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About this book




William Tredoux returns home after nearly a decade of education in England to find the small servant girl, Zara, grown and beautiful. 

Zara came to the service of the Tredoux family under a shroud of mystery and never left.

Zara’s life is turned upside down when William reveals her true heritage and whisks her into a life of privilege which she always observed from the outside.

Some are not as happy at the discovery and Zara and William's future together is threatened.
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CHAPTER 1




Zara


Zara pulled the white linen from the washing line. The fabric crunched in her hands. She loved setting the table with starched linen. 

Monsieur Victor Tredoux was hosting a ball for the return of his son, William. Zara remembered Monsieur William when he still lived in the house. He went to England for his further education. How much changed since he left, Zara thought. Long gone was the young girl whose chores consisted of picking vegetables and fruit for the main house. Will used to spend a lot of time with her at the river by the side of the vineyard.

‘Zara!’ Misty called. ‘Zara! Where are you?’ 

‘Here! At the washing line.’ Zara replied. Misty walked around the house, her apron and skirts pulled up to mid-calf to allow for longer steps. Misty had a deep crease between her eyes.

‘You know Master Miguel doesn’t like it folded like that.’ Misty said. She pulled a folded tablecloth out of the basket. ‘Take that side.’ She shook the folded piece of fabric loose. 

‘Why did you do that?’ Zara asked. 

‘You have to fold it along the short sides, not the long sides. Then it creases down the middle of the table. Master Miguel wants that long crease in the middle of the table.’ Misty said. She explained yet again. 

‘He’s not noticed once that I fold it along the long side. The way I fold it, the long crease runs down the middle as well.’ Zara explained. 

‘Now take that side. We don’t have all day.’ Misty said and threw the short side of the crisp white tablecloth to her. Zara caught the fabric and took hold of the corners. ‘Pull.’ Misty said and they fell into a rhythm of pulling the opposite corners of the tablecloth taught for a beat or two. The tablecloth squared up when they finished the friendly tug of war. ‘Now together.’ Misty said. She brought the corners of the tablecloth in her hands together and took both corners in one hand. ‘Catch the fold.’ Zara mimicked Misty’s actions. ‘Again.’ Misty said and a long smooth twice folded piece of fabric stretched between them. Zara squinted against the bright reflection of the sun. ‘Together.’ Misty said. They stepped a few steps toward each other. Misty took the corners of the tablecloth from Zara’s hands to match the corners in her own hands. ‘Remember to smooth out the crease in the fold.’ Misty said behind the tablecloth. She held it above her head to ensure the folded tablecloth did not drag on the ground.

‘I know.’ Zara said. ‘I’ve done this before.’ But she obeyed nonetheless. Zara put her hand into the fold and pushed down until the fabric was taut. She felt a wrinkle in the fabric and worked it out before she took both sides of the fold in her hands and straightened. ‘There. It’s straight and smooth.’

‘Together again.’ Misty said and Zara complied. She handed her the smooth folded side of the fabric into Misty’s hands. Misty opened her mouth as if to speak.

‘I know; smooth out the fold.’ Zara said before Misty could give the next instruction. She reached the fold and felt for another crease before she lifted it to Misty.

‘Zara! Misty!’ Master Miguel’s voice sounded from the kitchen.

‘O, no.’ Misty whispered. ‘He asked me to fetch you.’ Her face lost colour.

‘What do you not understand about hurry?’ Master Miguel snapped. He glared at them and boxed Misty on the side of the head. The girl pushed the folded tablecloth toward Zara. She covered the side of her head where Master Miguel hit her and ran to the house, still holding on to the side of her head. Zara imagined herself throwing Master Miguel with the basket full of washing.

‘And you! When will you do things on your own? You’re wasting time learning again.’ Master Miguel said. The French pronunciation of his words was heavy in his rage. ‘Winston brought the flowers for the table. It will be dead soon in this heat. Finish the washing. And set the tables.’ Master Miguel said.

‘Yes, Master Miguel.’ Zara said. She pulled the last two tablecloths from the washing line, folded it as flat as possible and put it on the heap of folded washing. Master Miguel stayed close by. Rage rolled off the man in waves. Zara expected him to hit her too. Instead, he stared her down. It felt worse than a hit to the ear. Zara picked the basket up and rushed to the house. He followed suit. He said not one word. It was not like him at all. Zara wondered what had the man in such a fit of silent rage. 

It was nothing new to the Tredoux staff to arrange a ball or exceptional dinner in an unreasonable time frame. They catered for gentlemen and ladies and even governors of the Cape Colony. Whenever it tickled Monsieur Tredoux’s fancy.

Once, when she was very young, a man with the strangest clothes and hair, visited. None of the Tredoux staff served the man and his companions. His own servants accompanied him everywhere, served his food to him and tended to his every need. For most of their visit, Master Miguel had them clean and work when everybody went to bed. 

It was the same time Will left. Monsieur William, she corrected herself. Even though it’s been years, she remembered the lashing she received, for referring to the young master as Will.

‘We don’t have all day.’ Master Miguel shouted. Zara exchanged the basket of fresh linen for a basket of white damask tablecloths.

Master Miguel and Lady Tredoux spend hours in her parlour with the table settings. Then the fine china she preferred and the flowers. Since Winston’s arrival on the estate, he has created a Garden of Eden. It was paradise. Lady Tredoux used the gardens as inspiration for the decoration of the ball. 

‘Yes, Master.’ Zara said. Winston and one of the other servants set the tables up the previous day. She covered every one of the tables with a tablecloth. Misty set out the trays and dish stands. From the amount of food Cook Nancy and the rest of the kitchen staff prepared, they could feed most of the district. 

Master Miguel barked orders to everybody. Zara created the flower arrangements for the tables. Winston ensured a steady flow of flowers from the garden. Then Zara, Misty and the rest of the servants packed, moved, arranged, and cleaned every nook and cranny of the halls. 

‘Please fetch the candle crate at the back door.’ Nancy said when Zara retired to the kitchen. Her back and feet ached. ‘We need to bring the rest from the storehouse.’ Zara nodded and made her way between the kitchen servants to the back door and the crate of candles. She stretched out a beat or two and felt her muscles moan.

‘What else do you need?’ A voice asked.

‘Goodness! You frightened me.’ Zara said.

‘I didn’t mean to… give you a fright.’ The man moved into view. He looked familiar, but she felt sure she had never seen him before. Master Miguel usually hired extra hands, so she did not take much notice of him. 

‘Nancy said there are more candles in the storehouse. She did not say how many crates. I can use some help.’ Zara said. A yawn surprised her, and she slapped her hand over her mouth. ‘O I’m sorry!’ She mumbled. A laugh rumbled in the man’s chest.

‘Was it a long day?’ He asked.

‘There’s so much to do when Monsieur Tredoux wants a ball.’ Zara said. ‘And Master Miguel gives Monsieur Tredoux everything he wants. No matter what it takes.’ Zara moved to open the door, but her companion pushed it open for her. She used the moment to look at him. He did look familiar. Zara wondered if he might be from a neighbouring estate. Or from the travelling merchants that stopped by. His clothes looked a bit better than the rest of theirs. Then again, new servants usually received a new set of clothes from time to time. Zara knew she was lucky. Life was harsh under Master Miguel. Monsieur Tredoux insisted that his servants had better clothes, care and lodgings than other estates.

‘Will you be at the ball tonight?’ He asked.

‘The ball? Heavens, no! Master Miguel doesn’t use the women.’ Zara said. ‘You will probably be part of the servers?’ Zara asked. The man coughed and laughed.

‘No. I’m afraid not.’ He said. ‘What did Nancy need from here?’ 

‘Candles. The merchants brought the candles along when they came earlier with the new fine china.’ Zara looked around the shelves. 

‘These?’ the man asked. Zara turned around to find him standing with two crates stacked on top of each other in his hands.

‘I can help.’ Zara said and reached to lift one crate off from the tower of crates in his hands.

‘That’s not necessary.’ The man said and turned away. The sudden movement caused Zara to tumble right into him. She was very close to the stranger. ‘It’s been such a long time.’ He whispered.

‘Long time?’ Zara asked and stepped away from the man. ‘Did you live here?’

‘I don’t blame you for not knowing me.’ He said. A small smile played around his mouth. ‘You were much younger.’

‘I’m not sure what you mean. Do we know each other?’ Zara asked. There are many things about her life before the Tredoux estate that Zara questioned. Nancy tried to fill in the questions she had. She felt hope bubble deep inside. Did this man have news of how she ended up on the ship?

‘Zara!’ Nancy’s voice sounded on the outside of the storehouse.

‘Here!’ Zara said and stepped through the door. ‘How many crates did you say?’ Zara asked and turned around to the tower of crates in the man’s arms. ‘Two?’ She turned back in time to notice Nancy curtsy.

‘Monsieur Tredoux.’ Nancy said.

‘What?’ Zara asked and looked between Nancy and the man next to her. He stood in the door with the crates and smiled at her.

‘Curtsy, you fool.’ Nancy whispered and yanked Zara by the skirt. 

‘Monsieur Tredoux sent for you.’ Nancy said to the young man and took one crate of candles from the tower in the man’s arms.

He opened his mouth to say something but closed it again. Monsieur William Tredoux? Will! Zara thought. Her heart beat in her throat. She straightened and took the other crate of candles from Monsieur William. 

‘Thank you, Nancy.’ William Tredoux said and walked away.

‘You can’t let Monsieur William do your work.’ Nancy said. The old woman said. 

Zara remembered the last day she saw Will. Monsieur William, she reminded herself. She was recovering from a particularly brutal lashing by Master Miguel. A beating because of the sugar cubes and carrots she took from the kitchen for William’s pony. 

William snuck into the servants’ quarters and gave Nancy the fright of her life. It was also the day her locket with the pictures of her parents was lost forever. After she recovered enough, she spent hours crawling in the dirt at the stables, outside the servants’ quarters and other spaces to find it. But in vain. 

‘I didn’t know it was Monsieur William.’ Zara said. ‘I didn’t recognise him.’ Zara looked after the man that walked up the steps to the back door two steps at a time. ‘I don’t remember much of him.’ Zara lied. She remembered how much she cried. Yes, the pain and fever from the cuts were enough to justify her crying. But her little heart broke with the loss of the boy that taught her to read and write, that laughed and played with her. Her only friend.

‘It’s done now. Let’s hope Miguel doesn’t learn of this.’ Nancy said. 

‘You won’t tell him, will you?’ Zara asked. Ice slid down her spine at the thought of Master Miguel’s reaction to her misstep. The scars to his wicked preference for punishment were evident on her back and arms.

‘Of course not.’ Nancy said. She put the crate down next to the steps and propped her hands on her hips. The old servant breathed deep and wiped the moisture from her forehead. Zara walked past her and up the steps where she placed the crate next to the door. 

‘Thank you.’ Zara said. She picked up the crate in front of Nancy to place it with the other crate of candles.

‘Those need to go inside.’ Nancy said and waved her handkerchief toward the crates.

‘I need to get you inside first.’ Zara said and helped her up the steps. She hoped to at least see Monsieur William for a moment again. 

‘I just need to catch my breath.’ Nancy said but allowed Zara to help her up the steps. She sat down on the bench by the backdoor. Zara lifted a ladle with water from the water bucket and held it up for Nancy to drink. 

‘I’ll be back.’ Zara said. 

She picked one of the crates up and walked into the house. Servants hustled and bustled through the house. Zara slipped through the servants’ passageways toward the supplies room, adjacent to the entertainment halls.

‘Father, all this extravagance is going overboard.’ Monsieur William’s voice sounded through an open door. This door led to the main hall. ‘I would much rather discuss my future with Lady van Linden.’ 

Zara’s heart stopped. Lady van Linden? Did Will come home to announce his marriage? The shock of such a thought surprised her. She moved closer to listen.

‘This is to celebrate your return.’ Monsieur Tredoux said in his heavy French accent. ‘You’ve been away for so long.’

‘In the meantime, she serves you. And lives like a servant.’ William said. ‘Even after I wrote to you about her, you still kept her in service.’ His voice was low and quiet. Zara moved even closer to the door.

‘What is this?’ Master Miguel said. His fist tangled into Zara’s hair at the nape of her neck. ‘You’re lazy and then you eavesdrop on the family.’ Fear gripped Zara. 

‘I brought the candles, Master Miguel. There are the crates.’ Zara said. He dragged her from the room and down the servants' passageway. She knew bushes of her hair were going to come away with his hand.

‘Always an excuse. Always ready with a lie.’ Master Miguel said close to her ear.

‘Miguel, let go of the girl.’ William said behind them. 

‘Monsieur William, the girl was …’ Master Miguel started to explain. He yanked Zara to turn with him.

‘Let go of the girl.’ William said again. Master Miguel gave a small twist with his hand and it sent a bolt of pain through Zara’s scalp. Then he let go. She stood between the men. Monsieur Tredoux, William and Master Miguel looked at her. She stood frozen to the spot, not willing to look at any of them. When nobody said a word, she made a small curtsy and ran from the passage.

She cursed William for what he did. He did not free her from Master Miguel’s violent grip. He ignited his wrath and later she would feel it. Nobody would save her then. Tears never helped but it came anyway.

‘What happened?’ Nancy asked when Zara ran past her. She was busy with the last preparations. ‘And where are you going? We have work to do.’ Nancy said.

‘To the wash house. I need the lace Lady Tredoux wanted. I forgot.’ Zara said.

***


William


William Tredoux shrugged into his coat. He thought his parents would act on the letters he sent. Zara was supposed to be living in the house. She was supposed to have learned about her true ancestry. Instead, they ignored everything he said. Zara was still staff. She lived with the servants. She cleaned and served as if she was nothing more than the orphan they believed her to be. 

William grabbed hold of his hair in frustration. And she was still abused by Miguel. The move to abolish slavery still did not filter through to all the colonies, let alone the Cape Colony. After much debate, maiming servants as punishment was abolished. Progress. William thought. Miguel still believed in the atrocious actions.

He turned back to the mirror, fixed his hair that stuck out in all directions and straightened his coat. This evening William wanted it to be a night of celebration. Celebration of his return after ten long years but also a celebration of his proposal to Zara. Instead, the girl knew nothing about herself, her family and how he felt about her.

William made his way to the hall. Lit lamps and candles turned the passages and staircases into opulent settings. His mother recreated the appearance of her family’s wealth in England. She imported rugs, furnishings, and wall coverings. William spent his life playing hide and seek with an imaginary friend in these very hallowed halls. Eventually, Zara became that real friend. Later William became acquainted with the Grey siblings and the Robinson siblings. The children played for hours on end. Then Zara stopped joining the group. William believed Miguel was instrumental in her reluctance. William tried to make his father understand that he wanted Zara to play with. His father insisted Miguel managed the servants and reminded them of their standing in life. Even after his appeal to his mother, she agreed with his father.

‘William.’ A deep voice said. He did not recognise the man at first. ‘Marcus. Marcus Robinson.’

‘My friend!’ William said. ‘It’s been too long.’ He said and hugged the man.

‘It’s good to see that your time up north didn’t turn you too much into a dandy.’ Marcus said.

‘Not because of a lack of trying.’ William said. The men laughed together.

‘I would like to introduce you to my fiancé. Miss Evelyn Somerset.’ Marcus introduced the tall woman by his side. 

‘Pleased to meet you.’ William said and nodded in greeting. ‘Somerset. Family of Lord Charles Somerset?’ William asked.

‘Distantly related.’ Evelyn said.

‘I met Lord Somerset in London.’ William said. ‘Charming man.’

‘Then you’ve had a privilege I have not.’ Evelyn said.

‘Neither have I.’ Marcus said.

‘William.’ Lady Tredoux hooked her arm through his arm. ‘Let me introduce you to somebody.’ William excused himself from the couple.

He submitted himself to her polite dictates. His father ensured that a steady flow of young women volunteered for every dance. He spent a great part of the evening making small talk with men from powerful families in the Cape Colony and hopeful young women.

‘William.’ Victor Tredoux said.

‘Enough, father.’ William said. ‘I am not going to meet and marry any of these women.’ William said when his father pulled him away from his friends yet again. ‘I informed you of my wishes. I would like to spend the rest of the evening with my friends if I’m not allowed to spend it with Lady van Linden.’

Victor Tredoux looked at his son in silence. William’s mother, Lady Flora Tredoux joined them. She looked between the two men. People close by send uncertain glances to the Tredoux family where they found themselves at loggerheads.

‘This is not the time and place for this discussion.’ Victor said.

‘Yes, the perfect time and place were earlier today. But you both chose to spend it in preparation for this fanfare.’ William said. He felt rage bubble under the stiff collar around his neck. He kept his voice low as best he could to prevent a scene.

‘You cannot be serious about the girl.’ Flora said. ‘Her best features are a bowed head and folded hands.’

‘Because it was beaten into her.’ William said. Flora blanched bright red and huffed. Victor swayed on his feet and flapped his handkerchief in his face to stay the image from his mind. ‘Drink this.’ William said and picked a flute of their estate wine from a tray carried by one of the servers. ‘You’ll feel better. Now please excuse me. I saw James Grey earlier. I prefer spending the rest of the evening with him and my friends.’ William bowed his head in greeting. 

‘It’s about time you separate yourself from your mother’s skirts.’ James Grey said and landed a hard pat on William’s shoulder.

‘I can assure you; my mother would sew my very skin to her skirts if she could.’ William said. James laughed.

‘If she wanted you close, why did she send you away?’ James asked.

‘To keep shame from the family.’ William said.

‘Be truthful.’ James said after his laugh settled down.

‘I’m as truthful as can be. Mother believed that some of my friendships disgraced not just the Tredoux name, but also her precious Barker name.’

‘You mean to say that we are a blemish on your name?’ Marcus joined the company.

‘I do believe my association with the Robinson and Grey families helped her save face.’ William said. His friends enjoyed the fun. ‘But first I want to know if you managed to make a suitable connection.’ William asked James. ‘If your sister could finally catch a husband, surely you can do the same?’

‘I’m a sworn bachelor. Besides, getting Jool married and settled took all the romance energy I had.’ James said.

‘I would also run out of energy with a sister like Jool.’ Marcus said. The men laughed. 

William greeted the last of the guests as the sun peeked over the vineyard. The servants started stirring on the opposite side of the estate. He knew Zara and the rest of the women servants would start setting everything back in order soon; in due time for the family to enjoy their home with no evidence of the district's elite, frolicking around under one roof.

William wondered if Zara still slept in the same room he snuck into that last day. The day before his parents put him on the first ship to the Barker estate in the English countryside. William took off the coat and excessive clothing he donned for the ball. Without hesitating a moment longer, he made his way to the servants’ quarters. 

The trellis leading up to the attic rooms looked worse for wear. William tested it with his weight. Satisfied that it was still secure, he started climbing up to the small attic window. The window was a lot smaller than last time he attempted this climb, but he kept going regardless. It was also a lot less frightening, he admitted to himself. 

William tested the window with his one hand. It was open. Zara told him once that her mother had a clear view of her from heaven if she left the window open. 

He opened the window and heaved himself through the window and onto the windowsill. A cot stood close to the window but far enough to allow him to stand in the space. A few more cots fitted close together in the attic. The cots were empty except the one closest to the window. He moved into the room to allow the early sun rays into the room. Zara’s golden hair shone in the sunlight. She frowned when the sunlight crept over her closed eyelids. William appreciated the quiet moment. All the drawings he had of Zara, captured the girl. The twelve-year-old girl with a dusting of freckles. In front of him lay a beautiful woman. Her almond-shaped eyes mirrored her mother's eyes in the portraits William saw. The same portraits he hoped to show her when he took her to her family.

William thought of the conversations he had with her grandfather, Leonard Rik van Linden. Zara’s mother’s portrait hung over the hearth in the family room of the Van Linden Manor. Now it was as if her mother came back to life and was lying in the cot in front of him. 

Zara stirred a little. She breathed deep before she curled into a tighter ball.

‘Zara.’ William said. He squatted down next to the cot and took her hand. ‘Zara wake up. It’s Will.’ She smiled a little and sighed.

‘Will.’ She mumbled.

‘Yes, it’s Will. Open your eyes.’ William said. She squeezed her eyes tighter and then opened one eye a little. ‘Good morning.’ Her eyes snapped open.

A crash sounded at the far side of the room. Nancy stood at the top of the stairs that led to the attic. At her feet lay the jug of water she carried for washing up, when she noticed William.

‘Monsieur William.’ Nancy and Zara said together. 

Nancy dropped into a curtsy and Zara tumbled off her cot in a hurry to do the same. When the women straightened, they stared at William. 

He should have thought this through. Lack of sleep clouded his judgement. 

‘Good morning.’ William said. The women blinked a bit or two. Clearly their thinking was as clouded as his own. He was unable to look away from Zara.

‘Monsieur William, did you need something?’ Nancy asked. 

‘Zara, I wanted to talk to you.’ William said when his tongue finally obeyed.

She did not react, only stared at him. And clutched her hands to her chest.

‘I will ensure that she comes to the house, Monsieur William.’ Nancy said.

‘I would prefer to not wait until then.’ William said. ‘Zara get dressed. I will wait outside.’

He walked past Zara and Nancy toward the staircase. This moved the stunned women into action. He followed the stairs down to the door on the ground floor that led outside. Exclamations from the servants that noticed him, followed him as he made his way. By the time he stepped outside, his heart pounded in his chest.
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