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      “He says unloved women have no biographies—they have histories.”

      F. Scott Fitzgerald, The Beautiful and Damned

      

      “Look like the innocent flower,

      But be the serpent under it.”

      William Shakespeare, Macbeth
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      Ghost is another name for housemaid. An unseen entity that slips through each room, straightening, wiping, dusting, rummaging. The eye does not linger on the maid in the corridor. The heart does not feel for her. There was a time I convinced myself otherwise, but no matter what you are to your house—a confidante, an ally, a lover—a ghost is what you will transform into. A ghost is what I became.

      I thought I was someone to him—to them even—but in the end, I was nothing.

      I don’t dream anymore, but if I did, I would imagine myself back in the music room, sitting on the piano stool with him next to me. His long fingers caressing the white and black keys and the swell of the music filling up the large space inside that room. Emily, what would you like me to play? He would grin because he knew I always picked my favourite piece—the Debussy. He would perform it for me diligently. But what he didn’t know was that I loved the way he said my name more than any music he played for me. It made me feel noticed, appreciated even, and for a maid, that’s important.

      When a man, a powerful, rich man, looks at you and says your name, well, let’s just say it can elicit an adrenaline rush that chases away common sense.

      Inside the music room, I went to another place. He and I were from two different worlds, but in that room it didn’t matter. I forgot about everything I’d left behind when he started to play. Perhaps I forgot too many things. Perhaps I forgot myself.

      The mistakes I made are my own, and I will never forgive myself for them and for becoming the very thing I’d tried so hard not to be: another ghost.
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      I was twenty-one years old, broke, homeless, and desperate for a job. Lost, both literally and metaphorically. I realised, once I hopped down from the bus in Paxby village, that I couldn’t afford a taxi to the house. There’d been an unexpected cost along the way. The bus company no longer sold their day saver, and I had to buy a full-price ticket. It left me with three pounds in my wallet and a debit card that belonged to an empty bank account.

      Luckily, I’d arrived in Paxby over an hour early because of my own anxieties about being late. The maid job at Highwood Hall was one I’d coveted for a long time. Highwood Hall provided living accommodation for their maids, and I needed somewhere to live.

      The decision was made for me. I had to walk to the house now that I couldn’t afford an alternative. So I set off at a steady pace, mindful of the warm weather. Not wanting to turn up to my interview soggy from perspiration.

      The ramparts and turrets of Highwood Hall peeked out from above a canopy of sloping green. All I needed to do was walk towards those slate-grey walls. And as I crossed the road, my heart pitter-pattered. In truth, the promise of accommodation was part of the reason for my application. I had to admit that it thrilled me to think of working in that stately home, one of the largest estates in Yorkshire and possibly the last one of its size that hadn’t yet been opened to the public. The Howards had held on to their privacy, able to pay for the upkeep of the Hall through Lord Bertie’s successful finance company. At least, I’d read that he liked to be called Lord Bertie; his actual name was Reginald Peregrine Charles Howard.

      It was late May, and peroxide sunrays exploded through the clouds. As I made my way out of the village, away from the limestone walls and identical rows of cottages, I rolled up my shirtsleeves and pulled my hair back into what I hoped was a tidy bun. Fortunately, I’d had the foresight to wear tennis shoes and carry a pair of—borrowed—smart pumps in my tote bag. Looking at the steep hill up to Highwood Hall, it was the right decision.

      All in all, it took me around thirty minutes to reach the forest, walking slowly so as not to sweat too much. The sudden shade from the canopy above was a welcome respite from the sun, and I allowed myself a moment to drink some water and let my legs rest. I wondered whether any of the other candidates had walked up from the village. It was possible. This interview was for a low-paying job, and I couldn’t be the first interviewee without the means to drive myself there. I couldn’t be the only maid living day by day, sofa surfing through the contacts on my phone, queuing up at closing time in Tesco to get the best discounts on the food they were about to discard. No, there would be others like me, I felt sure of it. I stretched out my legs and kept going, sticking to the road that snaked its way up through the woods.

      I decided I’d go walking in the woods if I got the job. Maybe I’d get up early, just before dawn, and walk them alone. But what drew me to this spot, I don’t know. There was no beauty here. I saw no grandeur, simply a wildness that I liked. I peeked through the trees at the thorns, weeds and long stretches of nettles. Every tree was twisted, branches malformed, the trunks growing at awkward angles, roots zigzagging down the sloping earth. Cool air spread over my skin. I unrolled my sleeves. I wrapped my arms around my body, hugging my ribs, and I quickened my step, thinking that perhaps I wouldn’t go walking in the woods after all, that I wouldn’t be brave enough.

      Then the hall came into view. A set of wrought iron gates cut the building in half, the metal curving across the front facade of the house, and with each step, those curling bars of iron loomed taller above me. I brushed stray hairs out of my eyes and tucked the strands into my bun. I smoothed my wrinkled shirtsleeves and straightened the collar. Before I reached the gate, I ducked to the side of the road to change my shoes, checked in my compact mirror for smudged make-up, and hoped that no one would notice I’d walked a mile up a hill. Then I went back to the gate and pressed a buzzer that had definitely not been around when the house was built during the Tudor period.

      A voice crackled through the speaker. Whose voice? I wondered. A security guard? A servant? When the agency organised the interview, they didn’t tell me how many members of staff the Howards employed, but I guessed there must be a team. I leaned closer to the speaker and relayed why I was there. I was ten minutes early, despite the walk, but the gate opened for me anyway, and when I stepped through, I saw what the wrought iron had blocked. I saw the stained-glass windows, the rambling magenta roses extending across the bricks, clumps of green leaves dangling over the arch of the great wooden doorway. The house, or rather estate, stretched down towards the forest, running adjacent with a manicured lawn, stone pots of bright flowers, hedgerows of tufty reeds and neat privet hedges. Where I had seen a wild nature in the woods, I saw it repeated here amongst the beauty of the hall. Yes, the hedges were trimmed and no moss dwelt within the cracks of the pathways, but I saw ivy strangling the roses, flaws running along the panes of glass, tall fern fronds leaning over the path and the light dusting of crumbling stone on the doorstep. I felt an immediate kinship with this house. I understood what it was like to be worn down. But unlike me, the house had help to rebuild itself. It had a team.

      I stepped beneath arched stone and grasped the door knocker, an iron circle around a Tudor rose. I cleared my throat as I waited, worried that my first words would be a croak. Silence stretched for several long seconds. But when I lifted my hand to knock again, the door opened and the scent of old paper, wood fires, and pastry spilled out of the house. A woman stood on the threshold. She was wearing a simple burgundy dress with slightly puffed sleeves and buttons on the cuff. The neckline was high but not severe. From the square cut of her dress rose a slender neck and a chin lifted like a ballerina’s. The woman had high cheekbones that gave her face a skeletal structure, and from within her narrow eyes gleamed two black marbles. Her russet skin was slightly looser around the jaw, and a couple of small, wiry grey hairs poked out from her hairline. I put her age at mid to late forties. No hint of a smile came from her full lips.

      “Come to the servants’ entrance around the east side of the house,” she said and then closed the door in my face.
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      What an idiot. There I was, striding boldly up to the front door of Highwood Hall. The Howards didn’t want their maids wandering into the house. I needed to learn my place, and that place was around the east side of the house with the rest of the servants. As I hurried, the heels of my borrowed shoes caught on the flagstones. A lock of hair came loose. A woman so tidily dressed as whoever had opened the door would not appreciate messy hair or sweat patches. Perspiration formed on my upper lip, but I didn’t want to keep her waiting, so I made haste rather than stopping to arrange myself.

      The woman at the door had to be the housekeeper, I supposed. She would be more my employer than Lord Bertie and the rest of the Howards. The thought of her straight back and sharp cheekbones brought discipline and order to mind. Nerves tickled in the pit of my stomach.

      She was waiting for me by the time I reached the door, which was flung open, ready. She stood in the entrance, again on the edge of the threshold, my roadblock to overcome if I wanted somewhere to live. One thin raised eyebrow lifted her eyelid and revealed the dark iris within, as shadowy as the woodland around the hall.

      “Come with me,” she said, turning abruptly on her heel. She hadn’t even introduced herself or allowed me to introduce myself.

      I closed the heavy wooden door behind me and rushed to keep up with her stride. Her dress wasn’t particularly tight, but it was fitted snugly to her mid-calf, and yet she walked as fast as any man. In time, I would learn to keep up, but I struggled then, especially after my uphill walk from Paxby. The borrowed pumps were already beginning to rub.

      Once we’d made our way through a stone hallway, she walked me into a kitchen and gestured for me to sit at a long wooden table. I knew immediately that it was old, centuries maybe. The wood was thicker than the width of my hand, and the surface was beaten and scratched from years of domestic work—chopping, peeling, scrubbing, polishing. I imagined this place the heart of the house where the staff pumped and bled and kept everything alive.

      At the other end of the long room, the cooks were preparing lunch, whistling along to the radio as they chopped and stirred. The scent of baking pastries wafted over from the oven, making my mouth water. I’d skipped breakfast and now feared that my stomach would betray me with a thunderous rumble.

      “My name is Mrs Huxley,” she said, drawing my attention away from the cooks.

      Still with that straight back, she pulled out a chair and took her seat on the other side of the table. Behind her, I noticed an old clock on the wall next to a row of bells. It was ten a.m.

      “I’m the housekeeper here, and that’s exactly what I do. I keep the house running smoothly.”

      I nodded my head, imagining that Highwood Hall ran like clockwork under the watchful gaze of Mrs Huxley.

      “I believe I have your credentials. You’ve been a maid before?”

      “Yes,” I said. “For about five years now. I started cleaning part-time when I was sixteen. That was at a hotel in York. Since then, I’ve worked for various households and one agency. I think there were three references included in the application.”

      “I read them.” Again, she did not smile. She did nothing to put me at ease. There had been no pleasantries, no chat about the weather, not even a quick history of the room, which was clearly teeming with antiques. Even the hanging pots and pans seemed old. “Highwood Hall is not going to be what you’re used to. Every part of this building must be preserved. You cannot spill. You cannot break. If you break anything at Highwood Hall, it is irreplaceable. Every plate, every vase, every ornament has a place in this house and in its history. You will have to follow my schedule in order to clean this house, and you must follow the rules when you clean. There will be a method. Is that clear?”

      “Yes.”

      “The family will have other tasks for you,” she continued. “You will be on hand to help them with whatever they ask. We run on an enthusiastic skeleton staff here at Highwood.” She lifted her chin haughtily as though to counter the admission. As though ashamed that the grandeur of Highwood faded as time went on. “And that means part of your job as maid is the role of an assistant. A little of everything. Do you understand?”

      “I do.”

      “Because you will be required to work whenever the Howards need you, there will be a room provided for you. It’s a perfectly adequate, comfortable room. You will have meals here, in the kitchen, made by the kitchen staff.” Mrs Huxley’s eyes briefly flicked across to the cooks humming and chatting, breathing life into the house. Huxley was the opposite, cold and still, like the ornaments she so prized. “This is a generously paid position, which reflects the expectations on you. This is not an easy job, and I have seen many young women such as you who have tried and failed to keep this job.”

      I noticed the sweat forming on my lip again as she tapped the tabletop.

      “I’m aware of your background and the difficulties you’ve faced. Lord Bertie has a soft spot for helping those in need. I do not. I believe a strong nature is required for this position. Frankly, I don’t know if you’re up to the job, and I suggest that if you have any concerns, you turn around and walk away now. You know where the door is.”

      I was taken aback. It seemed that she was trying to get rid of me already, and I hadn’t even completed the interview. “I have a very strong will,” I said. “And I’m determined to do well. This is a fresh start for me.” Somehow I managed to not stutter my way through the words.

      Mrs Huxley sighed as though in defeat. “Very well. I’ll take you to Lord Bertie. He likes to talk to our new recruits.”
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      She moved like a dancer, gliding across the floorboards so that I had to scurry along next to her in my ungainly stride. Even though we walked beneath centuries-old painted ceilings and between luxurious wood panelling, Mrs Huxley did not offer up any history. She remained silent and stiff, eyes always ahead. I, however, craned my neck to see the murals above and twisted my torso to catch glimpses of the courtyard outside. I greedily drank in the faded furniture placed as an Elizabethan or a Jacobean might sit. I caught flashes of stern-faced portraits of Cavalier men atop their horses, feathers in their caps, long ringlets of hair cascading down their necks. I occasionally stared at my own feet, imagining the people who had walked where I was walking. The many maids, some of them no doubt as young and desperate as I was then.

      The ground floor of the house stood eerily still, and the place seemed more like a museum than a family home. Despite the light streaming in from long windows all the way down the hallway, there was a coldness to Highwood Hall that reminded me of its boundary forest.

      “You won’t walk through the main part of the house. This doesn’t belong to us.” Mrs Huxley turned sharply, and we made our way up a carpeted, central staircase. “Today is an exception because you’ve never been here before. But once you start, I’ll show you the servants’ corridor.” At the top of the stairs, she stopped and placed a hand on the wood panelling. “Behind most of these panels is a second corridor hidden from the rest of the house. The servants at Highwood Hall have used these corridors for centuries. We have our own set of stairs too at the back of the house. It’ll take some time to get used to the layout.” She eyeballed me as though unconvinced I’d ever manage to traverse this sprawling estate. I began to think she was right.

      Nothing at Highwood put me at ease. Mrs Huxley was as welcoming as a guard dog. The place felt empty and uninviting, despite its obvious beauty. I was about to meet the family who owned their very own mansion, who had titles and mixed with royalty and came from a bloodline so far removed from my own that I might as well be a rat in the cellar. As we continued down the hall, I had an irresistible urge to turn back and hightail it out of there, and if it hadn’t been for the blisters forming on my heels, I wondered whether I might have done just that.

      Finally, we reached a walnut door with a gilded handle, and Mrs Huxley knocked quietly. I barely heard the “come in”, but Mrs Huxley, finely tuned to the Howards, caught it immediately and led me through to an expansive study. Lord Bertie was sitting behind a mahogany desk, his feet resting on the surface, his chair pushed back into a reclining position. He was staring at his phone and not paying attention to us. I managed to get a good look at him before Mrs Huxley cleared her throat to announce our arrival. He was older, in his fifties, with salt-and-pepper hair combed neatly into a side parting. He wore high-quality jeans, a striped shirt tucked into the waistband, and tartan slippers. When he saw us, he smiled—it was my first smile of the day—and beckoned me forth. He didn’t seem in the slightest bit embarrassed to be seen lounging.

      “Ah, the new maid. Wonderful. Do take a seat.”

      The new maid gave me pause. Did I already have the job? I’d considered this an interview.

      “Thank you, Huxley.” He grabbed a piece of paper from his desk, and behind me I heard the slight swish of a skirt and the soft closing of a door. The housekeeper had left. “Lovely, lovely,” he said, staring at a sheet of A4 paper, piercing blue eyes trailing back and forth as he read my CV. “Fantastic experience here. And you can start right away?”

      “Yes,” I said. “Whenever you like. I just need to go back to York and get my things—”

      “Good, good.” He placed my CV back on the desk. “Has Huxley told you what we need?”

      I faltered for a moment, somewhat wrapped up in the surroundings, a sense of realisation hitting me. I would be working at Highwood Hall. I noticed framed photographs behind the desk. Lord Bertie shaking hands with Prince Charles, standing next to several politicians, a few prime ministers. So many grey-haired men in suits. “Y-yes. A maid and an assistant rolled into one.”

      He pointed at me. “Exactly. And how are you doing with your troubles?” He picked at a fingernail. Some movement next to the desk caught my eye, and I realised that there’d been a dog stretched out along the width of it. A black Labrador whose glossy coat had blended in with the dark mahogany floorboards.

      “I’ve moved on from that period of my life,” I said. “I’ve been clean and sober for a year.”

      “Well done, you.” He dropped his feet to the ground with a thump, and the dog lifted its head. “I don’t know if you know this, but I tend to hire staff from the Providence programme. Like you. I believe in second chances. We all need to get behind a worthy cause, don’t we?”

      I nodded, not sure what kind of cause I could get behind when I was the cause.

      “Do you need to give notice at your current address?” he asked.

      “No. I’m staying at a friend’s right now.”

      “In that case, when can you move into the maids’ quarters?” He bent down and scratched the dog’s ear.

      “Tomorrow?”

      “Excellent. Go and tell Mrs Huxley, would you?” He raised his head and winked at me, a grin spreading across his face. His eyes twinkled, as though surprising me with the positive news had been part of a grander plan to make him feel superior about his charitable gesture.

      I sensed the need to be thankful. “Thank you so much,” I said, getting to my feet. “I’ll go and do that now.”

      “I think you’ll fit in well here at Highwood.” He placed his hands on the desk. I noticed that he was handsome and had probably been even more so when young, his large eyes framed by a set of thick lashes. “We’re very happy you’ll be joining our team here.”

      “Thank you so much for this opportunity,” I said, before slipping out of the office. A bolt of electricity shivered down my spine. I couldn’t work out if it represented pleasant nerves, the kind you get in anticipation of a new beginning, or the bad jitters, the kind that warn you that turning back is your best option.
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      As it turned out, I hadn’t needed to inform Mrs Huxley of Lord Bertie’s decision. She seemed to know as soon as I approached her outside the study. Perhaps she’d been listening in.

      “I’ll walk you out,” she said in an unemotional voice. Almost morose. “Go home, pack your things, and arrive back at the hall at nine a.m. sharp tomorrow morning.”

      “Okay,” I said, still somewhat taken aback by how fast everything had gone. “Thanks again for…”

      “Don’t thank me,” she said. “Lord Bertie makes the decisions here.”

      The unspoken words hung between us, her implication clear. Given the choice, Mrs Huxley would not have hired me.

      “So, do you live at Highwood too?” I asked.

      “Yes.”

      “What about your husband?”

      We were close to the stairs at that point. She simply turned to me and frowned. Over her shoulder, one of the portraits frowned down on me too; it was like both the house and its keeper rejected me in the same breath. “I like to keep my private life just that. Private.”

      I said nothing out loud, but in my head, I thought wow. Privacy was one thing, but not even talking about partners was another. Perhaps I’d made a mistake saying the word husband. What if Mrs Huxley was a lesbian and defensive around new people who could potentially judge her? We descended the stairs, and I didn’t press. And then she showed me out of the hall via the servants’ entrance. By that point, I was practically limping, my poor feet ached so badly.

      “I’ll see you tomorrow,” I said as the door swung closed. “Wow.” This time I said it out loud. I couldn’t help it. My first meeting with Mrs Huxley had been bizarre to say the least. She’d been nothing short of hostile.

      Once out on the driveway, I crouched down to retrieve the trainers from my tote bag and eased the high-heeled pumps from my sore feet. Slipping into those cushioned shoes felt like stepping onto clouds. I squatted near the house, running a finger between the back of the trainers and my heels to check for blisters, when I heard a burst of crunching gravel and the skid of tyres. A red Ferrari hurtled up to the front of the house, spraying stones as it went. I immediately stood, self-conscious of my unladylike squat, fingers wrapped tightly around the handle of my canvas bag. Music filtered out from the car as it came to a halt next to a cherubic water fountain. The door didn’t open, but I could see the sports car top down, revealing a man with dark hair, sitting in the driver’s seat. He reached forward, turning the music up even louder.

      I suppose you would expect a rich, young owner of a Ferrari to listen to some sort of contemporary music. Personally, I would have put money on the soulless electro-pop music played by overpaid DJs at festivals. But no, it was classical. I didn’t know the composer then, but now I could recognise Liszt’s Hungarian Rhapsody from the first bar. Bold, bombastic and fast. I took a step closer and saw his arms flailing from behind the steering wheel as he mimed playing the notes. Dark hair moved with the soft breeze, and when he turned his head slightly, I saw his profile. Alex Howard, it had to be. Despite the mere glimpse I caught of him, Lord Bertie’s features were evident in his own. That same square jaw, the dark hair. His movements were stiff, controlled, and serious. But he was clearly enjoying himself, and it made me smile.

      The music stopped, and the smile faded from my face. If this was Lord Bertie’s son, I didn’t want him to see me hiding behind a fountain with old trainers on my feet. I attempted to scuttle away, keeping myself tucked behind the fountain. Even worse than him seeing me like that, he might suspect I’d been spying on him, which I had. I know I wouldn’t want a stranger to see me in a private moment. From there, I saw him bound up the steps to the house, his swinging stride brimming with natural confidence. He was slim, tall, and just as handsome as his father. An imperceptible shiver of electricity travelled down my spine as I watched him, knowing that he couldn’t see me there, that I had the first glimpse of the heir to this mansion. And then he was inside the house, out of sight, and I walked away, towards those great iron gates, about to make my way back to the bus stop.

      I allowed myself one last glance back at the house, and from there, I saw Mrs Huxley in the ground-floor window. Perhaps she’d been there the entire time, watching me scurry around the fountain like a crab, spying on Alex Howard. Her expression was grave, as it had been when I’d arrived. I had no evidence to believe Mrs Huxley ever smiled at that point. Her hardness gave me a jolt of fear and uncertainty. I didn’t know why, but I was convinced her solemn attitude revealed some sort of personal issue with me. Lord Bertie had hired me, not Huxley. For some reason, that housekeeper already didn’t like me at all, and I had no idea why. But it made me hesitant for the future. I had a feeling deep down in my bones that Mrs Huxley was not going to make my life at Highwood Hall an easy one.

      But I had to work here. No one else knew how much the interview meant to me. While finding somewhere to live was obviously very important to me, I had another reason for applying to Highwood Hall of all places. As unlikely as it seemed, I had a connection to this grand mansion. It and I were tied to one another with history. My mother once worked as a maid… at Highwood Hall. Twenty-one years ago. Right before she abandoned me as a baby.
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      On the way back to Paxby, I decided to meander through the woods. Amidst the twisted trees, I could’ve sworn I heard my name on the wind, and for the briefest of moments, I contemplated veering from the footpath to wander into the dense thicket of silver birches. It was a strange sensation, like the call of the void. I had to calm my heart as I carried on down the slope back to the village. It’d been the breeze, nothing more. The breeze and my overactive imagination.

      By the time I reached Paxby, I’d missed the bus by five minutes and my hands were shaking. I spent an hour browsing the gift shops and annoying the staff by not buying anything, all the time wondering if I’d made the right decision taking the job. When I caught the next bus, I spent the journey back to Annabel’s house chewing my thumbnail down to the quick. What would I learn about my mother at Highwood Hall? Maybe nothing. Maybe everything.

      Annabel wasn’t home, but I found a note on the fridge, letting me know she’d gone to stay over at her boyfriend’s place. That would make things a lot easier, I thought, because then I wouldn’t have to say thank you. I’d never found it easy to express those kinds of emotions.

      My aunt Josephine brought me up after my mother left. While she did the best she could, single parenthood was not an event she’d prepared herself for, and it was not a role she was particularly skilled at.

      I moved out of Aunt Josephine’s home when I was sixteen and lived in a shared flat with two other cleaners. We were constantly competing for jobs, falling out and making up on a daily basis. Our collective income was so low that we even competed with each other for food, queuing up at food banks and soup kitchens. In our tiny flat, we labelled our food and measured the milk because even a sneaky cup of tea could throw a person out of sync for the rest of the week.

      And then I found myself drowning out my problems in the worst, most expensive of ways. Drink and drugs. Eventually I managed to get a place in the Providence programme, a local drug rehabilitation centre, which was where I met Annabel and she helped me get back on my feet. But growing up the way I did with an aunt who didn’t want me there, expecting me to be grateful for the meagre scraps of affection she threw in my direction, made it hard for me to show that gratitude to anyone else even though I truly did appreciate everything Annabel had done for me.

      That night, I ate leftover macaroni and cheese, put the radio on as I packed my belongings, and set an alarm for six a.m. the next morning. My last night on Annabel’s sofa resulted in twisting and turning in borrowed sheets. I tried to sleep. I tried hard. All I could think about was Mrs Huxley watching me from the window. When I pictured her face with those high cheekbones and the pursed lips, I dreaded going back there. In fact, I tried to talk myself out of it several times in between restless snoozes and unsettled dreams.

      In the end, I finally drifted into a deeper sleep, and my alarm blared unexpectedly, breaking the settled silence around me. It took a moment to allow it all to sink in. The interview, Highwood Hall, Lord Bertie and his son. Mrs Huxley. A young woman who had left her baby behind to be a live-in maid two decades ago. I sat up, stretched and rubbed sleep from my eyes, still deathly tired. Annabel wouldn’t be here to see me leave, and I was sorry for that. I was sorrier for what I was about to do, but I saw no way of getting around it. After a shower and a cup of coffee, I opened up the cereal cupboard, took out a purple biscuit tin, and removed forty pounds from Annabel’s emergency fund. Then I scribbled her a note explaining what I’d done, where I was going, how sorry I was and how grateful I was. It was easier to write than say to her face. I placed the note on top of the one she left me the day before, and then I backed away, tears gathering in my eyes.

      Annabel and I met in the programme, both achieving sobriety at around the same time. She, however, had a family to help her rebuild her life. She’d taken me in—a stray with nowhere to go, Josephine had given up on me by that point—and let me stay with her until I found a job. This was how I thanked her, by stealing one last time. But if I didn’t, I wouldn’t be able to afford my bus fare to Paxby.

      I was halfway to the door when I stopped and turned around. She’d put up with a lot from me. She’d seen me at my most desperate and listened to every sorry story I’d told her. She’d been so happy for me when I got the interview for Highwood Hall. I slipped the gold ring from my finger—the one present I treasured from my aunt—and left it in the middle of the kitchen table. Then, finally, I left.
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      This time I caught a taxi from the bus stop with the money I took from Annabel’s house. When the driver pulled up to the gates, I paid him, slung the rucksack over my shoulder, and pressed the buzzer. I noticed that the disembodied voice belonged to Mrs Huxley. Before opening the gates, she reminded me to use the servants’ entrance, and I tried to bite my tongue. As if I would be stupid enough to make that mistake twice.

      “Is that all you have?” she asked as she waited for me with the door swung open.

      I nodded, not wanting to explain my circumstances to her. She backed away from the doorway to let me in, trapping me within the walls of my new home. My new sanctuary. I wondered how long I would be here.

      Mrs Huxley did not slow down her stride as she talked. The woman seemed to have an endless supply of breath. “You’ll be sharing a room with Roisin, our second maid.”

      That wasn’t surprising to me. I’d assumed that the servants’ accommodation would mean sharing with at least one other girl.

      “You’ll meet her at breakfast in thirty minutes,” Huxley continued. “And then, I’ll take you through your tasks for the day. It’ll take time”—she glanced at me sideways—“plenty of time, I’m sure, but you will slip into the routine.”

      We walked through the kitchen as we had the previous day, but the kitchen staff were too busy to do any more than nod a hello to me. Then we entered a much more austere corridor of plain walls—a deep green shade like ivy leaves—with several black doors on the right.

      “This is your room.” Huxley came to a halt. She removed a key from her pocket and handed it to me. “I suggest you unpack and come to the kitchen right away. There is a uniform set out for you on the bed.” Her lips twitched as though she was attempting a smile. I was so shocked that I failed to return it.

      But as she started to move away, I suddenly felt an urge to keep her talking to me. God knows when I’d get another opportunity to spend time with her, and there was so much I wanted to know.

      “Mrs Huxley.”

      She raised an eyebrow. “Yes? Are you confused already?”

      “No,” I said, a prickle of annoyance at the back of my neck. “I just wondered how long you’d worked here.”

      She frowned, and a line emerged between her eyebrows. She could frown at least, if she couldn’t smile. “Twenty-three years.”

      “Oh,” I said. “Wow, that’s a long time to work in one place.”

      “Yes, it is.”

      “Do you like it here?”

      Huxley’s lips pursed together. “You’d best unpack. We don’t have much time for chit-chat at Highwood.”

      Before I opened my mouth once more, she turned away and walked back down the bare corridor. But at least now I knew she’d worked here at the same time as my mother. I placed a hand on the door, hesitating. It was a small sliver of knowledge that I had to chew on and decide what to do with. I could be upfront with Huxley and mention the connection right away. Or I could keep it to myself.

      I pulled in a deep breath, opened the door and entered my new bedroom, not sure what to expect. In this servants’ wing, a damp odour—like a cellar or a bathroom that hasn’t been aired—permeated the space. I placed my palm on the wall and felt a chill.

      Still, it was a spacious room. The walls were the same dark shade of bottle green as in the corridor, and a window overlooked the stables behind the house. There were no horses inside the stables, which was a disappointment. They seemed to have been converted into yet more rooms. What the Howards needed more rooms for, I had no idea. I dumped my bag next to the bed with the uniform folded neatly on top of the duvet. Then I lifted the clothes and examined them. I’d dreaded a formal uniform, one of those French affairs with the frilly apron and the short skirt, the kind parodied by Halloween costumes and farcical pornography. To my utmost relief, I unfolded a sensible pair of elasticated black trousers and a loose-fitting black tunic. I stripped to my underwear and pulled them on. Despite me not giving Mrs Huxley my measurements, they actually fit fairly well.

      Another slim single bed had been pushed up against the opposite wall with a bedside table, lamp, wardrobe and drawers. I saw a pair of sparkly silver shoes kicked under the bed and a book on the table. Curiosity got the best of me, and I picked up the book. Love poems.

      The other maid had spent little time decorating her space, but there were some touches. A red cushion on the plain white bedspread, photographs tacked to a corkboard. Two short people stood next to a waiflike girl with strawberry blonde hair and red lips. Parents, I presumed, from the ages and a likeness around the eyes and mouth. I picked up a lipstick from the top of a chest of drawers and read the shade: Cherry Kiss.

      Fearing that my new roommate would walk in and see me snooping, I quickly filled the drawers of the cabinet with my clothes, slipped my phone into the pocket of the trousers, and paused. I had a thin bundle of letters in my hand. Letters that mentioned Highwood Hall. I threw them underneath my underwear and then tucked the empty bag under my bed. It was an easy walk, following the bleak walls back to the kitchen. Perhaps it was the darker shadows in that part of Highwood and the cool chill that none of the many fireplaces in the hall could touch, but goosebumps spread along my arms despite the long sleeves of my top.

      In the kitchen, a small team had gathered around the table. Mrs Huxley sat at the head, her heavy-lidded eyes watching me approach. A girl around my age laughed along with one of the cooks. My gaze immediately went straight to her because she moved and breathed life into the room with that musical laugh and a smile that stretched from ear to ear. She tilted her chin towards me and immediately jumped to her feet.

      “Roomie!” she declared with a little squeal at the end. Then she threw Huxley a worried glance and sat down, nodding at me to make sure I followed suit.

      The owner of the Cherry Kiss lipstick, the slim, strawberry blonde girl from the photograph. Her smile was as infectious as it’d seemed in the picture, and I found myself returning her grin. But before I could say anything, Mrs Huxley shushed us.

      “Yes, thank you, Roisin,” Huxley said. “Perhaps we can maintain decorum.” The taciturn housekeeper sipped tea from a porcelain teacup.

      As I sat down, Roisin leaned across the table, her hands reaching my arm between a teapot and a stack of cups. I noticed there wasn’t any breakfast food on the table.

      “It’s so nice to meet you. I’ve been positively lonely these past few weeks since—”

      “Roisin, we’re on a schedule,” Huxley snapped. She turned to me. “I’ve allowed us ten minutes to have a cup of tea. Then Roisin and I will lay out breakfast for the Howards.” She shifted a large ring binder across to me. “While we do that, you can make a start on this reading material. And then after the Howards are catered for, we have our own breakfast before getting on with the cleaning. Is that clear? Both of you?”

      Roisin retracted her hand and stared down at the tabletop in dejection. “Yes, Mrs Huxley.”

      That was the first time my temper rose up. I recognised that look. It was the expression of a scolded child. Worse, a child who had grown accustomed to their scolding, and I wondered how many maids Huxley had snapped at, berated and bullied during her time at Highwood. But I didn’t say anything. I poured myself a cup of tea, craving the caffeine.

      Roisin and I managed to talk quietly while Mrs Huxley turned her attention to the cooks. Roisin was just eighteen, a couple of years younger than me. She’d moved away from her family in Sligo and ran out of money while working as a waitress in London. This job was a way for her to earn a living without going back to her family.

      “It’s not that I’m too proud,” she said. “We just don’t get on.”

      I decided not to pry.

      As Mrs Huxley and Roisin cleared away the teacups, I opened the ring binder and began thumbing through it. My mind was already drifting from the extensive lists of which cabinets in which rooms I should dust and which I was never to touch. Then there was the schedule, a long, boring timeline of weekly tasks. The Howards would keep out of certain rooms at certain times so we could clean them. All I wanted to do was go exploring. I forced myself back to the binder. How was I ever supposed to remember this?

      A printed map caught my attention. I ran my fingers along the corridors, wishing I had a pen and paper to replicate them. I wanted to know each hidden passageway, each nook, cranny and secret. This was an old house, and I was sure there would be many.

      After Mrs Huxley and Roisin carried breakfasts up to the Howards, the cooks drifted out of the kitchen, presumably for a break. I was alone in that old room. After a minute or two, I heard the sound of footsteps travelling along the hallway outside the kitchen. Dainty, short strides that almost sounded as though someone was skipping. And then someone began to hum.

      When the door opened, a blonde-haired young woman strode in, carrying a small box in her arms. It was about the size of a generous box of chocolates, but taller.

      “Hello,” she said brightly. “You must be the new maid.”

      I nodded cautiously, aware of the fact that this person was definitely not one of the staff. She was wearing casual clothes, shoes with a short heel, and had her hair pulled into an untidy bun. The shoes were leather, expensive, and the clothes were high quality too. She wore them like her expensive clothes meant nothing, slung over her body, slightly crumpled, slightly lopsided, and yet clearly luxurious.

      “Our postie delivered this,” she said. “I got to the door before Huxley, so I thought I’d pop it down here. It seems it’s for you.” She placed the box on the table next to the folder. “Oh, I see Huxley has the binder out. Lucky you. I’m Lottie, by the way, the youngest Howard.” She rolled her eyes as though being the youngest was a bore. “Go on then, open it. If you have a secret admirer, I want to be the first to know.” She grinned, rubbing her hands together. I got the impression I was this morning’s entertainment.

      A flush of heat worked its way up from my collarbone to my cheeks. “It can’t possibly be for me.”

      “Check the label,” Lottie said, pointing towards an envelope tucked into a red bow.

      I pried the envelope from under the ribbon. She was right. It had my name on it.

      “This box came inside packaging, but the label had nothing but our address on it, so I opened it up, I’m afraid,” Lottie said. “I figured it was for you because I know everyone else’s name, you see.” She lifted her hand, palm up, towards the box. “Go on then.”

      Tentatively I reached across the table and tugged at the thick ribbon, which swooshed as it slowly unspooled. As the bow melted away, the front of the box fell open and the last coils of the ribbon shivered down to the tabletop. I spun the box to face me so that I could see what was inside.

      At first I thought I was looking at a doll’s house. The box had been transformed into the walls of one room. The first element of the scene that caught my eye was a cleverly constructed spiral staircase that travelled down from the roof of the box to the floor, made out of some sort of fine wood, like matchsticks, and painted black. The bottom of the box had been painted to look like wooden floorboards. Wainscoting ran along the “walls” of the box, and actual wallpaper stuck to the sides. It was blue with golden feathers.

      “Oh how funny. That’s the back staircase,” Lottie said. She leaned in, close to my shoulder, and then gasped and leaned back.

      I’d seen it before her, but I hadn’t quite processed what I was looking at, it was so strange and out of place. The entire scene was unnerving, the situation quite bizarre. Someone had sent me a diorama in the post, and I had no idea why or even who knew I would be working here. In the centre of the scene was a little doll with brown hair, like mine, dressed in the uniform I was currently wearing. The parcel had been addressed to me. The doll, surely, had to be me.

      And it was dead. It lay in a pool of blood at the bottom of the staircase.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Chapter Seven

        

      

    

    
      The idea of someone sitting down to create this scene and then send it to me was preposterous, and I think for that reason, I sat there dumbfounded for several seconds, just staring at the box. Why would someone go to so much effort for an utter nobody like me? Lottie was speechless too, hovering somewhere behind me after she’d manoeuvred around the table for a better look. We remained like that until the silence was finally broken by Mrs Huxley and Roisin walking back to the kitchen.
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