belonged 200 years ago, and resented every minute of the years between then and
         now.
      

      
      ‘I know this isn’t what I’m meant to be wearing,’ I said, ‘but I haven’t got my costume yet.’

      
      ‘Oh, I know that. I’ve got it in the staff room for you, waiting. And you’ll fit into it, that’s a stroke of luck anyway –
         you’re as scrawny as that useless Fiona. What she thinks she’s doing swanning off to York when she’s needed here, I do not
         know.’
      

      
      ‘James Fitzwilliam said it was a family emergency,’ I ventured.

      
      She made a sound halfway between a snort and a grunt, which I interpreted as meaning something like Family? What kind of person thinks that family is more important than Eversley Hall? That Fiona needs to grow up sharpish and learn a little bit of responsibility.

      
      ‘Are you the housekeeper?’ I asked her.

      
      She made another sound, this one more purely gruntish. ‘I’m Mrs Smudge.’

      
      I held out my hand for her to shake, but she just frowned more viciously, so I bobbed slightly, in a semblance of a curtsey.
         This seemed to appease her somewhat, because the lines on either side of her mouth relaxed a bit. ‘I’m also in charge of all
         the personnel below stairs.’
      

      
      ‘And is Mrs Smudge your real name, or is it—’

      
      ‘That is the only name you will ever need to use for me. From the moment the house opens to the public for the day, our everyday
         personalities cease to exist. We are, wholly and without exception, living in 1814.’
      

      
      ‘Yes, James said that—’

      
      ‘You are not to swear, or to use a mobile telephone, or to smoke a cigarette. You are not to wear a watch or trainers or any
         jewellery beyond what your character would wear, which would in your case be none. You are not to wear modern make-up or modern
         perfume, discuss the news of this millennium, or carry any money. You will leave your car in the staff car park and change
         in the staff room and at all times while in public view you will behave in character.’
      

      
      ‘Of course. I’m very much looking forward to it.’

      
      ‘It only takes one person in Regency dress to be seen eating a Mars Bar to ruin the entire effect.’

      
      ‘Mrs Smudge, I can assure you that I’ll do no such thing. I’ve been up most of the past couple of nights swotting up on Eversley
         Hall and Ann Horton, and I think you’ll find that I’m one hundred per cent up for the job.’
      

      
      ‘Scrubbing pots and pans?’

      
      I repressed a grimace. It was not what I’d hoped, obviously. And I wasn’t quite as confident as I was pretending to be. I’d
         been so flushed with my own success in landing the article and the temporary job, that I’d barely stopped to consider whether
         I’d be any good at either of them. And though Edie at Hot! Hot! had been enthusiastic, the more I thought about the whole thing, the more uncertain I’d become. I spent my days in an attic
         by myself, transcribing technical language. What made me think I could act convincingly like a person from the early nineteenth
         century, and then write about it?
      

      
      But I wasn’t about to show my doubts to this woman. ‘I can scrub pots and pans,’ I said.

      
      Mrs Smudge kept on frowning.

      
      ‘Just because I’m dressed like this doesn’t mean I can’t use the Internet, missy,’ she said. ‘When Mr Fitzwilliam told me
         you were coming I looked up that magazine you write for. It’s one of those trashy glossies. Articles about reality television
         stars and orgasms.’
      

      
      ‘A lot of your potential visitors read that magazine.’

      
      ‘Well, you won’t be talking about orgasms in my kitchen.’
      

      
      I couldn’t help it. I laughed, and Mrs Smudge looked even more disapproving.

      
      ‘I promise not to,’ I said, pulling myself together.

      
      ‘Humph.’ She looked me up and down again. ‘Well, Mr Fitzwilliam told me it was all right, which means it’s all right. But
         I’m not happy about it, I can tell you. I run a tight kitchen and I don’t have room for moonlighters. And I wish he hadn’t
         had the nerve to send me a redhead.’ She turned on her heel and bustled her ample self towards a small unmarked door at the
         far end of the pavilion. I followed her.
      

      
      ‘Surely there were red-haired people in 1814,’ I said to her back.

      
      ‘Most likely there were,’ she replied, not turning to face me. ‘But Fiona is mouse-coloured, and anyone who’s visited before
         will notice the difference. Besides which, red hair stands out, and it isn’t the place of a scullery maid to stand out.’
      

      
      ‘Surely there were even red-haired scullery maids in 1814.’
      

      
      ‘If there were, we don’t know about them, and I doubt they lasted long.’ She pulled open the small door and went in ahead
         of me. The windowless room had been fitted with some metal lockers and a whiteboard and noticeboard. There was a kettle and
         a refrigerator, a table in the corner, and several folding chairs. A large rail stood against the far wall, and on it hung
         a wide array of costumes.
      

      
      I walked past Mrs Smudge as she stood disapproving and went straight to the clothes. Oh, my God they were beautiful. Straight
         out of a film. I touched apple-green silk and white muslin, soft as a cloud. A burgundy velvet jacket with black frogging.
         Kid slippers lay in a neat row on the floor, next to a pair of men’s boots. I ran my finger lightly over a puffed pink sleeve.
      

      
      ‘Those aren’t for the likes of you,’ Mrs Smudge said from behind me. ‘Those are clothes for the family. Servants’ clothing
         is way over on the left.’ She strode past me and pulled a hanger off the rack with a rattle. Sighing, I abandoned the dresses
         and turned my attention to my future outfit.
      

      
      Although it was undoubtedly historically accurate, it wasn’t that much of an improvement in the glamour stakes over leggings
         and a T-shirt. It was definitely, unarguably brown. Brown with a pattern of more brown, and a white apron which was a slenderer
         version of Mrs Smudge’s. At least it was stain-free, though with my track record for neatness, I didn’t think it likely that
         condition would persist for the entire day.
      

      
      ‘We’ll have to stuff your hair under the cap and hope for the best,’ said Mrs Smudge grimly.

      
      I took the dress, and the battered leather boots she offered along with it. It did all look like my size, though I wasn’t
         crazy about Mrs Smudge’s assessment of me as ‘scrawny’. I hoped that wasn’t what James Fitzwilliam had thought when he’d been
         looking me up and down.
      

      
      ‘Where are the rest of the people?’ I asked. ‘Does everybody get dressed all together? It would be helpful to see these clothes
         being worn, and I don’t suppose I’ll get the opportunity, stuck down in the kitchen all day.’
      

      
      ‘Everyone else comes later. You’re here early, which is why I’m here early, and I was up till midnight because of the idiots
         in the blessed pub across the road, so if I’m not too cheerful you’ll know who’s to blame. If you want to see the family,
         you’ll need to come some other time as a visitor. Kitchen servants aren’t allowed upstairs.’
      

      
      ‘The family don’t ever pop down to the kitchens to see how dinner is getting on?’

      
      ‘They’ve no need to. Lady Fitzwilliam gives me her instructions herself, and I carry them out.’

      
      ‘Oh. Right. Really, does she give you instructions? How does she do it? Does she write them down?’

      
      ‘I write them. And then I give them to you and the rest of the kitchen staff – orally, of course. It’s not likely that you
         can read.’
      

      
      Dear God. A dress like a brown dishrag, a life scrubbing, and no books. Thank goodness I was only pretending.

      
      ‘Now, go and put that on. Female changing is that door on the left. Leave it open, I’m going to give you my instructions while
         you’re changing.’
      

      
      Off I did trot according to her orders. The changing room was tiny, whitewashed, and distinctly colder than the staff room.
         I hung up the costume and kicked off my shoes.
      

      
      ‘You will answer to Mrs Collins, the cook,’ said Mrs Smudge from the outer room, clearly enjoying projecting her voice. ‘However,
         Mrs Collins has been noted as a particularly easygoing woman, lax in her kitchen management. It’s only her delicate touch
         with pastry that keeps her in her position, as Lady Fitzwilliam is inordinately fond of choux buns.’
      

      
      ‘All of this is historically documented?’ I asked, peeling off my jeans. ‘Even the choux buns?’

      
      ‘It’s in Lady Fitzwilliam’s surviving letters. She wrote that her housekeeper had to keep a close eye on Mrs Collins.’
      

      
      And the kitchen and scullery maids as well, I was sure, especially the temporary one who wrote for the orgasm magazines. It
         looked as if I’d be scrubbing with Mrs Smudge breathing down my neck.
      

      
      Still, it was all material for the article. I stripped down to my undies, pulled the apron off the hanger, undid the long
         row of buttons at the back of the dress, and discovered a cotton shift carefully hung underneath, along with a petticoat.
         There was a stiff canvas garment, a bit like a wrap-around sports bra. I assumed it was some sort of corset. A pair of rough
         woollen stockings were draped over the bottom of the hanger. Fortunately they looked as if they’d been washed since the last
         wearer scrubbed pans in them.
      

      
      ‘Stockings and everything?’ I said.

      
      ‘And everything,’ said Mrs Smudge from the next room. Was that smugness in her voice, or was I imagining it? ‘According to
         the rules, you must wear no modern clothing whatsoever.’
      

      
      None at all? I checked through the clothes again. ‘Not even underwear?’

      
      ‘Not even underwear.’

      
      ‘But there aren’t any knickers here.’

      
      ‘Knickers,’ said Mrs Smudge, and there was definite smug enjoyment in her voice now, ‘as we know them, were not invented until
         the twentieth century.’
      

      
      I thought about this. Then I stuck my head out of the door, holding my shirt up to myself for modesty’s sake. ‘Who’s going
         to be looking under my dress?’ I asked.
      

      
      ‘Nobody, I hope.’

      
      ‘So it’s purely for my own benefit. Is it supposed to help me get more into the part, to have the kitchen air circulating
         freely around my nether regions?’
      

      
      ‘Exactly.’

      
      ‘And we’re cooking food like this? It doesn’t seem very hygienic.’
      

      
      ‘As far as I’m aware, none of the Fitzwilliam household died from having knickerless kitchen servants.’

      
      ‘Right.’ I went back into the changing room and contemplated this. Somehow, it had never occurred to me that the characters
         in some of my favourite novels were prancing around without any pants on.
      

      
      I stuck my head out again. ‘Is nobody wearing knickers? Nobody at all, this whole time?’

      
      ‘Fashionable females, and the better class of servant – which you are not – wear a pair of pantalets. They consist of two
         separate legs attached to a waistband.’
      

      
      ‘Wow.’ The mind boggled.

      
      ‘The shift goes nearest your skin, and then your stays. I can give you a hand if you need help getting them on. Then comes
         your petticoat, and your dress. Your stockings are held up with garters. Fiona should have put them in her apron pocket.’
      

      
      I put on the shift first. It was light, but no lighter than a normal summer dress. I tied the little string around the neckline
         and then contemplated the stays. I had no desire to let Mrs Smudge help me get dressed, and surely if a scullery maid could
         do up this thing early in the morning, I could, too. I tried it, putting my arms through the holes, wrapping it around my
         chest, and pulling the ribbons. The whole thing tightened around me, and I pulled some more.
      

      
      ‘Have you read the information folder?’ Mrs Smudge asked from the other room.

      
      ‘Yes, I’ve been studying it like crazy.’ I’d barely slept last night, going through it all one more time in my head; I wondered
         if scullery maids were given a cup of tea mid-morning to keep up their energy and spirits. Doubtful.
      

      
      ‘How many servants did the Fitzwilliam household employ in 1814?’ boomed the housekeeper.

      
      I gave the ribbons one more tug, and then tied them. ‘Twenty-five,’ I said. ‘The butler Mr Munson, the housekeeper Mrs Smudge,
         a governess Miss Brambles, the cook Mrs Collins, a valet named Frogmore, two ladies’ maids named Jane and Mary. There were
         three housemaids, all called Jenny, and three foot-men, all called George. It’s too much of a coincidence to think they were
         all named the same thing, so their names were probably a family tradition for housemaids and footmen. Also, two kitchen maids,
         Lucy and Gertrude, two laundry maids, Meg and Fanny, a dairy maid named Tamzin, the head groom Joseph and his three assistants
         John, Will and Matthew, the head gardener Samuel and the under-gardeners Edward, Ben and Joshua, and a scullery maid, Ann
         Horton.’
      

      
      There was a long pause from outside. Mrs Smudge evidently did not expect me to know all of this. She cleared her throat. ‘There
         were twenty-four. The governess passed away unexpectedly in April, and apparently Lady Fitzwilliam didn’t see fit to replace
         her.’
      

      
      ‘I’m sorry. That wasn’t in the notes.’

      
      ‘No. The research is ongoing.’

      
      ‘Still,’ I said, ‘that’s a lot of servants. I can see why the characters in Regency novels have so much time to go riding
         and make brilliant matches.’
      

      
      ‘It’s more or less typical for a family of this income and a house of this size. The family were fond of riding and kept a
         large-ish stable; on the other hand, their estate was close to town and so they didn’t require a gamekeeper, and Mr Fitzwilliam
         was fond of managing his own estate and didn’t keep a steward.’
      

      
      I looked down at myself. Actually, the stays did a pretty good job. They pushed my boobs upward, making me look as if I had
         more there than I really did. I wasn’t quite sure why I needed boobs to scrub pots, but I’d take any benefit I could get.
      

      
      ‘There’s no need for all of those servants this summer,’ continued Mrs Smudge, getting back into her stride. ‘This is an illusion of a fully working household, not the real thing.
         Only the kitchen and garden are open to the public, and only two of the bedrooms. The Fitzwilliam family dined fashionably
         late, around six o’clock, and the house is closed before dinner is served. Of course, the beds are never slept in, and we
         don’t actually have that much linen and clothing to wash. In the house we have the butler, the housekeeper, the cook, one
         kitchen maid and one scullery maid. Also Samuel the gardener, who is in fact one of the gardeners on the estate, and who works
         in the grounds. However, for visitors, it’s important to maintain the impression that we have a full staff working behind
         the scenes. You will need to answer guests’ questions accurately, and speak as if you are one of many servants.’
      

      
      ‘Right. Chat about how the second housemaid Jenny has got a cold, things like that.’ I pulled on the petticoat, and then tried
         to figure out how the garters worked.
      

      
      ‘The house opens at ten o’clock. You’ll have half an hour to have your lunch in the staff room.’

      
      ‘Right.’

      
      ‘The kitchen is fully functioning. We make bread and cakes and pastry, and we sell them in the café and gift shop. This is
         proving very popular. Mrs Collins also prepares Regency dishes for demonstration purposes, on certain days. You’ll be washing
         dishes, scrubbing floors, tending the fire, and doing whatever else Mrs Collins or I require you to do. I will demonstrate
         the accurate way of doing these things. And, of course, you’ll be staying in role and talking to visitors, which is the most
         important thing. If you can manage it. If you can’t manage it, you’ll be keeping your mouth shut.’
      

      
      I pulled the dress over my head. It had a high waist and buttoned up the front, presumably so its wearer could do it up herself
         very early in the morning before her day of drudgery. I then tied on the apron and put on the boots. There wasn’t a mirror in the changing room, but there was one in the staff room, so I ventured out, cap in hand.
      

      
      Mrs Smudge was waiting for me. She surveyed me with a critical eye.

      
      ‘Well, it fits you at least.’

      
      ‘It’s rather fetching,’ I lied. I went to the mirror and gathered up my hair. It took both hands to do it; I hadn’t had it
         cut for a little while and my hair goes crazy when I wash it. ‘How do I tie this up without using an elastic band?’
      

      
      Mrs Smudge produced some brown ribbons from somewhere and I got to work. When I’d done the best job I could, she also produced
         a pin and attached my cap to my head. She was still frowning when we’d finished, evidently disgusted at my offending red hair.
      

      
      But when I looked properly at myself in the mirror, my eyes widened.

      
      I looked like someone else. Someone prim and neat, someone who worked hard and knew her place. The lowest of the servant class,
         but so necessary that she had to exist even in a facsimile. She had worked every day since her childhood. She would be up
         before the rest of the household, and in that brief space of solitude she would think about the people still sleeping upstairs,
         distant as the Olympian gods and as untouchable.
      

      
      She wasn’t glamorous, but she was interesting. I smiled at her in the mirror, and then I turned to Mrs Smudge and curtseyed
         again. ‘Ann Horton, scullery maid, at your service, ma’am.’
      

      
      Mrs Smudge grunted. ‘Over to the east pavilion with you. I’ll show you how to wash dishes.’

      
      I was on my knees, peering at the fledgling fire in the grate, when I heard the cheery ‘Good morning, Mrs Smudge!’ behind
         me. I jumped to my feet as a good underling should, in time to see a tiny, slim woman in a blue dress and white apron come
         sweeping into the room. Her grey hair was piled beneath her cap. Her age and her cheerful confidence marked her out as the cook, though I’d been expecting her to be more buxom than elflike. Mrs Smudge
         nodded at her.
      

      
      ‘Good morning, Mrs Collins,’ I said. There weren’t any visitors in the kitchen yet, but Mrs Collins was clearly in character
         as she began to unpack the large basket of fruit and vegetables that she carried.
      

      
      ‘Morning Ann,’ she said. ‘Have you done something to your hair?’ She gave me the slightest of winks, the only clue in her
         manner that I wasn’t her normal kitchen maid.
      

      
      ‘My hair?’ I touched the red tendrils that had escaped while I’d been wrestling with the firewood. I hadn’t expected to be
         in role quite so soon; I thought maybe we’d chit-chat in a modern way before the visitors came in. I looked around, but only
         saw Mrs Smudge frowning.
      

      
      This was my first test: explaining why I didn’t look like the usual Ann Horton.

      
      ‘I had an awful fright this morning when a mouse ran over my shoe, ma’am,’ I said. ‘Perhaps that’s it.’

      
      She laughed. ‘I would have a thousand mice running over my shoes if it made my hair curl like yours. Bone-straight, my hair’s
         always been. I’m too old to care about these things, of course, but I always have fancied curling hair.’ She hummed under
         her breath as she bent over to open a cupboard.
      

      
      ‘Where is Lucy this morning?’ said Mrs Smudge.

      
      Mrs Collins stood up and looked around. ‘I’m sure she’ll be here presently.’

      
      ‘I do believe this floor could use a sweeping. We don’t want to attract any more mice.’

      
      ‘I’ll do it,’ I said quickly. I went to the scullery where I’d seen a broom leaning in the corner. It was a good-sized room
         with a flagstone floor, walls lined with dish racks and a deep, wide sink. It had a window where Ann Horton could look out
         on the courtyard to see the comings and goings as she worked.
      

      
      I saw a dishevelled person dressed in much the same clothes as I was wearing, running across the courtyard towards the kitchen.
         She was pulling on her cap as she ran, and with a flutter of interest I noticed that she ran straight past a group of what
         were obviously the first visitors of the day.
      

      
      I took the broom and hurried back to the main kitchen. The fire I’d built in the range was already starting to warm the air
         and fill it with a pleasant tang of smoke. Above the scrubbed copper pots and pans on the far wall hung a large clock with
         Roman numerals on its face; Mrs Smudge had told me it had been put there specifically so that the servants could prepare the
         meals on time. As the person I assumed was the kitchen maid, Lucy, clattered into the room, the long hand was already pointing
         to ten minutes past ten.
      

      
      ‘Oh Mrs Collins, oh Mrs Smudge, you’re here too? I’m so so sorry, I didn’t mean to be late, I must have overslept.’ She pushed at her cap, which had fallen
         over her face; a lock of bleached hair slipped out at the back.
      

      
      ‘Your hair, Lucy,’ said Mrs Smudge in chilling tones.

      
      ‘Oh.’ She pushed it up underneath the cap out of sight as the visitors appeared in the doorway behind her. It was a group
         of three, and I was surprised at how anachronistic they looked. I’d been in period costume for a bit over two hours, and already
         their anoraks and trainers and cardigans seemed strange, like objects from another dimension. I wondered if I’d feel that
         way about my knickers and bra when I put them back on at the end of the day.
      

      
      The visitors paused, watching the spectacle in front of them: panting kitchen maid, glowering housekeeper, cook biting her
         lip, scullery maid holding a broom. One of them nudged another, and the third one pointed at Mrs Smudge, who didn’t seem to
         notice, as she was glaring at Lucy.
      

      
      ‘I will not have slatternly girls in my employ,’ she boomed.

      
      ‘No, ma’am. Of course not, ma’am. I’m sorry, ma’am.’

      
      ‘If your behaviour continues in this way I will have to consider whether you hadn’t better find a position elsewhere.’
      

      
      ‘Oh, no, ma’am, please don’t do that. I’ll try harder, ma’am. I don’t know what happened. I shan’t do it again, ma’am.’ She
         dipped her head.
      

      
      ‘See that you don’t.’ Mrs Smudge turned, majestic, and swept past the tourists through the door and out into the courtyard.

      
      ‘Looks like you’re in hot water,’ said one of the visitors to Lucy in an American accent.

      
      ‘Oh, la, sir, Mrs Smudge is always storming on about something or other. Never happy, that woman, if you’ll forgive me saying
         it.’ She dropped her voice. ‘It makes me feel sorry for Mr Smudge, so it does.’
      

      
      ‘Is there a Mr Smudge?’ I asked. ‘She hasn’t a wedding ring on her finger.’
      

      
      Lucy caught my eye and a smile spread over her face. ‘Ann, I do believe you’ve discovered the source of her bad temper.’

      
      The visitors laughed and Mrs Collins suppressed a smile. I’d done something right, anyway. ‘Now girls, we have too much work
         to do to spend our time in idle gossip,’ the cook said mildly.
      

      
      ‘’Tisn’t idle gossip to talk about Mrs Smudge’s empty bed if she takes out her frustration on us every morning,’ said Lucy.

      
      There were a few flashes as the visitors began taking photographs of us, as if we were particularly interesting items of furniture.
         ‘Enough,’ said Mrs Collins. ‘Will you open the windows, please, girls? It looks like being a hot day today, and we’ve got
         the fire blazing, thanks to Ann. I’ve a mind to make some choux buns so I can spend some time in the pastry kitchen where
         it’s cool.’
      

      
      Lucy and I went to the windows. They were tall, and deep-set, and opened from the top. Lucy scrambled up on top of the cabinet
         that sat underneath the windows, her boots carefully stepping between the copper kettles and tureens that were laid out in
         display on top of it. I followed her, looking down to make sure that my dress and petticoat stuck tight around my ankles and didn’t afford anyone a glimpse of my bare bottom. Together
         we tugged at the coarse ropes that operated the window sashes. I heard the tourists proceed from the main kitchen to the scullery
         and the larders.
      

      
      ‘Mate, I’m so hung over I’m about to start twitching,’ Lucy whispered to me. ‘I just about popped Mrs S on the nose, forget
         about the rules. You’re good fun though, aren’t you? Are you supposed to be Ann for the day? Didn’t they say you were writing
         for Hot! Hot!?’
      

      
      I nodded.

      
      ‘I’m Kayleigh.’

      
      ‘Alice.’

      
      ‘You’re doing well to make a joke on the first day. Fiona usually just beetles around like a drudge. I’m telling you, these
         poor kitchen maids led a miserable life. I’ve never been so happy to take off my costume at the end of a gig. Glad of the
         steady work though. I’m in debt up to my eyeballs as usual.’
      

      
      ‘Are you an actress?’

      
      She nodded, pulling at the ropes of the second window. ‘Theatre mostly, a few adverts. Nothing quite like this before. I’m
         never taking my microwave for granted again. And it’s nothing like learning lines, you have to remember so many random facts.
         I’ve got a cheat sheet, look.’ She pulled a folded piece of paper out of the bosom of her dress, showed it to me, and stuffed
         it back in. ‘I nip into the larder to check it. Did they make you learn everything just for one day?’
      

      
      ‘Most of everything.’

      
      ‘Not surprised. The worst bit is Mrs S. I think she’s got a personal vendetta against me since she caught me saying “bloody”
         in front of a visitor. She told me last weekend that if I slipped up one more time I was out of here, and I don’t know what
         I’ll do for dosh. Dot is all right though – that’s Mrs Collins. She’s only ordering us around because that’s her role; normally
         she wouldn’t say boo. Keeps quiet most of the day unless there’s a visitor in the kitchen. She’s dead boring sometimes – I’ve
         got to talk to the tourists to keep myself awake. It gets hot in here too, unless it’s freezing cold. I have to soak my hands
         in Vaseline Intensive Care for hours after I get home, and my mate Jessica gave me these glove things that you put on overnight,
         but they’re not helping. Hey, so if you write for Hot! Hot! do you get to meet a ton of celebrities?’
      

      
      I heard a faint shuffle at the door. ‘What would you like us to do after this, Mrs Collins?’ I called, to interrupt the other
         maid’s flow of modern talk before a visitor heard it.
      

      
      ‘We’ll need the kettle on the boil, Ann, thank you, and some butter from the dairy, Lucy. Good morning, sir, and welcome to
         my kitchen. I’m Mrs Collins the cook, at your service. Are you enjoying your visit to Eversley Hall?’
      

      
      ‘Ta, mate,’ whispered Kayleigh/Lucy, glancing down at the Barbour-jacketed couple who’d come into the kitchen. Out the window,
         I could see the next visitors arriving, in clumps and groups, clutching cameras and the free leaflet guides.
      

      
      I smiled and shrugged. ‘We scrubbers have to stick together,’ I whispered back.

      
   
      
      
      To The Rescue

      
      ‘What’s a pretty girl like you doing in a place like this?’
      

      
      I didn’t stop scrubbing, but I looked up at the visitor. He was in his late thirties or early forties, and his kids had already
         thundered through the kitchen, chased by their harried-looking mother crying out, ‘Watch out for the fire! No, don’t touch
         those tongs, Jeremy! Sasha, come back here, those buns are not for you to eat!’ They’d all exited through the scullery door,
         while the father sauntered leisurely through, and paused beside me.
      

      
      Five hours in the kitchen of Eversley Hall, and I’d already learned as much about visitors to stately homes as I’d learned
         about cooking and washing in 1814. I’d made up a catalogue of the different types in my head. Most people were moderate; they
         looked at everything and enjoyed it, maybe asking a question here or there about what we were doing or the implements we were
         using. There were the blushers, the ones who were embarrassed by the presence of people dressed in elaborate clothes, and
         who did their best to ignore you as they walked through the kitchen looking only at the inanimate objects. There were the
         television-watchers, who stood and stared at you and talked about you as if you were a programme on a screen, not a real person
         at all; or the photo-snappers, who didn’t even ask your permission before they took your picture, or ‘instant portrait’, as
         we were supposed to call them.
      

      
      I’d had an information-gatherer – a woman who asked me question after question, rapid-fire without even blinking, as if she
         were trying to catch me out not knowing something. I’d had two ladies speak to me in German, which I didn’t understand, and
         one man who insisted on taking apart and reassembling the meat mincer because it wasn’t put together properly.
      

      
      Blushers and starers and watchers and pretenders, who enjoyed the charade of being in 1814. Noisy children and quiet ones,
         parents who lectured and ones who gave out steady streams of sweets. A glimpse of a baby sleeping in a sling against its mother’s
         chest, a squashed pink face that made me instinctively look away at the copper kettles.
      

      
      And then there were the jokers. The ones who tried to make us come out of character, to prove their cleverness. I quite liked
         these, though I knew they were testing us. Mrs Collins had allowed Kayleigh and me to go for our lunch-break at the same time,
         and over my packed sandwiches and Kayleigh’s supermarket sushi she’d told me about the bloke who’d tried to pass her his mobile
         phone to take a call, and the old fellow with bad breath who’d pinched her arse while his wife’s attention was elsewhere.
         ‘Though what she was really interested in was the steel for sharpening knives,’ she’d said, popping a piece of sushi into
         her mouth, ‘so with any luck he’s got his.’
      

      
      Now, back in role as Ann, I smiled at the man, though not more than a modest servant would allow herself to do. He was a joker,
         I was pretty sure, giving me a pick-up line as if I were in a bar. ‘I’m scrubbing pots, sir.’
      

      
      ‘Bet you wish you had some Fairy liquid, eh?’

      
      I gave him a blank look. ‘Fairy liquid, sir?’

      
      He laughed. ‘What are you using to clean the pans?’

      
      ‘Washing soda, sir.’

      
      ‘Do they train you to talk like this? All old-fashioned?’

      
      He was staring at my stays-enhanced cleavage. I copied an answer that Mrs Collins had given to this exact same question, asked by another joker before lunch. ‘I’m not sure what you mean, sir. I’m talking like any normal person, I hope.’
      

      
      ‘And what do you do when you’re not—’

      
      ‘Barry, can you get out here, please! Jeremy’s trying to headbutt the fake pheasants in the game larder.’

      
      The man turned his attention to his wife, who was leaning in through the scullery door. ‘Jeremy!’ he yelled, striding out
         of the kitchen.
      

      
      Phew. I’d got away with it, for now at least. I put the baking tray on the side to dry and had begun to wipe my hands on a
         cloth when Kayleigh/Lucy came in, carrying an armful of bowls and spoons. ‘Alice, can you cover for me for a minute?’ she
         whispered urgently. ‘I’m absolutely gasping for a fag. Usually I can get through the day all right, but with my head like
         this it’s no good.’
      

      
      ‘But didn’t Mrs Smudge say that if she caught you—’

      
      ‘That’s why I need you to cover for me, all right? If she comes in while I’m gone, distract her until I get back. I’ll only
         be a sec and then I’ll poke around in the range for a while right after so I have an excuse to smell of smoke. Thanks, hon,
         you’re a sport. I wish you were here all the time.’ She patted me on my cap and ran out of the scullery door.
      

      
      I washed up the dishes, keeping my head down and my cleavage pointed resolutely sinkward. I hadn’t messed up yet, and I had
         plenty to write about. If I could keep it up for another couple of hours, I’d be able to go home feeling I’d acquitted myself
         fairly well. Though Kayleigh was right – I’d have to soak my hands in moisturiser before I went out for Liv’s pre-wedding
         dinner tonight. Soda crystals were not easy on your hands, and there were no Marigolds in this kitchen.
      

      
      And if this article went all right, maybe I could try some other writing for the women’s magazines. Nothing too crazy or trendy,
         nothing about orgasms or anything; maybe I could do some book reviews. That would be up my street, though probably not very lucrative. Then again, I did read a lot. I might as well make a bit of cash out of it. All I needed was something a little
         different, something to keep me busy and distracted while I was all alone in that big house after Liv went to New Zealand.
         Maybe even something to think about tomorrow, during Liv’s wedding, when I would have to face her brother.
      

      
      ‘Ann!’
      

      
      I heard a bellow from the main kitchen, and I hurried in, wiping my raw hands on my apron. Mrs Smudge was standing near the
         big, wide table where Mrs Collins prepared the food, her hands on her hips, her ring of keys trembling. A few visitors stood
         around her and stared at this vision of righteous authority from the past.
      

      
      ‘Yes, Mrs Smudge?’

      
      ‘Where is that useless girl Lucy?’

      
      I glanced at Mrs Collins, who had flour up to her elbows, and was looking helpless and frightened. ‘I don’t know, Mrs Smudge.’

      
      ‘Mrs Collins doesn’t know, you don’t know, and yet the girl is nowhere to be found! I don’t suppose she vanished into thin
         air?’
      

      
      ‘I don’t suppose so, ma’am.’

      
      ‘I told her this morning that if I found her remiss in her duty one more time I would send her packing! This house is not
         a pleasure ground for slatternly girls!’
      

      
      She was actually red in the face. This might all be an act, but I didn’t think that she would hesitate to sack Kayleigh in
         real life if she knew she’d nipped out for a cigarette. Anachronism was the Eighth Deadly Sin, as far as Mrs Smudge was concerned.
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