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Nineteen-year-old Anna Neale stepped cautiously out of the Ladies Only carriage onto Platform 4 of the Bexhill-on-Sea train station. Scarcely able to take a breath, she seized her moment of freedom, anticipating the adventures that were sure to follow. Her fingers nervously twisted the black velvet ribbon at her neck and felt the coolness of its blue crystal pendant—Uncle Bertie’s gift from India. His words echoed in her head, “Anna, follow your dreams and never let anyone destroy them.” Bexhill-on-Sea may have been oceans away from India but this was Anna’s first adventure. 

Happiness percolated through her veins and a grin the Cheshire cat would be proud of spread from ear to ear as she walked distractedly along the platform. Startled by a blast of steam from the locomotive, she inhaled sharply, only to relax with the engine as it hissed its final breath, resting at the end of a long journey, and Anna, at the beginning of her own journey. 

As the First Class passengers alighted, the platform buzzed with porters loading trunks and baggage onto carts, ladies huffing with displeasure, and their husbands stiff and strained, barely able to maintain their decorum. Nannies’ frustrated voices could be heard trying to elicit good behaviour from children as excited as Anna. She gave a knowing smile to a little boy in a sailor suit and wished she could join him as he skipped up and down the platform. Intoxicated by the crowd, Anna watched families gather their belongings, fathers protecting and mothers fussing. A twinge of loneliness jabbed at her heart. 

“Ouch!” she cried out as something sharp poked her arm. 

“Sorry, Miss,” said the boy in the sailor suit, clutching a shiny wooden boat, anxiety creasing his young face. Anna smiled to reassure him she wasn’t going to chastise. A gentleman, the boy’s father, doffed his hat to Anna, and pulled the boy away. Sadly, Anna thought, the boy would be chastised.  

Loud squawks followed by several ear-piercing yaps made Anna turn her head looking for the offenders. A red-faced porter, his little round cap askew, was pushing an overloaded cart in her direction. Precariously balanced on top of a stack of trunks and bags was a birdcage, its gold satin cover having slipped to one side, revealing the source of the squawking—a loud, distressed parrot. 

The yapping appeared to be coming from a grand, voluptuous lady who, in competition with the yapping, barked orders at the porter. Anna recoiled at the sight of such an imposing figure of a woman. Long black feathers sprang like tentacles seeking prey from an enormous black hat. Her black dress rustled with each determined step as she marched towards Anna. Two little jet eyes revealed the source of the yapping, a Pekingese snuggled protectively against an ample bosom. The yapping ceased. She averted her eyes, catching a steely look of disdain from under the hat. Anna felt decidedly Lilliputian. 

A gruff voice called, “Miss Neale… Miss Anna Neale?”

“Yes, I’m Anna Neale.”  

A small man appeared from the crowd. “Name’s Carter, Miss! Mr. Pickles sent me from The Sackville ‘otel. This y’ur trunk?”

Anna nodded. Carter lifted the trunk onto his shoulder as though it was a sack of potatoes. His strength belied his short stature and greying hair.

“Follow me, Miss. I ’ope you don’t mind a bit of a walk. I ’ad to park the buggy on the next street.”

Anna nodded, but in truth she had trouble keeping pace and winced as her new boots pinched her little toe. Turning the corner onto the next street, the wind caught her hat. She grabbed it in mid-air, catching her fingers in the pale blue band, crushing the delicate blue and white flowers along the brim. She was annoyed that her long golden brown curls, wayward at the best of times, had loosened from their pins and would, she thought, resemble a bird’s nest. But, better that than having her prized hat rolling down the dirty street. It had taken a great deal of whining and tears to persuade Papa that Mama could indeed take her to Mrs. Morton’s Millinery Shop—an extravagance he could ill afford. 

” ’ere we are,” Carter said, dropping the trunk in the back of the buggy; the horse lifted its head and whinnied.

Carter skilfully manoeuvred the buggy between horses, landaus and automobiles as he pulled into the street. “Busy time,” Carter said as he yanked the reins tight to avoid a carriage. “I think the ’ole of London comes ’ere for their summer ’olidays. It’ll be like this all summer. Comings and goings, some stay ’ere all season. Bit early, June, it’ll get frantic in late July and August. Mr. Pickles says it’ll be a good summer, ’otel’s already booked up.”

The buggy leaned to the right rounding the corner onto the promenade, only inches from the shingle beach. 

“Oh, the sea! And, how it sparkles like millions of dancing stars.”

Carter slowed the buggy to a stop. “Y’ur first time at the seaside?” 

Anna nodded, feeling the warm sun on her face and staring up at the bright blue sky. Carter lifted the reins and the horse moved forward and immediately in front of them stood The Sackville Hotel. “It’s so big, and those towers… it looks like a castle!” 

Overwhelmed by the size and grandeur of the hotel, Anna felt the euphoria slip away and the excited internal butterflies turn to anxiety. Her sister Lou’s sarcastic words filled her head. “Maid’s work, not good enough for… our Anna. What are you going to do when Papa isn’t there to rescue you?” Lou had been right even if her remarks were made out of jealousy. How was she going to manage? The youngest of three siblings, father’s favourite and somewhat spoiled, Anna had learned to manipulate events and people to suit her fancy. 

Carter looked sympathetic. “First time way from ’ome?”

Anna didn’t answer, embarrassed to have shown her vulnerability. Self-pity will get me nowhere, she thought. I must be strong. She sat up straighter and lifted her chin a little higher, fluffing the flowers of her midnight blue hat before attaching it firmly to her head with a long hatpin. 

“Whoa!” Carter pulled the horse to a stop.

“This is the back door,” Anna said. 

Carter looked puzzled. “Yes, we’s staff, and staff goes in the service door. It’s more than me job’s worth if Mr. Pickles catches us at the front…”

“But I’m the front desk clerk, not a maid.” Just the mention of the word maid, gripped her with fear; once was enough. 

“Well aren’t we hoity-toity!” 

About to pout, Anna reminded herself that whether she liked it or not, she was an employee. Loosening her pursed lips, she smiled. “Sorry, Carter. I’m rather nervous.”

“No matter, lass! ‘Course you are, but nobody bites, they’s a nice bunch on the ’ole. Mrs. Banks, she’s ’ead ’ousekeeper, can be a bit strict, but that’s her job. And Mr. Pickles, he’s the ’otel manager, runs a tight ship—he used to be a ship’s captain. They’s fair, least Mrs. Banks is. Mr. Pickles has some strange ways about him.” Carter lowered his voice and hesitated, “Mr. Pickles, well, he’s… um… can be difficult,” then he returned to his cheery self. “Mrs. Banks is always fair, and kind too.” 

“My uncle met Mr. Pickles on one of his trips to India,” Anna said, feeling comfortable with Carter’s friendliness. “That’s how I knew about the position of front desk clerk.” 

“Anna, don’t go braggin’ about your uncle knowing Mr. Pickles to the others. They’s a good bunch but they don’t like favouritism, and they can be mean if you get above your station.”

Carter’s change in tone, kind but firm, perplexed her. She was proud of her Uncle Bertie’s association with Mr. Pickles, and her position was superior. She mused. Was that bragging? She had the feeling Carter was giving her a warning. 

Entering through the back door, Carter led her through a warren of passageways; Anna felt akin to Alice in Alice’s Adventures in Wonderland. The hot, damp smell of wet linen mixed with soap and carbolic filled the hallway, followed by an unexpected hint of lavender and rose water wafting from an open door. Steam swirled around a young maid as she ironed. Anna gave a shudder—a memory better forgotten. The quietness and lack of people felt odd. As if Carter had anticipated her query, he said, “It’s tea time. They’s in the staff dining hall.” 

The laundry smell faded and the pleasant aromas of roasting meat, onions and some kind of baking filled Anna’s nostrils, making her aware that she hadn’t eaten since an early breakfast. Approaching a door opposite the kitchen, she heard a man’s harsh voice and felt herself recoil as Carter opened the door. The voice stopped mid-sentence and all heads turned to look at Anna. Stricken by reality, she wanted to run but her feet were glued to the floor. It was impossible to move either way. 

An enormous wooden table surrounded by dozens of chairs, most of them occupied, filled the room. A china cup being placed on its saucer broke the silence, and someone reached for a slice of cake. 

Carter spoke first. “This is Miss Anna Neale, our new clerk.”

The owner of the harsh voice, a tall, older gentleman with pointed features, shifty eyes and thin grey hair, immaculately dressed in black tails, striped waistcoat and white shirt, stood at the head of the table.

“Welcome to The Sackville Hotel, Miss Neale. I’m Mr. Pickles, General Manager. Once you are settled, you will be reporting to me in the front office.”

The silence in the room drummed in her ears as she forced a reply, “Pleased to meet you, Mr. Pickles.” She bobbed a curtsy. Hearing a maid giggle, she blushed, deducing the curtsy was inappropriate. Mr. Pickles’ icy glare sent ripples down her back. Then he introduced Mrs. Banks, nodded dismissively to the staff and left the room. 

Mrs. Banks had the look of a cross schoolteacher but the crossness softened in her brown eyes. Her grey-brown hair pulled into a too tight chignon gave her face a surprised look. She wore a neat brown dress trimmed with a white lace collar and a large ring of keys jangled at her waist.

“You must be tired after your long journey. Come sit.” She pointed to the chair next to her. “Miss Romano, please pour Miss Neale a cup of tea while I introduce you all.”

Anna declined to sit. Instead of feeling proud in her posh new travelling suit she felt self-conscious and quite aware of the inappropriateness of her attire in the staff dining hall. The brim of her hat, too-wide to fit between the chairs, would likely poke Mrs. Banks or Miss Romano in the face. 

“Miss Sophie Romano is our senior housemaid and you will be sharing a room with her.” Obviously Mrs. Banks considered sharing with Miss Romano, the senior maid, to be a privilege, but Miss Romano did not appear to agree. Her eyes bored into Anna with contempt. Anna, who had been expecting her own room, considered the contempt to be mutual. 

Starting with the scullery maid, Mrs. Banks introduced the staff. Anna nodded at each introduction. The names and positions were becoming muddled and she was feeling lightheaded: chamber maids, scullery maids, laundresses, kitchen maids; as well as porters, cooks and kitchen staff, even a stable hand. Mrs. Banks’ words merged together, her mouth moved in slow motion; muffled sounds surrounded Anna. She felt the blood ebbing from her head. Mrs. Banks’ arms guided her into the chair, pushing her head towards her knees. “Miss Neale, keep your head down.”

A sharp pain shot into Anna’s head. Her hat caught on the table and pushed the hatpin into her scalp. Mortified, this was not the first impression she had intended.

“How long is it since you ate?” Mrs. Banks asked.

“I had breakfast before I left home.” Anna kept her head down, unable to face the inquisitive stares. 

“Silly child! No wonder you’re faint.” Mrs. Banks stirred two spoons of sugar into the tea. “Miss Neale, sit up slowly and sip some of this tea.”  

Anna raised her head trying to smile. “I must look a sight.” Embarrassed, colour flooded into her pale face. She pulled the long pin from the hat and took the hat off handing it to Mrs. Banks, who gave it an admiring browse before placing it on the Welsh dresser. 

A nice looking young gentleman, with blondish hair and haunting aqua-blue eyes, wearing a white chef’s coat, handed her a piece of cake. “The best Victoria Sponge you’ll ever taste this side of London,” he said with a friendly smile. “I made it myself this morning.” 

“Thank you… um…” Anna looked up, frantically trying to recall his name.

“Name’s Bill Blaine. I am the under chef, Chef Louis’s assistant. Don’t worry about names. You’ll soon get to know everyone.” 

Tea cups clinked, the chatter and laughter resumed until the grandfather clock chimed the half hour. Everyone except Miss Romano and Mrs. Banks scurried back to their duties. Mrs. Banks finished her tea while anxiously studying Anna. Anna wondered whether her anxiety was due to her undignified fainting fit, or concern for her ability to fulfill her duties and get along with the staff. The latter caused an unpleasant memory flash of a spiteful maid at Lady Chartwell’s, her previous employer.

“Are you feeling better, Miss Neale?” Mrs. Banks said with a stern expression, but unexpected kindness, in her voice. 

“Yes, thank you, Mrs. Banks. The journey was perhaps more taxing than I thought.”  

“Miss Romano will take you to your room. You still look a little pale. I suggest you rest for a while. High tea, for those staff members who are free, is served at six, the rest eat when their duties allow. You will join me in my sitting room after tea and I will explain the rules. Tomorrow morning you will report to Mr. Pickles at eight o’clock for a list of your duties.” 

Miss Romano led the way down a short passageway, pointing to a sign that read Head Housekeeper. “That’s Mrs. Banks’ sitting room, and where she sometimes takes her meals, but she usually dines in the staff dining room. I think she likes to keep tabs on us. Her bedroom is upstairs in the staff quarters. Down there,” Miss Romano pointed towards the end of the corridor, “is Mr. Pickles’ suite—his study where he always dines alone and his bedroom. He lives in during the week and goes home to his wife on Saturday and Sunday. The door next to it, the green baize door, is the staff entrance to the lobby, Mr. Pickles’ office and the front desk. In case you are wondering, the baize door is soundproof, so the guests don’t hear the staff.”

“I know what a green baize door is,” Anna retorted, sensing a pout on her lips and quickly reminding herself of her position.

“Oh you’ve worked in service, have you?”  

Anna regretted her impulsive response. “The work didn’t suit me and I left to go to secretarial school.”

Miss Romano rolled her eyes. “You are lucky you had a choice. Don’t be lording over me. I am the head maid and I work hard.” Miss Romano ran up the four flights of stairs and stood on the landing watching Anna struggle, puffing heavily and limping from the pain of her toe. 

“You’ll get used to the climb. That’s Mrs. Banks’ bedroom.” She indicated a door in the centre of the landing, which divided a long, grey, dreary hallway lined with doors all painted the same dull sage green. 

Pointing to her left she said, “Those are the men’s quarters and women are not allowed unless Mrs. Banks has given permission.” Turning to the right, Miss Romano continued. “Here’s the women’s hall and no men allowed. If anyone is caught breaking the rules, dismissal without references is immediate.” Miss Romano walked to the end of the hall and flung a door open. “This is my room. At least it was until you came here.”

Ignoring the comment and struggling to hold her tongue, Anna followed her into a small attic room. Steeply sloping ceilings with barely enough room to stand except in the centre, made the room seem claustrophobic. A dormer window separated two beds, each with a chest of drawers at the foot. A wooden table and chair nestled under the window. Next to the door, on the only flat wall, a round mirror hung above a washstand with a basin and jug. Miss Romano opened a small door in the slanting wall, more roof than wall. “You can hang things in there. It’s quite big inside. I use it as a wardrobe so make sure you push your stuff to the back.”

Miss Romano pointed to the bed on the right. “That’s my bed and chest of drawers. Don’t touch my stuff.” She wagged her finger at Anna. “I must go and make up some guest rooms before dinner.” She spun on her heel and flounced out of the room, slamming the door behind her. Anna cringed, listening to Miss Romano’s feet pound on the wooden floor.  

Anna looked around the tiny room. The beds were old-fashioned iron bedsteads with brown horsehair blankets and clean, crisp, white sheets. The floorboards were bare except for a small rug by Miss Romano’s bed. The bedsprings creaked and squeaked as she gingerly lay down. Stretching out on the lumpy mattress, she closed her eyes. 

A rap on the door startled her. “It’s Carter, Miss. I ’ave y’ur trunk.” Carter placed her trunk just inside the door and left. His swift departure left her feeling abandoned. Feelings of loneliness and disappointment were foreign to Anna and she found the unknown alarming. Mrs. Banks had shown kindness when she had fainted, but the pursed lips and tight chignon gave the opposite impression. Anna chuckled; perhaps her stays were pulled too tight. She didn’t trust or like Sophie Romano and the feeling seemed mutual. Just her luck, she thought, to be sharing a room with someone worse than her sister, Lou. And why didn’t she have her own room? She deserved better. She would write to Papa and he would arrange for her to have her own room.

As much as she complained about Lou’s annoying and bossy ways, she did love her. Anna and her soulmate brother, Charlie, daydreamed of sailing to far away countries like Uncle Bertie did. Father didn’t approve of Uncle Bertie. He considered him an irresponsible wanderer, a womanizer and a generally bad influence. Mama adored her younger brother, so Papa tolerated him. Quite the opposite of Uncle Bertie, Papa was a precise man, an accountant by profession. Thinking of the family prompted tears, leaving wet spots on the ruffle of her white blouse. She was already having misgivings about her much-anticipated adventure. 

It had not occurred to Anna, although when she thought about it, it should have been obvious, that a large hotel would require a large complement of staff. It had certainly never occurred to her that the hierarchy and duties of hotel staff were similar to that of servants in a large household. She swallowed the lump in her throat, afraid that The Sackville might open up some deep scars of injustice. 

The memories of last year came flooding back. She had just turned eighteen when Mama announced that Thomas Tolford, a weedy looking farmer’s son who would inherit his father’s land, had asked Papa for Anna’s hand in marriage. Anna overheard her mother say, “Taking a husband will cure our daughter’s fanciful ideas of adventure.” Anna was hurt and angry. She had always thought that her mother supported her yearnings to travel and her desire for independence. Not only did Anna have no affection for Mr. Tolford, she had no interest in marrying anyone. The thought of running a household and having babies made her feel quite ill. Anna had adamantly refused Thomas Tolford.

Mama and Papa were insistent that if she didn’t marry, she must find something useful to do, always adding “until you do marry,” which Anna had decided long ago was not going to happen. What could she do? Having never applied herself at school, becoming a teacher or governess was out of the question. Papa didn’t approve of shop girls—he thought they were flighty. The obvious option open to her was service. To Anna, being a maid in service was almost as bad as marriage but no amount of pleading would change Papa’s mind.

Anna was engaged by Lady Chartwell to assist her lady’s maid, Dorothea. She thought this might be interesting. Lady Chartwell was a miserable, grouchy old lady who treated Dorothea unkindly, but for some inexplicable reason she treated Anna well, which did not endear her to Dorothea, or the rest of the servants. 

Quite oblivious to the spiteful ways of servants, Anna’s innocence led her down a dangerous path as imagination had taken her into an exciting dream world. A window to another life, she’d naively thought, of travel and adventure. Perhaps it was the constant praise that fuelled Anna’s ego, and by her own admittance she enjoyed serving Lady Chartwell. However, she did not foresee how the praise would inspire hatred in Dorothea.

Fearing for her position, Dorothea plotted to get rid of Anna. While Anna was sponging and ironing one of Lady Chartwell’s finest evening gowns, the kitchen maid conveniently called her away. Upon her return, to her horror, Anna found the hot iron burning a hole in the gown. As much as she claimed her innocence, she was dismissed in disgrace. Dorothea had burned the gown but denied it, and Anna couldn’t prove she had even been in the laundry, let alone touched the gown. 

Her confidence shattered, Anna had been miserable. It hurt to think that Lou and Mama were skeptical although they both had an awareness of the spiteful things that go on below stairs. Papa had considered it to be a domestic matter and no concern of his. Anna had moped around the house, afraid to do anything. It was Papa who’d come to the rescue and suggested that she try her hand at typewriting. Anna had then enrolled in Mrs. Wordsworth’s Secretarial School for Young Ladies. 

Anna relived the sense of pride and satisfaction she had felt when she soared to the top of her class, typing sixty-five words a minute. Pitman shorthand came to her easily. Her confidence returned and, once again, dreams of freedom filled her head. Her latest interest in reading books and newspapers had prompted her to question the role of women. She was intrigued by the success and notoriety of Florence Nightingale’s nursing achievements during the Crimean War, and more recently by Emmeline Pankhurst, the leader of the British suffragette movement, and her fight for women. Although neither nursing, war, nor prison appealed to her (Emmeline was often arrested), the strength and independence of these women was a great motivator for Anna. 

She affectionately remembered how she had persuaded dear Uncle Bertie to find her a secretarial position that would take her away from anything domestic. She grimaced, recalling the loud voices coming from Papa’s study as Uncle Bertie had persuaded him that The Sackville was a prestigious hotel and Anna would be suitably chaperoned. Papa had finally given his permission, albeit reluctantly. 

Mama had reprimanded her for unbecoming behaviour as she’d laughed and giggled and floated off into daydreams. She couldn’t help herself. The prospect of leaving home and working in a big hotel had been an exciting adventure indeed. But now that she was there, standing in the tiny attic bedroom, the excitement had waned. Her palms were wet with perspiration, her throat constricted and tears rolled slowly on her face—her confidence slipping away with the receding tide of Bexhill-on-Sea.
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Sophie Romano flung the bedroom door open and said, “Anna, it’s six o’clock. Time for tea. Quick or we’ll be late. Don’t expect me to keep reminding you. Mrs. Banks only sent me because it’s your first day.” 

“Thank you,” Anna said, brushing her handkerchief across her wet cheeks. Noticing Sophie Romano had addressed her by her first name, Anna felt herself warming, just a little, towards her roommate.

The grandfather clock chimed the hour. Anna felt each stroke resonate inside her, validating her presence at The Sackville Hotel—there was no turning back. The deafening noise of wooden chairs scraping on the oak floor drowned out all possibility of hearing anyone speak. Not knowing where to sit, Anna looked to Sophie for guidance. She nodded towards an empty chair. 

“Hey! That’s my seat,” a young bellboy yelled.

Anna jumped up. Sophie grinned and shrugged her shoulders. Mrs. Banks gave her a vexed look and pointing to the same chair Anna had sat in earlier she said, “This was Edith’s place and now it is yours, Miss Neale.” Anna detected a split second of tension at the mention of Edith’s name.

The room erupted into clinking cutlery and clanging dishes, interspersed with chatting and laughter. Anna found the noise unsettling; meal times at home were quiet and formal. But, not having eaten a full meal since breakfast, she eagerly ate every morsel of the beef and mashed potatoes on her plate. The noise escalated as dishes were cleared away. 

Mr. Blaine entered from the kitchen, balancing a large tray on his shoulder. The sweet smell of bread pudding and custard wafted towards Anna. Bill placed the tray next to her, giving her a smile and a wink.

When the meal was finished, Mrs. Banks invited Anna to her sitting room, where Amy placed a tea tray on a round table draped Victorian-style with a rich burgundy cloth topped with white lace. Anna remembered tiny, fair-haired Amy, ironing in the laundry room. Anna guessed she was no more than thirteen and wondered why she was not attending school. 

An oversized broom cupboard with a fireplace would aptly describe Mrs. Banks’ sitting room. A west-facing window filtered the rays of the setting sun, filling the room with a warm, orange glow and the soft scent of lavender hung in the air. The small wooden clock on the mantelpiece hummed a lyrical tick-tock.

Anna relaxed in spite of her nervousness; the cramped space contradicted the capacious sense of comfort and coziness. Mrs. Banks’ demeanour mellowed as she lowered herself into a well-worn rocking chair. Sitting opposite, Anna glanced at a small dresser displaying three photos: a formal family gathering, a young man in uniform—perhaps a brother or beau—and another of a young girl, who could have been a young Mrs. Banks, holding a small dog. Several books lined the back of the dresser. Anna recognized titles by Mr. Rudyard Kipling and she immediately felt a kinship to Mrs. Banks—perhaps she shared her love of adventure. After all, Mr. Kipling did write about far off places. A thick, well-worn book overpowered the others: Mrs. Beeton’s Household Management. It contained every detail about how to organize a household and she wondered how it would apply to a hotel. Mama called it her Bible and constantly quoted from it. Anna cringed, hoping she would not have to endure such recitations from Mrs. Banks. 

“Miss Neale, as head housekeeper I am responsible for the discipline and care of all the female staff. In addition to etiquette, which I expect you to be familiar with, there are rules to be followed at all times. I am strict, but fair.” As she spoke, her demeanour changed. Anna could have sworn her stays tightened, and the bun on her head pulled on its pins—she had Anna’s attention.

“To break these rules may result in dismissal. Mr. Pickles looks after the male staff and he reports all staff activities directly to the owners, Kendrick Hotels Ltd., and is responsible for the overall management of the hotel. His word is final.”

Mrs. Banks hesitated, cleared her throat, and took a sip of tea before continuing. “At times you will be working closely with Mr. Pickles in the office. Your predecessor, Edith was…” She hesitated again, taking another sip of tea. The cup rattled on the saucer. “Miss Neale, you will conduct your duties as instructed by Mr. Pickles.” She cleared her throat. “But should you…,” Mrs. Banks paused, “find his requests unusual or of a personal nature…” 

The question was left hanging. Anna expected Mrs. Banks to finish the sentence but instead, she rambled on about more rules. Confused and bored, Anna began to fidget. She had a natural aversion to rules, but whether she liked them or not, she felt she had better comply.

“Have I made everything clear? Do you agree to abide by these rules?” 

“Yes, Mrs. Banks.” 

“That is all. You will report to Mr. Pickles at eight o’clock in the morning in his office by the reception counter. Breakfast is served after six and no later than seven. Now off to bed with you and get some rest. We don’t want any fainting spells tomorrow.” Anna’s cheeks flushed but Mrs. Banks smiled.







Reluctant to unpack her trunk, Anna stared mindlessly through the attic window. Her gaze fixed below on doll-sized ladies strolling along the Promenade under spinning parasols with gentlemen at their sides, all of them oblivious to Anna’s loneliness. Nothing more than ornaments beside the sparkling sea, she thought. The pleasant scene below had no resemblance to what she considered to be the calamity of her first few hours at The Sackville Hotel.

Carter had called her hoity-toity. Her beautiful blue serge travelling suit and expensive hat had brought disdain, not the expected admiration from her peers. Tears of humiliation fell hot on her cheeks as she relived the fainting spell. Sophie Romano’s anger reminded her of Dorothea and tightened her stomach. Only Mr. Blaine’s caring smile gave her hope.

Her stare veered to the beach where the rhythmic waves felt hypnotic as they broke silently, receding invisibly into the horizon. Anna’s spirits lifted as she imagined the promise of hidden quests and adventures waiting beyond those silent waves. “The tide always turns,” she said, her breath escaping in a long sigh of yearning.

Stealing her gaze from the waves, she glanced around the sparse attic bedroom, comparing it to home. She hadn’t expected to feel homesick; was that the cause of her ambivalence? Lou had selected the pretty pink-and-green floral wallpaper, Nottingham lace curtains, frilly counterpanes and a matching dressing-table skirt. The frills were not Anna’s style, but sharing with Lou, meant sharing her taste. What is my taste? Anna wondered. The inside of the window in Rugby had looked pretty enough, but the view beyond those pretty lace curtains was of oppressive grey skies. Tall clay chimney pots billowing black coal smoke brought nothing more than the promise of soot-speckled laundry as it hung limply on the clothesline.

“What choices do I have?” she said, directing her question to the sea. “I can’t go back to Rugby. Papa would not forgive me. Mama would have me married to Thomas the farmer.” She shuddered at that thought. “And, Lou would say, ‘I told you so.’ Poor Charlie would be disappointed if I abandoned my quest for adventure. How I miss Charlie.”

“My place is here for now,” she said, pulling her trunk to the chest of drawers. 

Anna finished her unpacking and laid out her clothes for the morning. She picked a simple high-collar white blouse with tight cuffs and just enough fullness in the sleeves to be fashionable, but appropriate for her desk duties. She decided on a dark brown skirt because it cinched her tiny waist; the hem fashionably above her ankles. 

Perspiration trickled down Anna’s back. The hot, stuffy attic room needed some fresh air. Inspecting the frayed sash cords of the window, she left it closed. She brushed her golden brown curls until they shone, twisting them into one long plait. 

Gingerly, she extended her head into the hallway looking for the water closet. First she looked to her right—nothing but a blank wall with a small window. Turning to her left, the long hallway extended like a tunnel, with a speck of light at the end. She began to tiptoe towards the light, terrified of accidentally stepping into the forbidden men’s quarters. Then a terrible thought crossed her mind as she visualized the washstand in the bedroom. Maybe there was no water closet. Would she have to use a chamber pot? She let out an audible groan.

“Miss Neale, ar’ y’u all right?”

Anna’s hand flew up to her mouth to muffle her scream. She swung around to see Amy standing at the top of the stairs.

“Oh, Amy, you gave me such a fright.” Anna let out a deep, raspy breath. “I was looking for the WC… we do have one, don’t we?”

Amy giggled. “Course we do, it’s a modern ‘otel.”

“Thank goodness. Could you show me where it is, please?” Amy pointed to the door behind her. Feeling foolish, Anna hustled inside, grateful for the privacy.

Back in her room she slipped on a thin nightdress, appreciating the cool cotton on her skin. She pulled the coarse brown blanket off her bed, thankful that she wouldn’t need it tonight. I’ll send home for a softer blanket once I’m settled, she thought, crawling into the creaky iron bed.

Anna awoke to unfamiliar noises. She rolled over, to see Miss Romano at the washstand, winding her thick, dark hair into a neat bun.

“Oh! Her ladyship is awake.” Sophia’s deep brown eyes catching Anna in the mirror.

“What time is it? It isn’t hardly daylight,” Anna said, choosing to ignore the sarcasm.

“Five o’clock. I have to help Amy get the maids up. The younger parlor maids can be lazy,” she said, rolling her eyes. “There is much work to be accomplished in the salons. The dining room has to be spotless before the early rising guests come down for breakfast.”

“What time did you finish last night? I didn’t hear you come in.”

“Usual, about eleven o’clock. Make the most of your first night. From now on you’ll be working morning to night. That should take away some of those airs and graces.”

In spite of her resolve not to pout, Anna’s bottom lip trembled. “I don’t have airs and graces. I have a different position from you, with different hours.”

Pulling on her black dress, tying the white apron around her tiny waist and carefully pinning her lace cap on her head, Sophie giggled and turned at the door. “Pride always comes before a fall, your ladyship.” She bobbed a pretend curtsy. “And don’t get too settled, I intend to get my room back.”

The razor sharp words rang in Anna’s ears as she made her way to the staff dining hall for breakfast. The service stairs were teeming with activity: maids carrying trays of morning teas, parlor maids with carpet sweepers and feather dusters, porters and footmen with silver candelabras and brass coal scuttles, valets with jackets and trousers, and ladies’ maids with gowns flung over their arms. Anna stepped to the side, pressing her back against the banister, allowing a beautiful crimson gown to pass. Still staring at the gown, she didn’t see Amy hidden behind an enormous laundry basket. They collided mid-stair; the contents of the basket tumbled down the stairs.

“Wa’ch ‘t,” a familiar voice yelled. Carter was helping Amy gather up the linen. “Oh, mornin’ Miss Neale. Best get out o’ the way.”

Anna quickly moved downstairs. Fiddling with the cuff of her blouse, she stood in the doorway deciding whether she should enter the staff dining hall.

Mr. Blaine’s soft voice whispered in her ear, sending a shiver of pleasure down her spine. “Miss Neale, try to look busy.” He gave her a cheeky grin as he placed a large tray of eggs and ham and steaming porridge on the Welsh dresser. “As you can see, mornings are extremely busy. Give me a hand and set the dishes out for the staff breakfast. The plates are stored in the Welsh dresser. It will impress Mrs. Banks.”

Anna placed the plates on the table just as Mrs. Banks entered. She nodded her approval.

“Mr. Blaine, are we ready for breakfast?” 

“Yes, Mrs. Banks. Miss Neale is finishing the table.” Giving Anna the now familiar wink, Mr. Blaine went back to the kitchen as the rest of the staff came in for breakfast.







Mr. Pickles’ office had a gentleman’s smell to it: the sweet lingering aroma of cigars with the sharpness of a spirit, probably brandy, mixed with the muskiness of leather and wood. Papa’s study smelled like this, she thought. It was strange to be in a room without windows. Some natural light filtered in from the lobby but most of the light came from electric wall sconces and table lamps, casting menacing shadows around the room. 

“Have a seat, Miss Neale,” Mr. Pickles indicated an overstuffed leather chair. He walked behind the large, highly polished mahogany desk and took his place opposite Anna. The bulky chair engulfed her, uneasiness gripped her as if the oversized arms held her captive—she thought she might suffocate. Remembering the embarrassing fainting spell, she immediately sat up straight and looked directly at Mr. Pickles. He looked taller and sharper today. His monk-style bald head had been carefully barbered, leaving one side long enough to comb over the barren patch in the centre. She had a sudden urge to giggle, imagining the wind blowing the long strands of hair above his head, giving him a rooster look. As though Mr. Pickles could read her thoughts, his hand went up to his head smoothing his comb-over. She quickly averted her gaze to a wall of bookshelves.

“Are you interested in reading?” he asked.

“Yes, very much, Mr. Pickles.”

“Huh!”

Not knowing if the response was meant to convey approval or disapproval, Anna continued, “I am quite taken with Mr. Rudyard Kipling’s writings. Uncle Bertie, with whom you are acquainted, gave me…” Anna stopped.

The electric light threw sinister shadows across his pointy face. Red spots erupted on his neck. Like a panther stalking prey, he leaned forward, his long skinny body stretching across the desk, his hot breath wafting on her cheeks. She feared his long pointed nose might impale her to the chair.

“Miss Neale, you are here to work, not read, and you will refrain from any reference to my acquaintance with your uncle. You may be here as a favour to your uncle, but that does not mean you will be treated with favouritism. Bertie mentioned you were high-spirited and too intelligent for a woman. Too much spirit and intelligence is unbecoming,” he scoffed. “I expect you to do your job and do it well or you will be dismissed. Do you understand?”

Now towering over the desk, his hands left steamy prints on the polished desktop, as he pushed himself back to his chair. His ferret eyes pierced into Anna. She gulped, not daring to move or speak. Tears burned at the back of her eyes, hurt by Uncle Bertie’s betrayal, calling her too intelligent for a woman. The words would not leave her head; the tears grew closer to the surface. Mr. Pickles voice began sliding into the background when suddenly he lurched forward across the desk and a burst of hot breath hit her face. “Pay attention, Miss Neale!”

Pushing her thoughts and tears deep inside, she sat up as straight as the chair would allow. “Yes, Mr. Pickles.”

Forcing herself to focus, Anna listened to Mr. Pickles review hotel protocol and describe her duties. She was not to be the hotel’s front desk clerk as Uncle Bertie had implied. Her main duties were as Mr. Pickles’ secretary: typewriting, shorthand and operating the telephone. Mr. Lytton, whom she hadn’t met because he lived out, was the front desk clerk. Anna’s front desk duties would be limited to early mornings, late evenings, and Sundays. Struggling to stifle her emotions, she shifted in the chair. A muffled knock on the door caught her attention.

Mr. Pickles pulled out his gold chain and fob, flipped open the watch, grunted and said, “Enter.”

“Good morning, Mr. Pickles.” A short, portly young man, dressed in a grey pinstriped suit, entered the room. He looked shiny—his black, overly greased hair shone as glossy as his black patent shoes.

“You are precisely one minute late, Mr. Lytton.”

“Yes, sir, my apologies.” Unperturbed, he bowed to Mr. Pickles, and looked over at Anna, who was now standing.

“Miss Neale, may I present Mr. Lytton, our front desk clerk. He will instruct you on all matters related to the front desk, and the operation of the telephone exchange.” Consulting his gold watch, he added, “At precisely fourteen hundred hours you will report back here. Dismissed!” 

“Yes, sir!” replied Mr. Lytton, who looked at Anna to do the same.

Anna managed a weak, “Yes, sir,” while trying to determine what time fourteen hundred hours would be in regular time.

Standing at the front desk, out of Mr. Pickles’ hearing range, Mr. Lytton said, “He was a sea captain; he still thinks he’s at sea, and he treats us like his crew. There are days when I half expect him to come in with a parrot on his shoulder. I am tempted to respond with, “Aye, aye, sir!” A wide grin framed the lower portion of his round jovial face, and his contagious laugh passed easily to Anna, releasing the intensity of the last hour.  

“Oh, fourteen hundred hours translates to two in the afternoon. Now, Miss Neale, let’s get to work.”

A large tiered crystal chandelier hung in the centre of the opulent hotel lobby. Each crystal reflected prisms of coloured light on the walls and polished brass fittings. The Hotel Register, a large, tan, leather-bound book lay prominently on the polished mahogany reception counter. An elegant silver pen with matching inkwell sat to the side. Anna sensed the grandeur and prestige through her fingers as they moved over the soft leather and the gold embossed hotel crest in the centre; each page was edged in the same gold. A wall of mahogany cubbyholes hung behind the reception counter. Each numbered cubbyhole held the corresponding guestroom key, plus any messages or letters waiting for absent guests.

Anna picked up the registration procedure quickly. She found it quite exhilarating to speak with the guests as they registered. But she failed dismally with the telephone exchange. She consistently plugged in the wrong telephone lines, upsetting the guests as they answered strange calls, or found no connection. Mr. Lytton’s patience was running thin and his quick temper, a side that Anna had not yet experienced, was about to explode.

The perspiration beaded under her hair, making her curls tighten and her fingers sticky. Her nerves were getting the better of her. The complicated telephone exchange was like training an octopus. This is impossible, she thought as the plug slipped in her sticky finger and landed on the board in the wrong hole.

A gruff voice said, “The salmon’s good t’day Bill, should please the toffs. ‘Ow much does y’u want?” Horrified, Anna heard a refined voice answer, “Do you know who you are speaking with young man? This is Lady Thornton. Now get off my telephone line immediately.” A loud laugh came from the confused fishmonger. Stunned, Anna stared at the exchange board, trying to figure out what to do. Mr. Lytton snatched the plugs from the offending sockets, and slammed them in front of Anna, his jovial disposition snapped. 

“You stupid girl!” he exploded, his face turned from red to purple. “Move away from the telephone exchange this minute. I shall be obligated to report your conduct to Mr. Pickles.”

He continued to berate Anna, having forgotten he was in the very public hotel lobby. Anna ran to the staff quarters banging the door. She kept running down the passageway until a blur of white and a pair of strong arms caught her. No longer able to contain her pent-up tears, they released in torrents.

“Hey! What happened?” a soft male voice whispered.

Anna looked up to see a pair of brilliant azure-blue eyes staring at her. “Mr. Blaine, I… um…” Taking a quick breath, she blurted out, “I don’t know what to do. I’m going to be dismissed.”

Bill Blaine led her down the hallway, through the back door into the courtyard. She sat on the bench, grateful for the fresh air. He pulled a pack of Woodbines from his pocket.

“Smoke?”

“No, no thank you.”

He lit a cigarette, took a long drag and exhaled slowly. “So what upset you so? You only just arrived, so I doubt they will dismiss you.”

Anna explained about her frightening meeting with Mr. Pickles, how Sophie hated her, and her difficulty with the telephone exchange and the final straw when Mr. Lytton lost his temper. He listened attentively, but the amused curve on his lips was not the reaction she expected.

“Now I understand,” he responded, smiling. “I was ordering salmon this morning, and Harry, he’s the fishmonger, kept talking about being connected to Lady Thornton.” His smile turned to a hearty laugh. No longer offended, Anna smiled, seeing the funny side of the situation.

“Anna… may I call you Anna?” She nodded. “My advice is to go and freshen up, have some luncheon, and apologize to Mr. Lytton. Anna, I have to go… Chef will be looking for me. Oh, and the name is Bill.”

“But he should not have said those things in front of the guests,” Anna pouted.

“Perhaps you are right, but he reports to old Prickly-Pickles. You did make a mistake. Mr. Lytton takes his duties seriously. Upsetting an important guest of Lady Thornton’s stature is a serious offence. And, he is your senior.” 

“I suppose you are right,” Anna conceded.

“Be humble, Anna. You are no longer Papa’s little girl. We’ll talk later.”

“How dare you!” Ignoring her, Bill stubbed out his cigarette and walked through the backdoor. 

“Papa’s little girl, indeed. He doesn’t even know me.” 

Deep inside, she knew Bill was right. If she didn’t mend her ways, she would face dismissal. And it had nothing to do with the telephone exchange although she would have to apply herself in order to operate the stupid thing.

First, she tidied her hair and, taking Bill’s advice, she went to meet Mr. Lytton.

“Mr. Lytton, I am most terribly sorry for upsetting Lady Thornton and for causing you such distress.” Anna bowed her head. “I don’t know what came over me. I am sorry I ran off.” Staring at her shoes, she waited for his response. She shuffled her feet slightly, hoping it would shake off the feeling of awkwardness. Being humble did not come naturally to Anna.

“The incident with Lady Thornton should not have happened. It is my responsibility to make sure that all our guests receive excellent service. When that doesn’t happen it reflects upon my abilities as the front desk clerk. I have spoken with Lady Thornton and explained that today was your first day. She has graciously accepted my apology.

“You should not have run off banging the door. That was most unbecoming for a young lady and quite unacceptable in The Sackville Hotel. But, I do concede that I acted a little harshly. I accept your apology.” He smiled. “Mr. Pickles does not need to know about this.”

“Thank you,” Anna said, feeling as though she had just dodged a bullet and matured ten years. 

“I understand; it is your first day.” Mr. Lytton smiled. Anna matched his smile. “Gather your sensibilities and be ready to report to Mr. Pickles at fourteen hundred hours.”

Anna could hardly feel her feet touch the ground as she walked to the staff-dining hall. She wasn’t going to be dismissed and the awkwardness had disappeared. She felt different, more confident, and she liked the feeling.

Striding into the staff dining hall she helped herself to some cold mutton, fresh bread and a hot cup of tea. She was still annoyed by Bill’s comment, but he had invited her to call him Bill. His unusual eyes, fair hair, and kind smile appealed to her. Pulling her shoulders to her neck, she could still feel the warmth of his strong arms. She dismissed the thought of romance. The Sackville was to be an opportunity for adventure. Deep in thought, the quarter-hour chime startled her—only fifteen minutes before presenting herself to Mr. Pickles.
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Bill eased around the kitchen door. He hoped Chef had not missed him, but before he could get to his station, a chilling roar reverberated vociferously off the surrounding sterile white tiles: a marked disparity to the warmth and pleasant aromas emanating from the oversized Aga cooker. The casual kitchen chit-chat stopped, waiting for Chef’s roar to subside into recognizable words.

Chef Louis, as English as the King himself, had adopted a fake French accent that fooled nobody. He had trained in Paris—or so he said. However, his culinary prowess, second to none, resulted in The Sackville Hotel’s world-renowned reputation for excellent cuisine. But, like most chefs—predisposed to perfection and of a Continental temperament, whether adopted or real—he had a short, cruel temper, of which Bill Blaine was habitually on the receiving end.

“Monsieur Blaine, zee chickens pour le coq-au-vin prepare d’emselves?” His sarcastic tone ended on an unnaturally high note. His white chef’s coat pulled taut around his ample girth and his chef’s hat added several inches to his already tall frame. The thickness of his neck, undefined from his round puffy red face gave him the appearance of a flashing beacon, currently aimed at the cutting table. Several naked birds lay on the scrubbed wooden surface; their necks and heads hanging over the edge, swinging like grotesque, novelty pendulums.

“No, sir. Yes, Chef!” Bill said, making no attempt to excuse his absence. He swiftly gutted and dissected the chickens, aware of the kitchen bustle returning to normal following an audible sigh of relief that, this time, Chef’s outburst had been short.

Chef was a hard master but Bill rarely complained. His passion for cooking and the culinary arts matched Chef’s and he considered it a privilege to be an apprentice to such a talent.

Once the preliminary preparations were completed for the guests’ dinner, Bill began to prepare high-tea for the staff which brought his thoughts back to Anna. I wonder how she is getting along with old Prickly-Pickles? He liked Anna and smiled as he relived the feel of her warm body and heard her indignation when he had called her “Papa’s little girl.” He almost laughed aloud, recalling the episode with rough old Harry and Lady Thornton. He admired this spirited young woman who was undoubtedly heading for trouble. In an instant he realized he wanted to be her protector and wondered why she was having such an effect on him.

Jolted back to reality by Mrs. Banks’ voice, Bill tried to compose himself. “Mr. Blaine, are you unwell?”

“No, Mrs. Banks, I am quite well,” Bill replied, frowning at such an odd question. Then he became conscious of the heat radiating from the open oven where he was standing, staring, not at the large roast of mutton bubbling in the pan, but through the side window that looked directly onto the bench where he and Anna had their last conversation.

“You look very flushed. Are you sure you aren’t coming down with a fever?”

“I assure you I am only flushed from the heat of the oven, a little distracted… um!” Embarrassed, Bill let his words fade.

Mrs. Banks left the kitchen and Bill’s thoughts wandered yet again. His first impression of Anna reminded him of his mother. Both women were feisty, stubborn and had airs and graces: albeit, his mother’s airs and graces were genuine. Lady Margaret, as Bill’s mother was once known, was the youngest daughter of the Earl of Klyne. She had eloped with the stable manager, Thomas Blaine, Bill’s father.

Bill appreciated the finer points of etiquette and grace passed on to him by his mother. He pictured her eyes, the same azure-blue as his own, full of tenderness, and yet even as a child he had sensed a shadow in those eyes, perhaps a yearning for the life she had rejected for the love of Thomas Blaine. That same love had given him a loving home instead of nannies, governesses and boarding schools.

Raised by his parents, mostly his mother, Bill had attended the local school, where he and his best friend, Alex Walker, had spent their school days. Their friendship had started even before school. They met at Alex’s father’s shop, John Walker’s Kilts and Tailoring, on Princes Street in Edinburgh, Scotland. Bill’s father ordered the jockey and stable livery at John Walker’s shop.

As their fathers talked business or more often discussed their mutual interest in horse racing and gambling, the mischievous boys became bored. Always the prankster, Alex habitually charmed himself into and out of trouble. Bill, the quiet, practical, deep thinker lived contentedly in Alex’s shadow—one complementing the other—and the two became inseparable at an early age. Alex’s mother expressed an uncharacteristic fondness for Bill because of his mother’s social status. Petunia Walker’s airs and graces were far beyond the social status of tradesman’s wife.

The boys, now grown young men, both studied the hotel business after leaving school. Bill, quiet and creative, chose cooking. Alex, with his natural charm, and an uncanny ability to instinctively know what people needed, studied all aspects of the hotel service. Still the prankster, this childhood attribute would often get Alex into trouble and on occasions it was annoying and inappropriate. Bill hoped, but was doubtful, that Alex had mended his ways.

Bill had begun his apprenticeship with Chef Louis in April. Although they had applied at the same time, Alex had to wait until the end of June before starting his position as a headwaiter.

As boys, they had constantly talked of travel and adventure, and as young men, they considered the hotel business to be a perfect medium to provide jobs while they explored England and the Continent of Europe. Bill had his sights set further afield to the Colonies of Africa, India, and America. He rarely spoke of his ultimate desire to live in America. Amy’s voice brought him abruptly back to the present.

“Mr. Blaine, what shall I put out with the tea?”

“There is some sponge cake on the Welsh dresser and there are biscuits in the cupboard.”

The staff meals were also Bill’s responsibility. The staff took their tea break when duties allowed, usually between the guests’ afternoon tea and staff high-tea. It was a welcome fifteen-minute break between luncheon and high-tea and the last opportunity for the kitchen and dining room staff to relax until after the dining room closed at eleven o’clock.

Having wasted considerable time daydreaming, Bill was annoyed that he would not have time to join the staff for tea—a missed opportunity to talk to Anna. He peered into the staff dining hall but could not see her. Maybe Mr. Pickles had not allowed Anna her break. He heard the baize door open and turned to see Anna walking towards him.

“Mr. Blaine, Bill, thank you for your advice. Mr. Lytton accepted my apology. I am grateful to you.”

“I hope I wasn’t too harsh. How was your afternoon with Mr. Pickles?”

Anna sighed and shrugged her shoulders. “I am not sure.” Bill waited for her to explain, but she simply smiled and said, “But I am certainly more accomplished at shorthand and typewriting than operating the telephone.”

Bill wondered why she had hesitated and opened his mouth to ask when a roar came from the kitchen. “I have to go,” he said, giving Anna a beaming smile and the customary wink.

Chef was unrelenting and kept Bill working until late that night. He didn’t see Anna again until breakfast the next morning, but she hardly said a word and he saw little of her for two weeks.







Alex was due to arrive today and Bill had arranged to have time off in order to meet his friend’s train. Chef hated his staff taking time off and had worked Bill to the very last minute. What should have been a leisurely twenty-minute walk to the train station became a fast sprint in the unusually hot, humid afternoon sun. Sweating profusely, Bill collapsed onto an ornate wrought iron bench, just outside the waiting room on Platform 4.

The vibrating platform heightened Bill’s anticipation to meet his best friend. The rhythmic clanging of the engine as it snaked around the bend reminded him of Alex’s constant prattle and mischievous ways. Bill stared into the carriages, trying to see his friend’s face, but the faces were a blur until the train finally slowed to a stop. Immediately doors opened, porters shouted and the hissing locomotive gave one last blast of steam, obscuring Bill’s view of the alighting passengers. He moved down the platform, standing on tiptoe. Alex’s height and shock of red curly hair made him easily recognizable from a distance. There he was, stepping out of a carriage two hundred yards away, looking as dapper as always in a dark suit that his father would have tailored for him for his new venture at Bexhill-on-Sea. A modern, broad-brimmed hat that he held just above his head seemed to hover as he bowed to offer a lady assistance with her luggage. Bill smiled at the typical Alex gesture. He absent-mindedly brushed his hands over his own not so crisp trousers, conscious of his damp shirt sticking to his back. 

“He hasn’t changed a bit,” Bill said quietly to himself and began waving frantically. “Alex!” 

Alex looked up and waved back. Bidding the lady goodbye and picking up his own bag he headed towards Bill. The men embraced, slapping each other on the back, shaking hands and both talking at the same time. Bill eagerly reported the goings-on at The Sackville, with considerable emphasis on a beautiful girl named Anna. Alex chattered on about news from family and friends in Edinburgh. The animated pair walked out of the Bexhill Central Station towards the Promenade, quite oblivious to the darkening sky. Thick black clouds crept over the horizon and wiped out the sunshine as large drops of rain began to bounce off their shoulders.

Glancing upwards, Bill said, “Looks bad, follow me. There’s a public house just round the corner.” Bill’s words were drowned in an enormous clap of thunder, and none too soon they pushed the door open of The Fisherman’s Nook, as the rain came down in buckets. Alex shivered; the light from the open door threw shadows over his tight, anxious face.

Bill frowned. “Storms still bother you?” 

“Och, no’ much, just give me a jolt, now-an-ag’in. No’ to worry, I’m pretty much over it, still think of the wee lass once in a while.” Alex’s brushed his hand over his face. “The sweetest sister… if only I hadn’t… the lassie was only fifteen….”

“Alex, it wasn’t your fault. You could not have known that a vicious storm was brewing or that Meg would catch a chill that would lead to her death. No one did, she was young and healthy…”

Alex interrupted. “I no want to talk about it. Let’s eat!”

The proprietor, nicknamed Nosey, was a chubby man with a bulbous red nose, which was known to turn purple by the end of a particularly busy evening. He greeted Bill warmly. The Sackville staff was well known in this pub. Alex and Bill settled down to a plate of hot steaming mussels, fresh crusty bread and a pint of ale.

“Tell me about this beautiful lassie, Anna,” Alex demanded with a cheeky smile. “I think you’re quite smitten with this lady.”

“I hardly know her.” Bill cleared his throat. “She arrived a couple of weeks ago. She is quite lovely, golden brown hair with curls often escaping from the pins, and delightful blue eyes.” Bill grinned as he visualized her running down the hall. “She is strong willed, stubborn and somewhat spoilt, and is finding it difficult to fit into hotel life.” 

“Lass sounds like trouble,” Alex said, frowning with a puzzled look. “Will ye no introduce me?”

“Hands off!” Bill shouted, with much more force than he intended. “You may be my closest friend but this lady is special. I want to get to know her without you charming her away from me.” Bill laughed and playfully punched Alex on the arm, attempting to dispel his unexplained reaction.

All too aware of Alex’s charm, Bill wanted to defend his liking for Anna. Most women couldn’t help themselves as they fell for this handsome, redheaded Scotsman. Bill rarely acknowledged his blonde hair and unusual eyes as good looks. He was self-conscious of his shorter stature and quiet demeanour. Women interpreted this as elusive and shy, certainly no match for Alex’s natural magnetic charm and flamboyance.

On the surface, and frequently to outsiders, they seemed to be unlikely friends. Bill had always accepted Alex’s popularity and was content to be the studious one of the pair. In the past, Alex had chosen their female companions—but Anna was different.

Feeling merry after consuming several pints of ale, they left the pub. Mr. Pickles did not approve of the servants frequenting pubs or indeed, of drinking alcohol at all. Bill suggested they walk the Promenade until their heads were clear of ale. They walked in silence, enjoying the strong gusty wind. The sound of the waves echoed as they pounded onto the beach. The storm had passed and the rain subsided, leaving a turbulent sea and a pleasant coolness to the evening.

Bill opened the back door of The Sackville. The aroma of sizzling beef filled the warm air. Not wanting to be coerced into the kitchen, Bill rushed by the open door into the staff-dining hall. Sophie Romano, the sole occupant, stared pensively into a cup of tea.

“There are some late diners. I wish they would come down for dinner so I can finish turning down the beds.”

“Miss Romano, Sophie, is our head-housemaid and this is my closest friend, Mr. Alex Walker. He is about to take up his position as headwaiter here at The Sackville.”

“Charmed, to make ye acquaintance, Miss Romano,” Alex said as though he were addressing a princess.

She looked up from her tea and giggled. “Pleased to meet you, Mr. Alex Walker.”

Bill had never seen her look demure, let alone giggle. Hiding his amusement, he attempted to break the charm by asking, “Sophie, has Mrs. Banks retired for the evening?”

“Yes, I think she is in her sitting room and Mr. Pickles retired to his study at six o’clock, as usual.” Her stare was fixed on Alex as she spoke.

“Alex, I will introduce you to everyone in the morning. Chef will also want to meet you. However, now is a very busy time in the kitchen, so we will leave that until tomorrow too.”

Bill yawned and caught a muffled yawn from Alex as well and led the way to the staff sleeping quarters. At the top of the service stairs, facing Mrs. Banks’ bedroom, Bill stopped.

“That is Mrs. Banks’ bedroom, her sitting room is downstairs. To your right are the women’s quarters and to your left the men’s.” Bill hesitated, eyed Alex with concern, and continued with a serious tone to his voice, “Never venture into the women’s quarters.”

“Sounds very serious,” Alex said with a grin.

“Alex, this is serious! It’s grounds for dismissal.”

“Och, believe me, I may like flirting with the lasses but I am no likely to jeopardize my position here. I understand. By the way, I notice you called Sophie by her Christian name but introduced us formally. What’s the protocol?”

“Always be formal in the guest areas, but most of us use our first names in staff quarters. Superiors always formal.”

As headwaiter, Alex was privileged with a small room to himself. Like most of the staff bedrooms, it was nestled in the eaves of the roof. Bill stepped in and Alex followed, automatically ducking his head. Alex’s height was ill-suited to the sloping ceilings. Before calling it a night they agreed to meet in the staff-dining hall before breakfast; the introductions and Alex’s orientation would follow.

Closing his bedroom door, Bill was pleased to see he was alone. Not as privileged as the headwaiter, he shared his larger room with one of the bellboys. Bill gave a long, pleasant sigh. It felt good to see his friend again. He was pleased to have news of home. He wasn’t exactly homesick, but he worried about his mother, and whether his father was gambling. He felt sad wondering if he would ever see his grandfather again. He missed the old man’s stories of the Boer War. He had taught Bill many military manoeuvres with his toy soldiers. Little lead replicas of battalions and cavalries, fighting battles in faraway places. Places Bill had resolved he would visit one day. It was rare that Bill won a battle or even out-manoeuvred his grandfather with military strategy. But toy soldiers had taught him patience and concentration, which served him well when playing chess—where he frequently beat the old man. He wished Alex played chess but Alex couldn’t sit still long enough to concentrate. Bill lay on his bed, thinking of Anna. He had only seen her briefly and there had been no opportunity to talk. He wondered how she was getting on with the secretarial work and, of course, Mr. Pickles.

Bill, an early riser, started at five o’clock, giving him time to prepare the staff breakfast before his day began. He heard Sophie, also an early riser, speaking with Amy in the corridor. It was Amy’s job to rouse the staff at five every morning.

A large tray of hot steaming porridge rested on Bill’s shoulder as he entered the staff dining hall. Anna had adopted the task of setting the table for breakfast to help the kitchen staff. Delighted to find Anna alone, he stuttered shyly, “How are you?”

“I am well, thank you.” 

“How are you doing with the front desk and the telephone?”

“I like working on the front desk and I am getting much better with the telephone, but I spend most of my time with Mr. Pickles.” She looked away.

“Anna, is something wrong?” Bill saw anxiety in her face. “Anna what has…”

“Sorry, am I interrupting?” Alex said.

“No, of course not. Alex, I would like you to meet Miss Anna Neale, our new assistant desk clerk and secretary to Mr. Pickles.” Feeling the heat flush feverishly from his neck to his face, he prayed that Mrs. Banks did not appear. “And Miss Neale, this is my closest friend, Mr. Alex Walker. Alex arrived yesterday from Edinburgh.”

Alex bowed. “I am pleased to meet you, Miss Neale. Bill has told me much about ye.”

Anna looked startled. “He has?” She quickly composed herself. “Bill has shown great kindness towards me. My first days here have been difficult.”

The conversation was cut short as the staff came in for breakfast. Once the meal was over, Alex met with Mr. Pickles for his orientation and Anna took up her post at the front desk until Mr. Lytton arrived. Bill hustled into the kitchen before Chef lost his temper. He had a challenge today as the lunch menu included quenelles of salmon, a delicate dish, which Chef had entrusted to him. He felt good today, flattered that Chef finally trusted him and impressed that Alex had not tried to charm Anna. Then he remembered the anxiety on Anna’s face. He suspected Mr. Pickles, the prickly bastard, had upset her. He wanted to find a way to meet Anna so they could talk and preferably before Alex used his charm.
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At precisely thirteen hundred hours on Saturday afternoon, Mr. Pickles pulled out his gold watch, grunted, and left the office. He would not return, unless there was an emergency, until Monday morning.

When Anna had asked Mr. Pickles about time off, he had screwed up his pointy nose, glared at her through his ferret eyes and replied, “You take time on Saturday afternoon, after I leave, but only if Mr. Lytton does not need you,” knowing full well that Anna would be needed at the front desk when the four o’clock train came into Bexhill Central.

Mr. Lytton stayed late one or two evenings a week, giving Anna some time off, but too late to go out. The few precious hours on Saturday were the only daytime hours she had to explore Bexhill-on-Sea and most of all walking on the beach and touching the waves.

Within minutes of Mr. Pickles’ departure, Anna stepped out of the back door into the bright sunshine. She swung her arms out and twirled around, lifting her face towards the warm sun. She passed the bench in the courtyard and immediately thought of Bill, who she had only seen in passing since Alex’s arrival.

Quite a handsome fellow, Alex Walker. A bit full of himself, she thought. It had not escaped Anna that most of the female servants were falling all over him. Such charm did not interest her, perhaps because she had no interest in marriage. Bill, she liked.

Talking to Bill was like talking to Charlie, although she couldn’t help noticing that her heartbeat quickened when she was near him, and he often showed a slight flush when they bumped into each other. 

The seagulls screeched above, soaring and swooping. She leaned back, her hand on her straw hat, a smaller and more suitable hat than her blue one. Anna envied the seagulls and their freedom. She moved her gaze to the horizon and almost stepped into the path of an automobile. The loud blast from the horn made her jump backwards. The driver of a hansom cab had to rein his horse tight as the loud horn and chugging engine caused the horse to rear dangerously. Both drivers shouted out to each other, ignoring Anna, who made a quick run across to the Promenade and down the steps to the beach.

The pebbles crunched under her boots, the unevenness putting her off balance as she picked her way towards the water, avoiding deck chairs and families sitting on blankets. Someone yelled and she turned to see a young man rapidly approaching the water, pulling a white wooden hut, about the size of a privy, perched on wheels. She could see these huts from her attic bedroom. They provided privacy for changing in and out of bathing attire. Curious to see the occupant, she followed the hut to the water’s edge.

First a lady’s head, wrapped turban-style in a navy and white scarf, peered out of the hut and then she ventured onto the steps. Wearing a loose-fitting tunic of navy blue with white trim around the sleeves and yoke; a small portion of bare leg showed from beneath navy blue pantaloons that ended below her knees. Hurriedly, the lady joined the young men and women bathers. The wet fabric clung immodestly to their bodies. Anna wondered what the cool water would feel like on her body but she could never wear such unbecoming bathing attire. The men’s suits were tighter than the women’s and it embarrassed her to see the male contour, something she had not witnessed before. She felt her cheeks flush and deflected her gaze to the water.

The pebbles had turned to sand at the water’s edge and her heels sank as the waves lapped at the toe of her boot. She lifted her skirts as high as she dared, wishing she could take off her boots and stockings and feel the sand between her toes and the sea wash over her bare feet. Pulling her skirts tight around her knees, she squatted down, trailing her fingers through the cool water, amused by the feel of the waves. Daydreaming of faraway sea adventures, she didn’t see the larger wave rolling in until it washed over her boots and caught the hem of her skirt. Anna jumped up, laughing, enjoying the moment. Her feet remained remarkably dry, but the water had wicked along the threads of the fabric and her wet skirt slapped uncomfortably against her legs as she walked to the pavilion to find a café.

The waiter showed her to a small, round table overlooking the sea and she ordered Earl Grey and buttered scones with strawberry jam. And there he was—Bill Blaine, leaning on the railing looking out to sea. He hadn’t seen her, and she wasn’t sure whether to call out, or wait until he saw her. Before she could decide, the waiter arrived. As he bent down to place the tray on the table, the wind caught the edge of the tray, almost spilling hot tea over Anna. She gasped; the commotion attracted Bill’s attention.

“Good afternoon, Miss Neale,” Bill said. “We seem to have a habit of meeting in a crisis.” He smiled, staring from Anna to the vacant chair.

“Mr. Blaine, how lovely to see you. Please, won’t you join me?” Anna’s fingers went to her hair, which she knew was curling untidily from under her hat.

Bill called the waiter over and asked for a second cup and saucer and cake to go with the scones. “Fresh air makes me hungry,” Bill said. Anna wasn’t sure if he was talking to the waiter or her. She smiled.

“I am surprised to see you. Is Saturday your day off?” Anna asked, pouring the tea.

“I was about to ask you the same thing.” They both laughed. “You go first.” 

“Mr. Pickles leaves at one o’clock on Saturday, giving me a few hours before the afternoon train arrives.”

“Me to, Saturday luncheon is quiet. Chef allows me to prepare a cold meal, which is served by the dining room staff. I get a few hours off. I can’t believe my luck that we have time off together. What would you like to do?” Bill blushed. “Oh, forgive me, I am being very presumptuous.”

“I would like to spend the rest of the afternoon with you. I want to explore and be adventurous.” 

“I’m not sure what adventure there is along the Promenade, but we could use our imagination. Can you see the ship on the horizon?” Bill pointed out to sea.

“Yes. I wonder where it sailed from, India or Africa or the Spice Islands?” Anna’s eyes lit up and Bill stared at her. She self-consciously tucked one of the wayward curls into her hat.

“I like the way your hair curls around your face,” Bill said, his cheeks turning even pinker. “You are full of excitement today. I have been worried about you. You seemed unhappy. Is Mr. Pickles difficult to please? He seems to be a hard taskmaster.”

A shadow passed over Anna and she hesitated. “Mr. Pickles is demanding and precise. My father is an accountant and precise, so I should be used to it, but Mr. Pickles makes me feel uncomfortable.” She stopped. “Do they really call him Prickly-Pickles?” She giggled.

“Why does he make you uncomfortable?”

“He has strange mood swings that puzzle me. One minute he’s angry and mean and the next he lowers his voice and gives me a smile, but it’s an unpleasant smile.” Anna wondered if she could tell Bill about how he walked towards her as though to touch her, and then tersely stepped away. Could she tell him how she felt a dark, sinister sensation sweep through her body every time he approached her desk?

“I’m surprised Prickly-Pickles smiles at all. It must be hard working so closely with such an unpleasant man.” Bill’s head went to one side, waiting for a response.

“It’s nothing, my imagination gets the better of me sometimes,” Anna took a deep breath. “Let’s talk about Spice Islands and far off places. I want to travel the world like my uncle. He used to tell my brother and me wonderful stories about India and other romantic places.

“My grandfather told me stories about Africa, mostly his experiences in the Boer War. His stories fascinated me.”

They finished their tea and walked along the Promenade, talking and laughing like old friends. Anna related Uncle Bertie’s stories and Bill remembered his grandfather’s tales until it was time for them to return to The Sackville.

Anna felt as though she was walking on air. Her cheeks glowed from the sun and the wind. What a wonderful afternoon, she thought. The front desk was quieter than expected, allowing Mr. Lytton to leave early, trusting Anna to manage the desk for the rest of the evening and all day on Sunday—his day off. Although not quite alone, as Miss Jenkins, a local lady, came in every Saturday and Sunday to assist at the desk and answer the telephone. With no secretarial duties during weekends, Anna devoted her time entirely to front desk duties.

Sunday morning, Anna woke before sun up, too excited to sleep. Today she was the front desk clerk. She decided to wear her best white blouse with the intricate pleats and lace down the front, her blue pendant sat nicely between the rows of lace, and complemented her blue skirt from her travelling suit. Pinning her hair with more care than usual, she sighed with satisfaction.

“How could you let me sleep in?” Sophie hissed through clenched teeth, jumping out of bed. “If I’m late, it’s your fault.” Before Anna could answer, there was a knock on the door. “Its 5 o’clock, Miss Romano.” Amy’s voice announced. “Ur… I’m up, thanks, Amy.”

“Why are you up so early? Going somewhere?”

The sarcasm bothered Anna. She liked Sophie, and so did most of the other staff but her meanness towards Anna was unsettling; visions of Dorothea filled her mind. Anna decided to confront her.

“Sophie, why don’t you like me?” She sounded braver than she felt, and the immediate silence, made her think that maybe she should have kept quiet.

Sophie was making her bed and stopped, holding the blanket in mid-air. She turned, her brow furrowed under her ebony hair, her brown eyes wide with surprise. She looked directly at Anna.

“I don’t know. Actually, I think I do like you. You remind me of me, when I first started here. You see, I was like you, full of myself, but I didn’t want to be here. My family fell on hard times and being too young to find a husband, I had to find work.” Tears filled Sophie’s eyes, she took a deep breath. “It meant a lot to me when I was promoted to head housemaid and given my own room. Then you came along with your fancy clothes, airs and graces, reminding me of my family. On top of that I have to share my room with you and,” Sophie paused and Anna saw a little smile. “I was jealous when I saw that you too had a tiny waist.” Simultaneously they both burst out laughing.

The ice was broken. Rather than being enemies, it appeared that they had much in common. She wanted to know more about Sophie and her past, now that she felt compassion instead of resentment.

George, the night porter, snoozed in his chair near the lobby entrance. His head bent to one side, pushing his dark green cap over one eye. He gently snored through fluttering lips. The rest of his body seemed to be at attention, his white-gloved hands neatly placed at the side of his immaculate, double-breasted, dark green, great-coat with polished brass buttons and a neat red cord around the sleeves and collar—The Sackville’s livery. Anna tiptoed into the lobby, the thick Axminster carpet muffling her steps. She quietly passed his chair to reach the reception counter. It was early, and he wouldn’t be expected to unlock the front doors until seven o’clock unless someone rang the bell.

Anna checked the leather-bound registration book, making sure that no late arrivals had checked in during the night. She then cross-referenced the entries with the keys in the cubbyholes. Odd, she thought, Lady Thornton’s cubbyhole had several letters in it. Normally the bellboy would deliver messages and letters immediately upon receipt. If the guests were out, they would pick up letters and messages with their room-key upon their return.

“Morning, Miss Neale,” George said, standing and brushing down his coat while clearing the sleep from his throat with a self-conscious cough. “I best get the door unlocked. You’s up early.”

“Good morning! George…” Anna hesitated, “Lady Thornton has letters in her box. Do you know why they were not sent up?”

“Yeah, the bellboy said she wouldn’t come to the door. She’s a strange one. Spends her summers here but rarely leaves her room. Other guests complain that dog of hers yaps, and she has a parrot that squawks. Says she’s in mourn’n’, although you’d not think it, if you heard her yell; a right bark she has. Rumour has it that her husband were drowned in the Titanic.”

Anna looked up from the register. “I saw her at the train station the day I arrived. I know what you mean. I heard her barking orders to the poor porter.” The memory of the grand lady dressed in black, the yapping Pekingese and the enormous black hat with its grotesque feathered tentacles, made Anna feel ill at ease.

“You might see her today; she goes to church Sunday morning. I’m off to get mi’self some kip, mi wife‘ll have mi breakfast ready.” 

Irritated, Anna slammed the register closed muttering, “This was going to be such a great day. The first time I am truly in charge and grand Lady Thornton will spoil it.” Anna pouted and stamped her foot in anticipation of a reprimand or confrontation with Lady Thornton.

“G’d morning, Miss Neale.” Alex’s deep baritone voice filled the lobby. Anna, aware of her actions, hoped he had not seen or heard her little tantrum.

“Good morning, Mr. Walker. What are you doing in the lobby?” Trying to hide her own embarrassment, she sounded righteous. “Dining room staff should be using the service door. If Mrs. Banks catches you, you’ll be in trouble,” Anna scolded.

Alex leaned on the reception counter. “Ye look lovely today, lassie. Och, those wee blue eyes sparkle when ye’r angry?”

“I am not angry!” Anna was intending to sound incensed by his comment, but her ridiculous and involuntary smile said otherwise. He was flirting with her. “Mr. Walker, don’t you have work to do?”

“Fair lassie, I am but ye humble servant. I shall nay tarry to the dining room.” He bowed, Shakespearean style, his white apron touching the floor.

Anna couldn’t help herself, and burst into laughter. Another voice came from behind, responding to Alex’s drama.

“Be gone, my lord Don Juan, for this fair maiden be mine,” Bill was laughing as hard as Anna. The contagious laugh spread to the young bellboy and the doorman.

It had surprised Anna, how easily Alex and Bill had drawn her into their friendship. Late in the evening they would sit talking in the staff-dining hall long after the others had retired. When they could all get time off together, they went to the cinema, often making fun of the pianist as the music rose and fell in tempo, attempting to follow the film, but was quite often out of sync with the action.

It wasn’t difficult to see the strong bond of friendship between Alex and Bill, a bond that would be hard to break. Anna had never experienced such a friendship, but she realized that, even in a short space of time, she had bonded with both men. Such friendships, she thought, had the propensity to become fragile.

“Mr. Walker! Mr. Blaine! To your posts, immediately! I will speak with you later,” Mrs. Banks shouted, her voice and stance that of a stern teacher. She turned towards Anna. “Miss Neale, concentrate on your work.” Anna saw the duplicity—the harsh teacher, the warmth in her eyes, and the touch of a smile at the corner of her lips. Anna directed her attention to the guest register. Mrs. Banks was still standing at the front desk. Anna looked up, not sure what to say.

“Is something wrong, Mrs. Banks?”

“No! Not at all. But take my advice and be careful around those two gentlemen. Romance between the staff is not forbidden, but it is frowned upon.”

Anna felt uncomfortable and guilty. She wasn’t sure how to respond and decided to change the subject. “Mrs. Banks, there are several messages here for Lady Thornton. I asked George about them and he said she wouldn’t answer the door. What should I do?”

“I will ask her maid and let you know. Lady Thornton is one of our regular summer visitors. She can be demanding, but her bark is worse than her bite. Her husband drowned in the Titanic last year and she is in mourning.” Mrs. Banks leaned towards Anna and quietly said, “She fancies herself as a mourning queen and, like Queen Victoria, I doubt she will ever come out of mourning. Not because she is heartbroken like the Queen, but because as Lord Thornton’s widow, she can command sympathy and attention while enjoying a considerable fortune.”

It was astounding to Anna that Mrs. Banks would confide this information to her, and that she addressed her by her first name. “Anna, if anything troubles you, either with Mr. Pickles, your work, or unwanted advances from members of staff, please come and talk to me. If Edith had come to me, she would still be here.”

“Thank you, Mrs. Banks.” Anna wondered how to interpret these comments. She remembered the staff reaction to Edith’s name the first day she arrived. Mrs. Banks disturbed Anna with unexplained looks of concern at the mention of Mr. Pickles. Was Mrs. Banks aware of Anna’s discomfort and uneasiness around Mr. Pickles? Should she say something? No, she thought. Mrs. Banks was just being kind in a general way. It was now obvious to Anna that Mrs. Banks cared deeply about the welfare of the staff. But she was puzzled by the secretive references to Edith.

The morning was going well. Anna coped easily with the front desk duties. Alex and Bill had scurried off to their duties, somewhat intimidated by Mrs. Banks’ reprimand. Just as George had predicted, Lady Thornton ordered a carriage to take her to the Sunday Service at St Andrew’s Church. The ornate brass lift gate opened, clanging and clattering as it concertinaed to the side, allowing the imposing black figure of Lady Thornton to march into the lobby. Her face was so heavily veiled that she had difficulty walking and needed her maid to guide her to the carriage.

So engrossed in the charade, Anna didn’t notice Mrs. Banks approach the desk again. Her presence in the lobby was unusual. Most of her duties were in the staff quarters or in the guest suite, except in the absence of Mr. Pickles and Mr. Lytton, then Mrs. Banks was in charge.

“Miss Neale, Lady Thornton’s lady’s maid has asked that you deliver her messages when she returns from church.” 

“Of course, I’ll have the bellboy take them up, when she returns.”

“Lady Thornton has requested that you deliver them personally.”

“Me!” 

“Is there a problem?” Mrs. Banks frowned.

Anna swallowed hard. “No, of course not, Mrs. Banks.” 

Mrs. Banks left the lobby. Anna tried to concentrate on her work but the thought of coming face to face with Lady Thornton was too distracting. For the next hour and a half, she did little but move papers around, with one eye on the front entrance.

Finally, the guests returned from church and the lobby soon became crowded. Gentlemen in morning suits and top hats congregated in groups, discussing politics and news. The scent of lavender and rosewater emanated from ladies dressed in the highest of fashion. The taffeta and silk skirts swished as they moved and the feathers and ribbons that adorned the hats fluttered softly as heads bobbed in gossip and chatter—a picture of opulence.

Anna’s heart jumped into her throat at the familiar bark. “Out of my way!” The crowd parted, and Lady Thornton marched through the centre to the lift. Turning towards the front desk she barked again, “Girl, bring my letters now!”

“Yes, Lady Thornton,” Anna managed to squeak out, while emptying the cubbyhole of its contents.

Anna’s knees trembled as she knocked on the door of Suite 305. The maid, Miss Barclay, ushered her inside, the Pekingese yapping at her feet. She had never been inside any of the guest suites before. A crystal chandelier hung from the ceiling in the entrance. Beautiful chintz chairs in pastel blues and pinks furnished the parlor. At one end of the room, stood a large rich dark mahogany table with matching chairs and a sideboard. At the other end of the room by the window was a roll-top desk. The wooden slats were rolled up, showing evidence of abandoned letter writing. Sunlight streamed through open French doors, which led to a tiny balcony—decorative, but quite non-functional. The matching chintz curtains swayed gently, the breeze filling the room with the fresh scent of the sea. Lady Thornton reclined on a chaise-lounge, her wide, hooped—somewhat old fashioned, black skirts spread neatly across her lap contrasting with the pastel shades of the chaise giving her complexion a pallid look of illness. Without the veil and the large black hat, she didn’t look at all fearsome. Her dark brown hair, peppered elegantly with grey, was neatly pinned in elaborate twists and curls, and held securely in place with a large, intricately carved tortoiseshell comb. Anna’s fear abated and she observed this sad and vulnerable lady with compassion.

Just as Anna began to relax, the silence was broken by a high-pitched and a very loud voice. “Get out! Get out! Pretty Anna! Get out!” 

Anna gasped and flung her hand to her chest, staring at Lady Thornton, but soon realized that the voice was from behind, and not human.

“Stop that Polly!” Lady Thornton barked.

“Pretty Polly, Polly get out!”

Anna quickly composed herself and stifled a giggle. The strange voice was, of course, the parrot Anna had seen at the train station. Its cage was hanging on a gold stand immediately behind her. Lady Thornton’s face lit up and she began laughing. “Polly’s vocabulary is very limited. Anna was the previous owner’s name. And why Polly says, ‘Get out,’ we don’t know.” 

“Come child, sit and chat to an old lady,” she said, pointing to the chair opposite her. “I have wanted to meet you ever since you connected my telephone to the fishmonger. What is your name?”

Anna’s face flushed to a bright pink at the mention of the telephone mishap. Her insides were doing flip-flops and now she was nervous. She cleared her throat to steady her words. “Anna Neale, m’lady. I am sorry about the telephone. It was my first day and the exchange is very complicated. Mr. Lytton tried to teach me. I am much better now and even better at typewriting.” Anna stopped, aware that she was rambling. “I have your letters, m’lady,” Anna said as she handed them to the maid. “If that’s all, m’lady, I must return to the front desk. I am alone on Sundays.”

“Oh, very well.” Lady Thornton wafted her arm, dismissing Anna, but before the maid opened the door she added, “Typewriting? I would like you to write some letters. Barclay will come and get you when I need you.”

“Yes, m’lady.” Anna didn’t know what else to say. She ran down the stairs to the lobby, wondering what she should do. It would be hard to fit any more work into her already busy days.
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