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      This book is dedicated to the memory of my grandmother Mary Nixon, without whose stories Lizzy Parker would still just be keeping her mouth closed and her hands busy.
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        March 1912
      

      I wasn’t always Lizzy. A name may seem an insignificant detail in the tumult of all that was to come, but the change neatly separated the old life from the new and so Lizzy I became, in the sweep of a pen and in the fall of a word from a stranger’s lips. 

      For now though I was still Mary, tired and terrified, and trying to ignore the mounting waves of anxiety that had begun in earnest the moment my feet had touched the platform. I stared at the huge house in the distance and let out a long, shaky breath; this would be my first taste of domestic service beyond helping to bathe my baby brothers, and as if that wasn’t enough to bring on the collywobbles I’d be working for the Creswells who, to hear my mother talk, were Cheshire royalty.

      Memories of her own service in this very house had been shared often, and with a mixture of fondness and remembered trepidation. It was all too easy to fall foul of the strict rules, she’d said, but reassured me that busy hands and a firmly closed mouth would see me through the most difficult days.

      The train had tipped me out three miles down the road at Breckenhall, and my first glimpse of Oaklands Manor was coloured by grumpiness and exhaustion, but as I drew closer I stopped noticing how my feet hurt inside their tight new shoes, how the handle of Ma’s worn leather case cut into my palms, and how the sweat trickled uncomfortably between my shoulder blades despite the coolness of the spring day. 

      For all its forbidding size the house was beautiful, although it looked as though it might take me another week to reach it up the long, straight avenue that stretched from the road to the front door. Turrets at either end and balconies dotted along the upper two storeys of the Manor broke up what might otherwise have been a rather forbidding appearance, and made it look a little bit like something in a story book. My younger sister Emily would have fallen in love with it immediately, just for that.

      To either side of me, glimpsed through the trees that gave the house its name, lay immaculately tended lawns, at least two sizeable ponds, and a summer house that looked big enough to house me, my mother, Emily and the twins comfortably.

      At last I reached the end of the avenue where it curved away in two directions, sweeping around in a carriage drive outside the huge front door. I stared at that door, pretending for a moment that Oaklands was mine. Inside I would be greeted with deference, escorted to a light, airy suite of rooms, and then left alone in my private bathroom to soak away the grime of my long journey from the West Country.

      Instead I sighed, and turned to follow a narrow path that branched off the main thoroughfare and led around the side of the house. The high wooden gate swung open without any squeaking or creaking, and clicked quietly shut behind me, leaving me standing inside a large, walled garden.

      After the modest home in which I’d grown up, with its lovingly tended but tiny vegetable patch and its closely planted gooseberry and blackcurrant bushes, stepping into this garden felt like stepping into another world. Even this early in the year the beds were bursting with green life, and they stretched so far into the distance they might have gone on for ever. 

      But I didn’t want to be marked down as late on my first day, so I pushed aside the temptation to walk down through the rows of budding plants and looked instead for the entrance to the servants’ hall. I rounded the corner of the house, expecting to see another neat, straight wall, hopefully with a clearly visible door where I would go to present myself for work. Instead I saw a higgledy-piggledy collection of outhouses and sheds, jutting walls and recesses and several doors of varying sizes, any of which might have been the right one. Or the wrong one.

      I stopped in my tracks, searching my memory for some help from all the hours Ma had spent instructing me about etiquette, and in particular the importance of using the correct entrances, but finding none. 

      Muffled voices from the largest of the outbuildings came as a relief. Crossing the small courtyard I began framing a question in my head so that my voice would come out clearly, and with a confidence I certainly didn’t feel. I pushed open the door and froze; my eyes had adjusted far too quickly for comfort and the polite request for assistance died before it reached my lips. 

      The two people inside the outhouse said nothing either. The man simply removed his hands from inside the young woman’s underthings and the woman stood up straight, levering herself off the wall with her elbows and letting her apron and skirts fall back into place.

      My mouth was open, but one glance at the narrow face of the young woman was enough to snatch away any urge to speak; she was too far away for me to see her eyes in the gloom, but her jaw was set and her mouth was a thin straight line as she pushed her hair back up under her cap with a single sharp, snapping motion. 

      I winced, thinking, Idiot, you’ve managed to make an enemy before you even set foot in the house. 

      Uttering something intended as an apology but which was, in reality, just a wordless mumble, I backed out and waited for my heartbeat to return to normal before making my way back across the yard to the main building. Late or not, there was nothing on earth that would persuade me to go back in there to ask directions. I’d just have to find my own way. 

       

      ‘Right, well, you’ll not answer to “Mary” here,’ the housekeeper told me a short time later. ‘The head housemaid is named Mary so we’ll need to find another name for you.’

      Mrs Cavendish had a strong Scottish accent, which made some of her words hard to understand, but her voice was kind enough, although her eyes missed nothing as they swept over me. ‘What’s your middle name?’

      ‘Elizabeth.’ It was all I could do not to bob a curtsey. 

      ‘Lizzy then,’ she said, noting it down. ‘Aye, that’ll do fine.’ 

      For seventeen years I’d been Mary Elizabeth Parker, and suddenly I was just Lizzy; it felt as if a part of me had been neatly snicked off – quickly enough so it didn’t really hurt, but nevertheless changing the shape of who I was. I turned the new name over in my mind; it was just one more thing to get used to among countless others. 

      Mrs Cavendish began to outline my basic duties while she examined my hair, fingernails and general appearance. I tried to stand still under the scrutiny, but the bottom of my right foot suddenly began to itch like the devil, and my face seemed to have taken on the task of trying to soothe it from a distance. I could feel my nose wrinkling and my eyebrows dancing, and then my lips twisted inwards until Mrs Cavendish stopped talking and sighed. 

      ‘If you’ve a problem about your person, girl, please see to it. I canna expect you to take in what I’m saying with your face all busy like that.’ 

      Gratefully I eased off my shoe and raked my itching foot down my left shin, for once glad of the rough woollen stockings. The relief must have shown on my face because Mrs Cavendish’s own mouth flickered as she tried, unsuccessfully, to hide a smile. 

      She planted her fists on to her broad hips. ‘Well, Lizzy, you’re neat and clean enough, I suppose, aside from that sooty smudge on your cheek. You’ll meet everyone at supper, but for now you may go and change into your uniform, and then we’ll have a wee chat about what’s expected of you.’ 

      The room into which Mrs Cavendish ushered me a few minutes later was at the very top of the house, and she was wheezing by the time she threw open the door at the end of a narrow corridor. ‘There you go, lass,’ she said. ‘Now, be quick with your changing, you’ve a lot of instruction to take note of. This is your first time in service, aye?’

      ‘Yes, Mrs Cavendish.’ This time I actually did nod my head more than was necessary, turning it into a sort of almost-bow. 

      She affected not to notice. ‘You’ve some clothes on the foot of your bed there. Change into the plain dress for supper and make sure your hair is tucked away. All of it, mind. And wash that smudge off your face. Come down to the kitchens as soon as you’ve done.’ 

      A moment later I was, for the first time I could remember, alone in my own room. I turned around slowly, savouring the moment, taking in the tall wardrobe, the narrow beds, the wooden floor peeking through the thin, worn rug, the cracked jug and basin on the dresser. And, most of all, the silence. 

      I had craved privacy for so long it seemed barely possible that now I was going to be able to enjoy it, every night, away from the meddling fingers of Emily and the twins… then it registered: beds. Plural. I peered more closely at a small table in the corner, and this time took in the photograph of a middle-aged couple in a tarnished silver frame, the hairbrush and comb set, and the jumbled collection of hairpins. A horrible thought flashed into my head: what if this other bed belonged to the girl I’d seen in the outhouse? 

      ‘Bugger,’ I said softly, and despite my trepidation it sounded funny so I said it again, louder. ‘Bugger, bugger, bugger!’ 

      ‘I can see you’re going to be one to keep an eye on.’ 

      Mortified, I whirled round to see a young woman in the doorway. She was perhaps twenty years old, and dressed in clothes much like those that lay folded at the foot of my bed. And she wasn’t, thankfully, the girl from the outhouse. This girl had a rounder, far more pleasant face, and seemed friendly enough despite her words. Her accent was hard to place, but my mother had a friend who originally hailed from Liverpool and the light, musical way she spoke was similar.

      She held a small laundry basket perched on one hip and was watching me as if she thought I might add something interesting, but all I could do was blush and try frantically to think of something to say. No words came, so I heeded Ma’s advice and kept quiet.

      The newcomer moved into the room and dumped the contents of the basket on her bed. ‘You’re the new girl then,’ she said, rather unnecessarily. ‘Mary,’ she added. 

      Surprised she knew my name, I just nodded. 

      ‘And you are…’ She let it tail off, her eyebrows raised. 

      For a moment I floundered, then I realised: she was Mary, the housemaid Mrs Cavendish had mentioned.

      ‘I’m, um, Lizzy Parker.’ 

      ‘You don’t sound very sure,’ Mary said. ‘Are you or aren’t you?’

      ‘Yes.’ I managed to sound certain this time, and in seeking to convince Mary I began to accept the change myself. 

      She began folding the clothing she had tipped on to the bed, and I glanced at my own new uniform, wishing she would hurry up and go. I was used to undressing in front of my sister, of course, but this was a total stranger, and one who was my superior in the house; the thought of removing my travelling clothes and revealing anything of myself in front of her made my belly shrivel.

      Finally she shook her head. ‘You can’t be precious here, love.’ She didn’t sound unkind, more amused, but still I felt a flush heat my cheeks. 

      ‘It’s not that,’ I said. ‘It’s just, well…’ 

      ‘Oh, go on then,’ Mary said, and smiled. ‘I’ll leave y’alone just this once, I’ve got to stop into Miss Peters’s room anyway. But mind, you might be glad of a bit of help when it comes to lacing yourself up and putting all your hair out o’ the sight of Eagle-eyes Cavendish.’ 

      When the door had closed behind her I turned again to the neat pile of clothing awaiting my attention. There seemed an awful lot of layers for one person; yards and yards of material, and I would be expected to pay for it out of my wages whether I wanted it or not. Which I didn’t. 

      Some ten minutes later I turned and faced the mirror with my eyes screwed shut, and then opened them to get the full effect. I shut them again immediately, but the image still danced on the inside of my eyelids: short, skinny girl, clothes too big, appalling mess.

      I shuddered, then cracked open one eye and had another look. Well, yes, it was undeniably bad, but maybe not as bad as I’d first thought: a tweak of the dress smoothed out a couple of lumps and bumps, and a firm hand either side of the apron pulled it into place so it fell more or less neat down my front. I nudged the discarded corset further under my bed with my foot. 

      Then came the difficult part. I studied the cap for a moment, and then my hair. The two didn’t seem likely to reach an amicable agreement, so I seized a handful of the dark curls that had been the bane of my mother’s life – now I knew why – and twisted them around my fingers, then piled the whole lot as close to the top of my head as I could manage. A few experimental jabs with hairpins, and a quick, sweeping movement with the cap, and it was done. It even felt quite safe, as if everything was actually going to stay in place. 

      Halfway down the stairs I realised I’d been optimistic in that regard, but as long as I didn’t sneeze, all would be well. By the time I reached the lower hallway I had revised my opinion downwards still further, and was trying not to make any sudden moves with my head. A sound on the stairs made me turn, hand atop my cap to keep it in place, and I saw Mary, a broad grin on her face. 

      ‘Do wi’ another pair of hands now, could we?’ Before I had chance to reply, she’d put down her basket and whipped the cap off my head. 

      Immediately everything fell to pieces and she got busy, gathering it all up with firm, practised fingers. ‘Oov go’ uff luh heh.’

      ‘Pardon?’ 

      She took the hairpins from her mouth. ‘You’ve got lovely hair,’ she repeated, as her hands worked deftly to pile it all up again. ‘It’ll be devilish difficult to keep it neat though, if you don’t pin it proper. I’ll do it for now, and later on I’ll show you how to fix it y’self.’ 

      ‘You’re really kind,’ I mumbled, feeling bad about my earlier attitude. In fact I was glad I’d be sharing with her; it seemed I would need more help than I’d realised. 

      ‘Norra a local lass then?’ Mary asked as she replaced my cap and snugged it down tight. 

      ‘No, I’m from Plymouth, I’ve never been as far up as Cheshire before.’ 

      ‘And what do you think?’

      ‘It’s very…’ I struggled for the word but could only find ‘empty’.

      Mary laughed. ‘Thought you’d be used to that, coming from the West Country.’ She gave me a gentle push in the direction of the kitchen. ‘Go on then, Lizzy Parker. Lesson number one: it doesn’t do to keep the Cavendish waiting.’ 

       

      Lesson number one turned out to be the first of a seemingly impossible number of them. Mrs Cavendish sat me down at the big wooden table in the servants’ hall and began my instruction, or ‘wee chat’ as she’d called it. Names and their associated positions within the household whizzed past my ears, some of them taking hold but often followed by the words: ‘And this is the most important thing.’ This, of course, immediately made me forget what had gone before, and try to concentrate on the next part. Which was in turn followed by something still more vital. 

      ‘And if you should see Lady Creswell or any of the family in the course of your duties, which y’should not if you’re where y’ought to be, you’re not to be noticed,’ she said. I blinked. Ma had said I’d be ‘invisible’ while I worked at Oaklands, but I didn’t think I’d actually have to try and shrink into the walls. 

      Before I could ask Mrs Cavendish to clarify this she had continued: ‘And there’s no followers allowed.’

      ‘Followers? You mean…’

      ‘Ye ken very well what I mean, young lady. You’re a comely enough lass, and likely to attract attention for all you’re just skin and bone. But if you’re seen fraternising with any member of the opposite sex, or, God forbid, found with a visitor in your room, you will leave this house and never return. Is that quite clear?’

      Images of a narrow-faced woman and a smirking man in a nearby outhouse mocked everything she had said, but I learned fast. ‘Yes, Mrs Cavendish.’ 

      ‘Right, well, that’ll do for now. I can see your head’s fair fizzing with everything I’ve told you. And remember, if you’re not sure of anything, don’t just guess, ask someone. Far better to be thought simple than wilful.’

      It occurred to me there was much my mother hadn’t warned me about. Although I knew she’d done her best to prepare me for this position, her own time in service had been long ago and there would have been many changes in the intervening years. Still, her excellent references had led to my being here, and I must learn to make the most of it. 

      ‘It’s time to lay the table for tea,’ Mrs Cavendish said. She followed my surprised glance at the large clock on the mantel. ‘Aye, we have it early so’s to leave time for preparing the meal for upstairs. We’ll be clearing away by four-thirty, but not unless we get a shake on and get started. Come on, now. After supper you’ll be helping Ruth in the kitchen.’ She looked at the clock again and scowled. ‘That’s if she ever shows up. She’s sailing close to the wind, that one.’

      The housekeeper shut her mouth quickly and I gathered she shouldn’t have spoken her displeasure aloud, but it made me feel a bit better to know there was someone at least as visible as me in the firing line.

       

      It was after midnight by the time I crawled into my bed that night, and as I slid between the sheets I relished the feel of cool cotton against my hot and swollen feet. My hands were raw and my head thumped with each beat of my pulse. Through heavy eyes I watched Mary winding the alarm clock set for six o’clock, and tried not to count the hours between in case I should suddenly realise there weren’t enough. 

      ‘You’d generally be finished well before now,’ she said kindly. ‘It’s just bad luck that bl – that poor Ruth wasn’t feelin’ well, you’d not normally have to cover for her.’ 

      I nodded, and opened my mouth to speak but instead yawned wide enough to unhinge my jaw. Mary smiled and climbed into her bed, checking the clock one last time before bidding me goodnight. 

      ‘G’night,’ I murmured, and closed my eyes. 

       

      When I opened them again it was with a sigh of relief to see I was back in Plymouth, prodding at the unmoving back of my gently snoring sister to get her to turn over and be quiet. Eventually she snuffled and shifted, and the room fell blissfully silent again. I lay in the dark, thinking ahead to the coming day and the simple pleasures it would bring; peace and quiet to do some letter-writing in the morning, and a long walk up across Dartmoor, maybe a picnic with Emily and the twins.

      The boys could play on the rock at Yelverton, that huge lump of granite and slate stone that always swarmed with children eager to show off their climbing skills; Adie and Albert were getting braver every time we went there, and Emily and I would stand together, holding hands and trying not to squeeze each other’s fingers too tightly with fear as we watched our four-year-old brothers fiercely compete. 

      I might make time to visit Father’s grave too, and tell him which of the spring flowers had bloomed early this year; he had always been interested in moorland flora, had told me it was because he spent so much of his time underground that it helped him to think of all the colour and the life going on above his head while he worked.

      All in all my day would be full, fresh and rewarding, and bring pleasure to all of us in one way or another. I smiled in the darkness and closed my eyes…

      Within seconds they were open again. Mary snapped off the harsh jangling of the clock and rubbed her hands over her face. ‘Time to get going, Lizzy.’

      I rose on to my elbows, coming back to reality with a hollow sense of dread. The dream fell away from me in wispy fragments far too quickly but it was best not to try and hold on to the bright, comforting pieces that remained; they would only serve to contrast with my new life all the more horribly.

      There was no time for Mary to teach me the rudiments of securing my hair, so once more she fixed it for me herself and made sure I arrived in the kitchens promptly, half an hour after my first full day had begun. 

      My first job was to stoke the fire in the range for hot water. That wasn’t too bad since the cinders were still hot, but to my dismay I found the next task was emptying the female servants’ chamber pots, and then cleaning them. The smell was rank and stale, and I gagged the first couple of times, although after that I learned to hold my breath until I’d finished scrubbing the china with my vinegar-soaked rag. When all that was done I turned my attention to drawing water in preparation for scrubbing the pantry.

      ‘You’d better ’ave kept your bleedin’ mouth shut!’

      I jumped and turned around, knowing already who I’d see. So this must be the elusive Ruth. Just my luck she had turned out to be the kitchen maid.

      ‘I’ve said nothing to anyone,’ I said, turning back to my bucket to hide the fear I was certain must have shown in my face – I could feel my heart speeding up uncomfortably with it.

      ‘Good thing too. What’s your name?’

      ‘Lizzy Parker.’

      ‘Oh, yeah, the new scullery maid. You sound funny, where you from?’

      ‘Plymouth.’ Just saying the name made me shake with a new surge of homesickness.

      ‘Bloody hell, what are you doing all the way up here? Don’t they want you down there no more?’

      I faced her again, hoping to draw on my family connection to the house. ‘My mother worked here a long time ago. Upstairs.’ 

      But Ruth wasn’t listening; she glanced over her shoulder into the kitchen. ‘Right, Miss Lizzy Nosy Parker, listen here. I’m Ruth Wilkins. I answer to Mrs Hannah the cook, and you answer to me. Understand?’

      I flinched as her sharp finger poked me hard in the shoulder, but managed to keep my voice calm. ‘Yes.’

      ‘Good. I’m not going to be kitchen maid for long, got higher plans. So if you plays your cards right you might be in with a chance at my job eventually.’

      ‘What plans have you got?’ Not that I cared, but I already knew I was going to be deeply relieved when this girl moved on, so the sooner the better.

      ‘Never you mind. Just remember you need to keep me on your side. And if you happen to see something you didn’t ought to ’ave seen, you keep it to yourself. You won’t get no thanks, nor make no friends, being a tattle-tale.’ 

      We both knew I had already seen enough to get her dismissed, and I hadn’t ‘tattled’ yet. I just gave a small nod and picked my full bucket out of the sink, hoping my trembling hands weren’t too obvious.

      Ruth began preparing early-morning tea for the upper servants, and now and again I caught her looking over as if assessing the effect of her words on me. Keep your mouth closed, and your hands busy, and you’ll stay out of trouble, Ma had said. It was good advice; I didn’t trust Ruth Wilkins one little bit.
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      After dinner I found myself with what I already recognised as a rare moment of peace. The morning had passed in a blur of pots and pans and morning prayers, and to my relief Ruth had vanished as soon as the meal was over. She’d run me ragged all morning, and always with the sort of smile on her face that wasn’t really like a smile at all. 

      Craving a breath of fresh air I stepped outside into the yard, and as I closed the door behind me I heard voices coming from around the corner. One of them I recognised immediately; the flat, Cockney drawl had been haranguing me constantly for the past six hours. The other must belong to the man she’d been with in the outhouse yesterday. He would probably be one of the upper servants or a driver.

      Whoever and whatever he was, he wasn’t happy about something, and his voice had dropped to little more than a hiss. ‘It’s only a matter of months, Ruth. You’d better get yourself up that ladder and in full view of those that matter.’

      ‘I can’t help it. You keep me out all hours, then I get in trouble and no one trusts me!’ 

      ‘All right then, from now on until you’re where you need to be, we lay off.’

      Ruth’s tone turned pleading. ‘What, altogether? C’mon, Frank, we don’t ’ave to go that far.’

      ‘We do if you’re going to get out of that kitchen and up those stairs. Besides, we can’t risk anything with that new girl skulking about.’ 

      ‘Don’t pay the scullion no mind, I’ve got her where I can keep an eye on her, she won’t dare cross me.’

      My hand clenched and I winced as the chapped skin tightened over my knuckles. The fact that Ruth was probably right did nothing to lessen the anger I felt at her words. 

      She was speaking again. ‘Well, what about one last time then?’ A pause, then her voice took on a low, singsong tone. ‘Oh, Frankie, you know you want what I’ve got ’ere for you.’ 

      I felt my face flame as I realised what was going on, again, just a few feet away – this time out in the open, in the herb garden. What must it be like to have such feelings for someone that you were prepared to take that kind of risk? In all my seventeen years I had never taken so much as a strong fancy to anyone, and yet here was Ruth throwing herself at this unknown man, shamelessly begging him to continue with what they had been doing yesterday.

      The rule about followers clearly held no fear for these two or else they must be confident everyone else was occupied, but with their attitude they were sure to get caught eventually and then Ruth would be dismissed. It would almost be worth risking her wrath just to ensure that happened. I went back into the house where, lost in this pleasant thought, I bumped into Mary coming out of the scullery. 

      Instantly my mouth dropped open, about to tell her what I’d seen and heard, but I clamped it shut again. Mary seemed nice, but I didn’t know her well enough yet to trust that she wouldn’t go straight to Ruth and warn her she’d been overheard.

      ‘What on earth happened?’ she said. ‘You look like you’ve lost a penny and found sixpence!’ 

      I shook my head. ‘It’s nothing,’ I said. ‘Only relieved to have got the morning out of the way without breaking anything.’ 

      ‘Hmm.’ She frowned, clearly not believing a word of it. She seemed about to say more, but time and task were at odds and we both hurried back to our stations to begin the afternoon’s work. 

      The brief meeting gave me much to think about, though, and I was glad I hadn’t blurted out my discovery of Ruth’s indiscretions. As I scrubbed the pots from our own dinner, I watched the girl in question working angelically alongside Mrs Hannah, as if butter wouldn’t melt in her mouth, and pondered the identity of her secret lover. He couldn’t be anyone special to be going after Ruth Wilkins, I decided; she wasn’t a likeable sort of person at all, even if she was enviably good at her job.

      Conversation between the others had been carrying on in a mostly undecipherable but comforting hum. I caught the odd word, now and again a laugh, or an exclamation of dismay when something broke or clattered to the stone floor, but mostly it was calm background noise as my mind wandered around the unfamiliar corners of my new environment.

      Then the noise stopped, all at once, and I looked up to see why. A tall, broadly built older gentleman in a very smart suit had strolled in, with such an air of command about him that I’d have thought Lord Henry Creswell himself had come to visit if I hadn’t known he’d died long ago, during the war. 

      ‘Mr Dodsworth,’ Mrs Cavendish said, nodding to him. ‘Will Mr Carlisle be joining Her Ladyship for dinner again?’ 

      ‘He will.’ The butler took off his hat and laid it on the table, and Mrs Cavendish immediately removed it and hung it on the rack by the door. It had the feel of an old routine; Mr Dodsworth didn’t even blink. I thought back to Mrs Cavendish’s instructions and remembered these two were equal in status, which would explain why she wasn’t suddenly the hardest-working person in the room, as everyone else was trying to be.

      Mrs Cavendish sniffed. ‘Why Her Ladyship insists on entertaining a man of such questionable morals, I couldn’t say.’ 

      ‘He’s a perfectly respectable gentleman, and a war hero,’ Mr Dodsworth protested mildly, and again I had the feeling they’d been through this before. I smiled as I turned back to my work, keeping their conversation on the top level of the other noises; it couldn’t hurt to learn as much as possible about the family for whom I was working, and their friends and acquaintances. 

      This Mr Carlisle, for example; I couldn’t immediately work out his relationship to the household, but my initial assumption that he was somehow connected romantically to Lady Creswell was soon dispelled. 

      ‘Will he be bringing a lady friend this time?’ Mrs Cavendish wanted to know.

      ‘Not that I’m aware,’ Mr Dodsworth said. ‘Mr Carlisle is staying a few days, as usual, and there have been no requests to have a maid on hand, or another room prepared.’

      ‘Well, why couldn’t Her Ladyship have told me about him at the meeting this morning?’ Mrs Cavendish grumbled. 

      I thought the cook should be the one who was more inconvenienced, and said so, very quietly, but Mrs Hannah only shrugged. ‘I always make sure there’s more than enough; Lady Creswell runs a prestigious house, and if it’s not Mr Carlisle popping in on an hour’s notice it’ll be someone else.’ 

      Listening to the varying opinions of the kitchen staff, that began flying the minute Mr Dodsworth was called away, I deduced that Mr Carlisle was, by turns, a shy but friendly man, a secret womaniser, a popular, polite and extremely eligible bachelor and an unwelcome hanger-on. The one thing everyone seemed to agree on was that he had been a close friend of Lord Henry Creswell, now deceased, and that the two of them had made a striking if mismatched pair; Mr Carlisle was not, by those same accounts, a man born to the privileged life he now led.

      Mrs Cavendish was of the firm opinion he was making a nuisance of himself with Her Ladyship, while Mrs Hannah pointed out that Lady Creswell could quite easily refuse him hospitality if she so chose, and that Mr Carlisle was almost family in any case. He sounded mysterious and exciting, and if he really were a war hero I would have loved to learn what he had done to earn the label.

      Mary came into the kitchen in the midst of the discussion, and, still caught up in curiosity, I asked her what she thought, since she must have seen him often.

      She dismissed the question immediately, with an uncharacteristic frown. ‘I have better things to do with my time than speculate about the comings and goings of house guests. And so do you,’ she added pointedly. I nodded. Mary was fast becoming my mentor in all things, and if she thought I should be quiet on a subject, then quiet I would be, although she was not usually so abrupt in her advice. I knew her mother had been unwell of late, though, so perhaps concern was shortening Mary’s patience. I’d have been the same.

      Besides, there was little time to dwell on thoughts of the intriguing Mr Carlisle. My days were filled with work, with listening to instruction, and with gradually coming to know which of my fellow servants were to be relied upon, or avoided.

      Ruth and Mary were complete opposites, yet there existed between them a sort of grudging respect. Ruth was an excellent kitchen maid, despite her general character flaws, and in turn she knew Mary was in daily contact with the family, however one-sided the contact, and Ruth had clear designs in the same direction.

      Mrs Creswell’s maid, Miss Peters, rarely showed her face in the kitchens, but I saw her now and again as she took her dessert with Mrs Cavendish and Mr Dodsworth. She seemed nice enough, not stuck up as I’d thought she might be, although she spared no words for me, of course. Emma Bird was the second housemaid, a bright, cheerful girl a year or so older than me. She didn’t seem at all wary of Ruth, and I watched her often, hoping to uncover the secret. I liked Emma, she was friendly and helpful whenever our paths crossed.

      Mrs Cavendish was as she had appeared on my first day; kind enough but, brisk and efficient herself, she had little patience for the slip-ups and mishaps of others. She spent most of the time in her office attending to household business, but her appearance in the kitchens was enough to make me clumsy with nerves. More than once I caught her looking over at me when something had slipped in the sink and caused a clatter, ready with a sharp word no doubt, but luckily I hadn’t broken anything. Yet. 

      And then there was the discovery that Ruth hadn’t been fraternising with another servant after all, so I no longer needed to listen carefully to the voices around me to satisfy my curiosity as to which of us was breaking the rules so blatantly.

      I’d been working at Oaklands about a month, and was on my knees in the back doorway cleaning up a spill, when the familiar voice spoke above me. ‘Move aside, girl, some of us have business to attend to.’ 

      I started. So this was Frank then… he had quite a self-important tone about him. I glanced up and saw not a stable boy or a driver but the butcher from Breckenhall, a box balanced on his shoulder. Normally safely ensconced in the scullery at this time, I hadn’t been in attendance during the daily delivery of fresh produce before. My face heated as I remembered the way I’d seen him last, with his hands up Ruth’s skirts, and I couldn’t look at him directly for fear he’d recognise me too, and make some remark.

      As I rose from my knees I saw a younger man behind him. He wasn’t what I’d have called handsome, not tall like his companion either, but he had dimples and sparkly blue eyes that I was surprised to see were directed at me. I paused, unsure whether I should acknowledge this, but the butcher barked at me again to move. 

      I bent to lift my bucket out of the way and, in my confusion and embarrassment, stepped on my own skirt and sloshed some of the grey water over the shiny shoes of the impatient tradesman in front of me. He cursed, and my ears burned at the sound of it even as I muttered my apologies. 

      A shove from behind sent me stumbling against the door jamb and Ruth’s voice cut across over my head. ‘Don’t worry, Mr Markham, she’ll pay to get your shoes cleaned.’ 

      ‘No, she won’t,’ the younger man said. ‘Don’t be so horrible, Ruth.’ I looked gratefully at him and he winked. ‘Don’t listen to her, she’s just a bully.’ Horrified both by him and for him, I looked back at Ruth who, to my surprise, didn’t seem angry at all. 

      ‘Well, she should,’ she amended. Then she changed tack and flicked her cloth at the butcher. ‘Stop makin’ such a fuss. You’re like an old lady.’ 

      In the ensuing jumble of conversation, I seized my bucket and scrubbing brush and returned to the kitchens, still lifted by the boy’s friendly smile and fearless intervention on my behalf.

      For a long time that day my mind dwelled on Ruth’s indiscretions and how long it would be before she was discovered and sent away, but those wonderings were pushed firmly to the back of my mind as news from the world beyond started drifting down to the kitchens, bringing word of the English-built steamship that had met with a terrible accident on her first voyage. 

      It had sailed from Southampton less than a week ago, bound for America. Everyone had been talking about the glamorous passengers, their exciting destination, and the privilege of making the journey on the Titanic’s maiden voyage. But word was now coming in that she had struck something, possibly an iceberg, and no one knew what had happened then to the ship that had been heralded as the last word in luxury and opulence. 

      Some were even saying she was safe and being towed to Halifax. That struck me as odd because Halifax was right in the middle of the country, miles from the sea. I mentioned this to Mary as we stepped out for a bit of air before preparing tea in the servants’ hall. 

      She looked at me blankly for a moment and then laughed. ‘It won’t be Halifax in Yorkshire, daft lass. There’s a place by that name in Canada too, right on the coast. That’ll be where they’re taking her.’ 

      ‘Do you know everything?’ I asked, full of admiration. 

      She shook her head, still smiling. ‘No, pet, but I’ve learned a lot about other parts of the world. I always wanted to travel.’ She stared out over the garden as though she were seeing the rolling seas instead of rows of carrots and cabbages not yet grown. ‘One day, I want to go to Australia, and maybe even New Zealand. Certainly to America…’ She tailed off, her expression saddened. ‘What a shame, such a beautiful ship. I hope she isn’t too badly damaged.’

      ‘I heard Mr Dodsworth say she collided with an iceberg, but icebergs are huge. Why couldn’t the sailors have seen it and just turned away?’

      ‘I suppose we won’t know until they talk to the officers.’ 

      We were silent for a moment, thinking about how it must have felt to be so far from home and at the mercy of an icy sea. 

      ‘Were any of the Creswell family on board?’ I said, as we straightened our aprons ready to go back indoors.

      ‘I don’t think so. If they were I’m sure their servants would have been quick enough to tell us they were going too; a trip like that would be something to boast about.’ 

      Mary tucked a stray hair back under my cap. I’d learned how to do it myself by now, but it was never as neat as when she did it. ‘Don’t worry, lovey. I’m sure the ship is safe, like they say. All we can do is wait and see what the newspapers say tomorrow.’ 

      But of course the Titanic wasn’t safe. Nor were more than a thousand of her passengers, aristocracy and servants alike. The news shook even the most talkative of the staff into silence and we all worked in a state of numbed shock. Meals were consumed, laundry washed and folded, floors scrubbed. Life went on, but the hand of uncertainty had touched every one of us as we considered all those other ordinary people, just like us, snuffed out before the sun rose on a cold grey dawn, and never seen again.

    

  
    
      
        
          Chapter 3

          

        

      

      After I’d been at the manor for two months I’d earned a day off, although in reality it amounted to little more than half a day. I’d carried out my early-morning duties in the kitchen, and I’d still be expected to lay the table for the servants’ tea at four, but the time in between was mine and it felt like a week. 

      ‘What are you going to do, have you decided?’ Mary asked. 

      ‘Decided? I’ve thought of nothing else!’ I picked up my brush and pulled it through my hair, enjoying the freedom of feeling it lying thick and heavy on my shoulders. ‘I’m going to walk into Breckenhall, I have letters to post, and then it’ll be so lovely just to wander around and see everything. I didn’t have time when I arrived.’

      ‘You’ll enjoy it, I know. And as long you’re going that way you might do me a favour at the same time?’ 

      ‘Of course.’

      ‘I need to check the times of trains to Liverpool in case they’ve changed. Would you be able to get me a timetable book from the station?’

      My heart jolted. ‘Are you leaving?’

      ‘No,’ she said, and smiled at my obvious relief. ‘I’ll be gone for about a month, though. My mother’s having an operation. Only a small one, but she’ll need my help while she recovers.’ Mary saw my crestfallen expression and patted my arm. ‘You’ll be fine, lovey, and I’ll write to you while I’m away.’ 

      Although I knew she would do as she’d promised, still I felt a shadow pass over this long-awaited day. Mary was my salvation in that enormous house, the one person I knew I could go to whenever Ruth’s constant sniping wore me down. She always turned things around so we ended up giggling about Ruth’s shameless fawning over Mrs Hannah. And I’d even ended up telling her about Frank Markham, only to discover she’d known for months. 

      ‘Ruth lets him push her on,’ she said. ‘He’s only using her, and the sooner she finds that out the better.’

      ‘Using her for what?’ Then I blushed, thinking I’d guessed what she meant. 

      Mary laughed. ‘Not that! He’s a man of the world, doesn’t need a scrawny little kitchen maid to… well, anyway, no. I think it’s a little more complicated than that. But don’t ask me to go any further. It’s only hearsay and nothing I’d want my name associated with if it ever got out.’

      And with that I’d had to be content.

       

      Closing the wooden gate of the kitchen garden behind me, I realised I hadn’t even set foot in the world this side of it since the moment I’d arrived. I took a deep breath and held it, wondering if the air would taste different. It didn’t, of course; there was just more of it. 

      As I made my way down the avenue I glanced back at the front door, remembering how I’d imagined passing through it into welcoming arms, being taken upstairs to bright, clean rooms, and soaking in a deep bath full of scented bubbles. The notion made me smile now, being so much more aware of the vast chasm between my life and theirs, and I was relieved that the envy I felt was not tainted with bitterness but with a more natural appreciation of how life might be lived instead.

      Grateful as I was for my position, it was so good to be out! Seeing hedges and fields instead of the undersides of tables and the insides of chamber pots, sky and birds instead of four walls and a sink. It was a warm day and I loosened my coat as I walked, wishing I’d left it behind, but it was a relief to be able to swing my arms freely, with my letters and my purse tucked away in my pockets. 

      In Breckenhall I attended to my own business quickly, and once the letters were posted I turned my attention to the rest of the town. Wandering through the streets, looking at the elegant houses that stood contentedly alongside little cottages such as I was more accustomed to, I found myself thinking of my family far away in Plymouth. 

      My mother would be peeling vegetables for a stew despite the weather, I knew; there was nearly always a pot of some kind bubbling on the stove. Adie and Albert would no doubt be getting under her feet, and Emily would be curled up in a chair with her nose in a book. I swallowed a surge of homesickness and determinedly counted my blessings instead.

      I had a job, a good friend, a kindly employer – although Mrs Hannah was the one to whom I answered in the kitchen, I always thought of Mrs Cavendish as fulfilling that role – and here I was in the sunshine, healthy in mind and body, and with time at last to enjoy the day.

      I gazed through the window of a tea shop, at those lucky ones who sat inside the cool, pretty room, nibbling sandwiches and cakes. One day after I’d saved some of my earnings I might do the same. For a moment I allowed my mind to play with the romantic picture of myself sitting opposite someone special, watching him over the rim of my teacup and knowing his smile, whoever he was, was for me alone.

      Then I caught sight of the church clock and realised I would have to walk very quickly if I were to collect Mary’s train timetable and be back at Oaklands by four o’clock. It was so warm in the sun I’d be lucky not to get overheated on the way and have to stop and rest, making me later still.

      In my hurry I almost tripped up, and in order to avoid doing so again I had my head down in concentration, studying the uneven pavement as I walked quickly to the station, and, to my horror, straight into a man standing by the stationmaster’s office. 

      ‘Whoa! Slow down, love!’ He put out a hand to steady me, gripping my arm.

      I flushed in embarrassment, but his accent was similar to Mary’s and that simple fact put me more at ease. ‘I’m terribly sorry, sir, I was in a bit of a rush.’ I looked up to see if he was cross. He was, but not with me; he was looking past me at the railway track. I noticed he was very pleasant-looking, and quite casually dressed in shirt-sleeves and plain trousers so that it was difficult for me to tell if he was gentry or working class. In either case he would be my superior, and I had almost sent him flying.

      ‘If you’re worried about missing the train, don’t be,’ he said. ‘It’s late, as usual.’

      ‘I’m not catching the train, thank you, sir. I just need to collect a book of train times to Liverpool to take back to my friend.’

      ‘Liverpool, eh?’ the man said, fishing in his pocket. ‘You have to change at Chester. Here, take mine. I know it by heart now anyway.’ 

      ‘Oh, I couldn’t —’

      ‘You could, and you will.’ The man studied my face for a moment, dark eyebrows drawing down in a frown. ‘You look a bit hot and bothered, love, don’t you think you ought to sit down?’

      ‘I’m afraid I don’t have time,’ I said, taking the timetable with a grateful smile. It was very used-looking, but still quite readable. ‘Thanks ever so much, sir. I have to get back to work, I’ll be in trouble if I’m late.’ 

      ‘All right then, but don’t walk too fast. The sun will soon get to you. How far are you going?’

      ‘To Oaklands Manor, sir.’

      ‘Oh, you work at Oaklands? Well then, that’s another problem solved. Hop in.’ 

      I stared at him, confused, and then noticed he was gesturing at a motor car parked haphazardly behind the fence. Surely he was teasing? 

      But he nodded at the car and then at me. ‘As soon as Miss Evangeline arrives I’ll be taking her back to Oaklands and we would pass you along the road anyway. May as well save us the bother of stopping to offer you help.’ 

      Miss Evangeline! The daughter of the house. I’d never even seen her and here we were at the station at the same time. If this man was in fact her chauffeur, despite his casual attire, I was sure he wasn’t even permitted to make the offer of a ride. The heiress to the Creswell fortune would likely be annoyed to find herself sharing her drive home with the very lowest of her household’s servants, but there was no doubt I had dawdled too long and I would be horribly late unless I accepted. 

      Miss Evangeline’s chauffeur smiled, his irritation at the lateness of his mistress’s train visibly fading. ‘Go on,’ he said gently.

      I took a hesitant step towards the motor car with its shining red and black trim, gleaming as if it had never been driven along a dusty, dirty road in its life. I noticed there was a silver ornament on the front but resisted the urge to touch it as I climbed into the back seat, the springs squeaking under me. It smelled like polish and leather, with a hint of something unfamiliar; probably the fuel the car used, very different from that of the train on which I’d travelled for the first time just two months ago. Although it wasn’t such a comforting smell there was something powerful and compelling about it. 

      I was trembling from head to foot already. How would it feel when the motor actually began moving? But my shaking was mostly due to excitement at the previously unthinkable fact that I was even sitting here. 

      I looked back over at the chauffeur, who was glaring at the empty platform again, and with his attention elsewhere I had time to appreciate his square-shouldered poise and the bold, strong features clearly outlined in the bright sunlight. He really was quite handsome, clean-shaven and with dark hair that looked almost as difficult to control as my own. Despite his higher position his behaviour towards me was comfortably informal, and his easy smile had melted away most of my nervousness, for the time being at least.

      When the train had come and gone, and the steam had drifted away from the platform, I caught my first glimpse of Miss Evangeline Creswell. She seemed quite childlike still, although we were the same age. She clamped one hand to her head as the breeze threatened to take her hat off, and the other hand clutched at my benefactor’s arm while she bounced eagerly on her toes.

      ‘Oh, you must let me, please!’

      ‘Absolutely not. Your mother would never allow me to set foot in the house again if anyone were to see you. And as for what she would do to you, well —’ 

      ‘Then we shall keep each other’s secret.’

      ‘We shall do nothing of the sort. And you don’t know how to drive anyway.’

      ‘Oh, don’t I?’ 

      ‘Evie…’ The man’s voice held a warning tone, and at the same moment I realised that he was more than a chauffeur, Miss Evangeline confirmed it.

      ‘For your information, Uncle Jack, I’ve been driving a good deal whilst in London.’

      ‘Why did you have to tell me that?’ he groaned. ‘Now I can’t pretend any more that I’d no idea.’

      ‘You knew?’ She sounded disappointed. 

      ‘I’d heard,’ he said, leading the way to the car where I sat, frozen. ‘But if your mother knew she’d have you confined to your rooms until you turn sixty.’ 

      ‘Then it’s a good thing I know you won’t tell her,’ said the girl. ‘Besides, someone who dresses as you do can’t possibly tell tales to my mother and expect them to be believed.’

      ‘What’s wrong with the way I dress?’ He sounded amused.

      ‘Honestly, you never wear the right clothes! It’s why I love you, of course.’ Then she caught sight of me and her china-blue eyes widened. ‘Hello, whoever you are. Uncle Jack, have you been out collecting waifs and strays, or are you going to tell me this is your latest conquest?’ 

      My face was heating up unbearably and my stomach knotting with returning nerves. As young as she was, this girl had the power to have me dismissed with a single word.

      ‘Don’t be ridiculous,’ her uncle said. ‘You should know who this is, she works for you after all. In fact, I’m taking her back to work now.’ 

      Miss Evangeline frowned, assessing me properly for the first time. ‘I’ve never seen you before, and I do know the staff rather well. Unlike my mother.’ She said this last to her uncle, with a defensive edge to her voice. 

      ‘I’m n-new.’ I was surprised I had a voice to stammer with. ‘I’ve only been at Oaklands for two months.’

      ‘Well then,’ Miss Evangeline turned to her uncle, ‘you see? For all your disapproval, this girl began work after I’d already left for London.’ She turned back to me. ‘You’re very pretty, but you’re a skinny thing. We must make sure Mrs Hannah feeds you up. What’s your name?’

      ‘Mar – Lizzy.’

      ‘Mare Lizzy?’ Miss Evangeline said, eyebrows raised. ‘Well, Mare Lizzy, I know how words are thrown around in the kitchens, and when they’re caught they’re often fumbled. I’d hate for anyone to be under the mistaken impression I’d gone against my mother’s wishes whilst in London.’ 

      ‘Of course not,’ I said quickly, sensing the reprieve and grasping at it. ‘I’m sure I shan’t remember a thing about our meeting once I’m back at work.’ Heart thudding, I let my eyes meet hers and they held for a moment. 

      Then Miss Evangeline smiled. ‘I have a feeling I can trust you, Mare Lizzy.’

      ‘I’m just Lizzy,’ I said. 

      ‘I know that, silly,’ she said. ‘Uncle Jack, did my luggage arrive safely?’

      ‘It did. I believe Peters has already unpacked it for you.’

      ‘Good old Alice, it’s not as if she isn’t busy enough with Mother. Now, if we don’t hurry I shall be late for tea, and Just Lizzy will be late for work.’

      ‘I’m not the one standing around gossiping,’ he said. ‘And I do wish you wouldn’t call me Uncle Jack, it makes me feel ancient.’

      ‘You are ancient,’ she retorted, and winked at me before climbing into the front seat. Luckily not the one with the driving controls. 

       

      The drive home was something quite spectacular, skimming along the dusty road, bits of leafy hedgerow flicking against the wing mirrors and snapping off on the glass screen before the front two seats. I felt both exhilarated and terrified. We were certainly not travelling at what might be called a sedate pace, but Miss Evangeline kept urging her uncle on to greater speeds. 

      ‘I went much faster than this in the Surrey countryside,’ she cried. ‘Come on, let’s fly!’ 

      Heaven knows what would have happened had he given in to her wish to drive part of the way. 

      From my place in the back seat I found my eyes constantly drawn to him, noticing how his eyes crinkled at the corners whenever Miss Evangeline told him off for dawdling, and the way his hair curled into the nape of his neck, worn longer than was currently the fashion and clearly not tamed by oil. He laughed often, glancing round at his niece now and again, affording me a clearer look at his strong jawline and short, straight nose. I found my breathing becoming more shallow the longer I looked at him, and made myself turn instead to the spectacle of the countryside flashing by.

      When we drew up at the bottom of the long avenue, Miss Evangeline made him stop. The car slowed to a halt, and as the engine purred beneath us she turned to me, her expression apologetic.

      ‘Lizzy, I don’t want to sound mean but I really think it might be better if you walked from here. Mother will hear the approach of the car, if she hasn’t already, and will certainly come to meet us at the door.’ She hesitated, then shrugged. ‘She doesn’t approve of family and servants mixing, I’m afraid. Terribly old-fashioned, of course, but I must respect her wishes.’

      ‘When you’re in her house at least,’ I said without thinking, and those baby-blue eyes, almost hidden under cascading golden curls, opened so wide it was a miracle they stayed in her head. My heart shrivelled and I felt myself shrink with embarrassment. Damn my traitorous mouth.

      Miss Evangeline turned to face front again, her back suddenly rigid. Her uncle kept his eyes on the glass screen, and I could see his hands gripping the steering wheel although we were stationary. He must have been cursing the moment we met.

      Miss Evangeline’s voice was cool when she replied, all trace of friendliness gone, ‘You’d better go quickly, I’m sure you have duties to attend to.’ 

      I shuffled gracelessly across the shiny leather back seat and pushed open the door. ‘Thank you very much for the ride, sir.’ 

      ‘Not at all,’ he said, but his voice too was clipped and formal. I stumbled as I got out of the car, I couldn’t get away from them quickly enough. Nor they me, judging by the speed with which the car began moving again the moment my feet were on the road. 

      What hurt most was the intimate sound of their mingled laughter wafting back to me over the chuntering of the engine, fading with the dust from the tyres as I began the long walk behind them up to the house. What a story she would have to tell her friends, even if she couldn’t tell her mother. I could scarcely believe I had been so foolish; I had instinctively liked the girl, who had behaved towards me in a manner that was completely different from the way I’d thought someone in her position would act towards her servants. But in the end a servant was all I was. I had been given the chance to make my mark and had ruined everything; to them I was ‘just Lizzy’, and I must never forget it again.

       

      I told no one about my meeting with Miss Evangeline, but couldn’t help listening with greater interest whenever her name was mentioned. She was generally thought of as shy, even timid, and it was hard not to chime in to the contrary whenever I heard her described as such.

      But, mingled with the odd sense of privilege I felt to have glimpsed the real girl, there was the remembered shame of our encounter, although often I could ease this by recalling instead the thrill of the ride in her uncle’s car. If I closed my eyes I could still feel the hard thrum of the wheels on the road, and the wind that had blown my hair back to stream out behind me – never mind that afterwards it had taken almost an hour to comb the tangles out, and I’d had to abandon the effort or be late for work after all. I would have given almost anything to be able to do it again.

      It seemed only natural that, while thinking of the way my blood had raced in time with the engine, my memory also recreated the view from the rear seat: of a man with a straight back, clad in a white shirt with sleeves rolled back in casual manner to reveal strong, tanned forearms, and long-fingered hands that rested on the wheel, effortlessly guiding the motor along the lanes. As sickening as it was acknowledging Miss Evangeline’s low opinion of me, it was equally so to know that I had also made myself look snippy, rude and ungrateful to her uncle. Remembering his dark-blue eyes and that unexpectedly warm smile, I thought perhaps I was starting to understand a little of what made Ruth speak to Mr Markham the way she had… the understanding was at once shocking and exciting, but it made my disappointment in myself all the more intense.

       

      Mary was grateful for the timetable, even in its creased and crumpled state, and was soon busy making plans for her trip home. I couldn’t shake off the niggling thought that she might never return, and kept seeking assurances from her to the contrary; I relied on her for so much that I didn’t know how I would cope if she were to leave for ever.

      I liked her dry way of talking, too. Her accent didn’t sound as if it could ever be used to convey harsh words and was friendly and musical, whereas Miss Evangeline’s uncle’s was flatter, fainter, as if he’d spent years trying to cover it up but now and again he forgot. When he had coolly dismissed me from his car, of course, he had sounded anything but friendly.

      On the day she left Mary accompanied me out to the yard on my break. ‘Right then, Lizzy, I need to tell you something really important and you’ve got to pay attention, all right?’ 

      I looked over my shoulder but no one had followed us out. ‘All right.’

      ‘This business with Ruth and Mr Markham… I’m a bit concerned you’re dwelling on it too much, and that’s going to get you into trouble. So I’m going to tell you what it’s all about and you’ve got to swear – swear, mind you – that you’ll tell nobody else. Are you any good at keeping secrets?’

      ‘Of course,’ I said, and nearly disqualified myself by telling her I knew a secret about Miss Evangeline that would get her into awful trouble if it got out. I held my tongue and listened instead. 

      ‘As you know, Miss Evangeline will turn eighteen in a couple of months.’ 

      I nodded. ‘Her birthday’s not long before mine.’

      ‘When she turns eighteen and becomes Miss Creswell, there’s more important goings-on than a change of formal address. And that’s what’s behind Ruth and her ambitions to be noticed by those above stairs.’

      ‘What is?’ 

      ‘When Miss Creswell is eighteen she’s going to be allowed, or rather expected, to take her own maid. Ruth is determined to be the one she chooses.’

      ‘Oh, but they’ll hate each other,’ I said, and then went on quickly, ‘I mean, from what I’ve heard, Miss Evangeline is such a shy girl she wouldn’t appreciate someone as bossy as Ruth.’

      ‘Well then, if she’s too soft in the head to take control of her own business perhaps someone like Ruth is just what she needs. I’m sure Lady Creswell will have plenty to say on the matter in any case.’ 

      ‘And that’s it, is it?’ I felt a bit disappointed, after all the possibilities that had gone through my head. 

      ‘That’s it as far as Ruth’s concerned, yes. But there’s the small matter of what Mr Markham’s after and why he’s so keen Ruth should become closer to the Creswells.’

      I brightened immediately. ‘What’s that then?’

      ‘On Miss Creswell’s birthday she will be presented with the Kalteng Star. Do you know what that is?’

      ‘No, what is it?’ 

      ‘It’s a blue diamond, said to be worth nearly a million pounds.’

      ‘Oh!’ I felt the path tilt under my feet. ‘That’s quite a birthday present.’

      ‘It’s not really a present, it’s more her birthright. Lord Henry’s ancestor John Creswell mined it in Borneo at the turn of the last century, and it’s been passed down to the daughters or granddaughters of the family ever since. It’s been held in trust for Miss Evangeline until she’s old enough to be presented at court. She’ll be one of the richest young women in the country by the time the Season begins next May.’

      ‘How do you know all this?’ My head still buzzed with imaginings of what such a valuable jewel would look like.

      ‘Everyone knows about it, it’s no secret. I expect your ma knows of it too, if you ask her. If Ruth is chosen as maid to such an easily led girl as Miss Evangeline, she’ll be set for life. And Frank Markham with her, no doubt.’ 

      ‘Will Mr Markham marry Ruth then?’

      ‘Who knows? He’s young enough to make that likely, not yet thirty. It wouldn’t be a scandal if he did. But he’ll want for nothing that she doesn’t want for, that’s certain enough.’

      ‘No wonder they’re so careful not to get caught out.’ They were clever in the way they behaved in public: ignoring each other would have seemed rude or suspicious so they appeared to be good friends instead, allowing a certain amount of banter to disguise the true extent of their relationship. 

      ‘No doubt she’ll be first choice if references are asked for,’ Mary said. ‘And you,’ she patted my arm, smiling, ‘are shaping up nicely in that kitchen. So keep up the good work, and keep your head down.’ 

      ‘Keep your mouth closed and your hands busy,’ I murmured. 

      ‘What’s that?’

      ‘Oh, nothing. Just something Ma used to say.’

      ‘She sounds a wise woman.’ 

      ‘She is.’ I boosted myself on to the large iron milk churn that sat permanently under the kitchen window. ‘I wish you didn’t have to go away.’

      ‘I’d like to say “so do I”, but frankly I’ll be glad to see the back of this place, even if it’s only for a month. Don’t worry, it’ll fly by. I’ll be back messin’ up our room in no time.’ 

      But after wishing for so long for a room to myself, I had never felt so lonely as on that first night when I wound the clock and set it on my own bedside table. Talk of becoming kitchen maid eventually was all well and good, but then I’d have to move out of this room and I’d see even less of Mary. I missed her already, and wrote as often as I could find the time.

      
        
           

          Dear Mary, 

          I must say, Ruth is behaving impeccably. Her work is so good even Mr Dodsworth has noted her and she is actually being nicer to me! (It’s probably just in case someone is watching or listening, but I don’t mind the reason as it makes my life so much easier.)  

          I’m positive you’re right and she’ll be chosen for Miss Evangeline. I’d even go a bit further and say she deserves the job. However I broke a plate yesterday, and both Mrs Hannah and Mrs Cavendish gave me such identical looks of annoyance, I’m sorry to say my taking up the position of kitchen maid is unlikely. Plus, of course, the cost will be stopped out of my wage. 

        

      

      My pen hovered over the paper as I remembering the incident with toe-curling clarity. I’d been delighted to be given the upstairs china to clean for the first time and, aware of being watched, my hands had been shaking as I scrubbed at a stubborn streak of gravy. The plate had slipped from them and crashed to the bottom of the stone sink, breaking into three large pieces. That the women’s annoyed looks had held no surprise only added to my shame.

      I shook my head and continued my letter, thinking how unfair it was that a single mistake was likely to see me remain a scullery maid just when the perfect chance for promotion might have presented itself. Except it wasn’t just one mistake, it seemed to be one after another, and then, as always, I was washed over by the awful memory of overstepping even the generous mark drawn by Miss Evangeline and her uncle. 

      Mary’s reply, when it came, put my whining to shame. 

      
        
           

          Dear Lizzy, 

          I’m sorry to hear things aren’t going as well as we’d hoped. I’m afraid I have more bad news. My mother passed away this week and I must stay here a little longer until the legalities of her will are completed.  

          Lady Creswell has been very kind, and has given me leave to attend to matters here for as long as it takes. I hope to return before Miss Evangeline’s birthday celebrations. Meanwhile, keep working well and I am sure you will eventually progress from scullery maid to kitchen maid, and from there, who knows? You’re a good girl and Mrs Cavendish knows it.  
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