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Praise for Anne Perry’s Christmas novellas:


‘A bite-sized mystery that could be fitted in after your Christmas lunch’ Daily Telegraph


‘If Christmas puts you in the mood for a good Agatha Christie, try Perry’ Glasgow Evening Times


‘Delightful . . . The perfect gift for a whodunit addict’ Oxford Times


‘With its powerful message of responsibility and redemption – “We need both to forgive and to be forgiven” – it conveys a moral force in keeping with the season’ Wall Street Journal


‘A Christmas cracker full of rich storytelling, classic conundrums, timeless life lessons and the gift of forgiveness’ Lancashire Evening Post


‘The tale is redolent with Victorian atmosphere, from the hypocritical snobbishness to the rigid social conventions of the time’ Tangled Web
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Gracie Tellman is preparing for Christmas with her husband and three young children when Millie Foster calls upon her. As a maid at Harcourt House, Millie is terrified that sinister goings-on, including the disappearance of food from the kitchens, will lead to her unfair dismissal, and she begs Gracie to investigate the situation. 
 

With the promise that she will be back in time for Christmas, Gracie takes Millie’s place in the Harcourt household, never imagining the discovery she then makes.
  

For the servants have been keeping a secret and their efforts are about to be rewarded in the most extraordinary way . . .









To all who are willing to fight for others









 
   

 


 


‘How old are you?’ Gracie asked sternly.


‘I’m very almost six,’ Charlie replied, taking her finger away from the mixing bowl in which the Christmas cake was being stirred for the final time, and looking at her mother with a combination of awe and pleading.


Gracie regarded her daughter with as much severity as she could manage, which was not a lot. ‘So you know to wait until I’m finished and have put this into the cake tin, and then the oven. Then you can have it.’


‘But you don’t leave anything,’ Charlie said reasonably.


‘I leave enough,’ her mother replied, and started to spoon the mixture into the baking tin. It was rich with raisins, sultanas, candied orange peel, and everything else delicious, even tiny threepenny bits, wrapped in pieces of cloth, so nobody would accidentally swallow them.


‘How long is it till Christmas?’ Charlie asked again.


‘A week and two days,’ Gracie replied.


‘Why does everybody have a party for another little boy?’ Charlie asked. ‘We aren’t going to have another little boy, are we? We’ve got enough.’ She had two younger brothers, aged four and three. She was quite sure they did not need any more.


‘This one was special,’ Gracie explained.


‘You said ours were special, too,’ Charlie reminded her.


‘Special to us. The one at Christmas is special to everybody.’ Gracie moved the spoon round the bowl for a last time and regarded it carefully.


‘That’s enough!’ Charlie said quickly. ‘You can’t take it all!’


Gracie handed her the bowl and the spoon. ‘Can you manage that?’


‘Course I can!’ Charlie answered without hesitation. She took the spoon and began licking off the very last scraps of cake mixture.


Before she had finished, there was a knock on the kitchen door at the back of the house. It opened to the scullery, and outside to the yard where the rubbish bins and the coal scuttles were, and, of course, where deliveries were made.


Gracie went to answer it. Her daughter followed close behind.


On the step was a girl of perhaps fourteen. She was dressed in a warm coat and she was wearing a hat, but she looked miserable, even frightened.


‘Mrs Tellman?’ she asked. ‘Gracie Tellman?’ She was ready to run away, if Gracie denied it.


‘Yes, that’s me,’ Gracie answered. ‘Come in. You look half perished with cold.’


She stepped back and opened the door wider so the girl could come inside. Gracie could see that she was in service. Before she was married, Gracie had been in service herself. But unlike so many girls, she had the good fortune to be in service to only one family, the Pitts. She had been thirteen when she started, and well over twenty when she left to marry Samuel Tellman. He had been a junior policeman then. Now he was an inspector at the Bow Street station, one of the most famous in London.


The girl came in and stood shivering in the kitchen. She was not much more than five feet tall, standing eye-to-eye with Gracie.


Gracie pointed to one of the chairs at the kitchen table and she sat down. It was the chair nearest the stove. Without asking, Gracie filled the kettle and put it on the hob.


‘I don’t know if you remember me,’ the girl began tentatively. ‘My name is Millie Foster.’


Memory flooded back to Gracie’s mind. A case Samuel had first told her about late one evening, sharing his day with her when the children had gone to bed. It was her favourite time. All the work was done, the doors were closed. Samuel would tell her not just about the job, but also the things that had moved him, funny or sad or difficult. In some cases, she had even become involved herself. Suddenly, at the mention of her name, Gracie remembered Jenny Foster and her daughter, Millie, who had been about Charlie’s age then, and wrongly accused of household theft. Jenny had been charged with being unfit to look after her only child. It was Tellman, with a lot of help from Gracie, who had proved her innocence and reunited them. They had remained friends until Jenny’s early death, five or six years after that.


‘Yes, of course,’ Gracie said warmly, and then without any warning her eyes filled with tears, the memory sharp and touched with guilt. There was nothing she could have done to save Jenny. It was a sudden and devastating illness. But Millie had been taken in by an aunt, and Gracie had lost touch with her.


Now she looked at the distress in the girl’s face and did not waste time in regretting the past. ‘What’s wrong?’ she asked.


Millie shook her head. ‘It’s not theft like before. We don’t know what it is. Leastways, I don’t. And I don’t think anybody else does.’ She paused for a moment, as if not certain how to explain. ‘A lot of food goes missing, the nicest things, like cakes and pudding and cream. And pieces of chicken, stuff like that . . . but no one says anything about it.’


‘Oh.’ Grace’s mind raced. If the missing food was sufficient that a housemaid knew about it, then it was surely only a matter of time before the mistress of the house knew as well. Then somebody would be thrown out, without a reference, at best. At worst, they might even be charged with stealing. ‘You really have no clue who’s taking it?’ she asked.


‘No. And it doesn’t go at night. It goes all times. Sometimes I think it’s one person, but then it looks like it can’t be.’


‘Have you got mice? Or worse?’


‘No, we ain’t!’ Millie said vehemently. ‘If you’ve got mice you can see where they’ve been. They leave droppings and such. Besides, we got a cat, and she’s a good mouser. One smell of a cat, and the mice go elsewhere. We covered it up, the missing stuff, much as we can, but everybody’s scared.’


‘Everybody?’ Gracie asked with some doubt.


‘Yeah,’ Millie nodded vehemently. ‘Even Mr Denning!’


‘Who’s he?’


‘The butler. And he don’t scare easy. Something real bad is happening. Somebody’s got to know. But nobody’s telling.’ She put her arms across each other and hugged herself protectively.


‘We’ll find out,’ Charlie offered. She knew for whom she said it. ‘My mam’s the best ’tective anywhere. She’ll find out for you.’


Gracie interrupted quickly. ‘No, I’m not! You mustn’t say that.’


‘Daddy says it,’ Charlie defended herself instantly. And she wasn’t making it up. She got into trouble if she said things that were not true.


‘He was . . . exaggerating,’ Gracie argued.


Charlie was puzzled. ‘Was . . . what?’


Gracie did not know how to answer without implying that her husband had said something that was not true, or that possibly he did not know what he was talking about.


Gracie abandoned the argument for a few moments while she made the tea and fetched a wedge of cake out of the pantry. She cut it into two large pieces and a small one for herself, put them on plates and passed one to Millie, who appeared to have relaxed a little as she was beginning to warm up, and the other to Charlie.


Charlie thanked her mother with a big smile. ‘I like this,’ she said to Millie. ‘You’ll like it, too.’


‘You like everything,’ Gracie said, then smiled apologetically at Millie.


‘I don’t like pa-turnips,’ Charlie corrected her.


Millie looked puzzled. ‘Pa-turnips?’


‘You know,’ Charlie explained. ‘Potatoes and pa-turnips. Only potatoes are nice.’


‘Oh, yes.’ Millie understood now. ‘I agree.’ She smiled, but there were tears in her eyes.


‘Don’t worry,’ Charlie assured her. ‘Mam will fix it.’


Gracie looked at her daughter’s smooth, innocent little face, and the certainty in it. She wasn’t speaking for herself, but for the frightened girl who sat next to her, still wrapping her coat tightly around her as if it were some kind of armour. Against what? Fear? Rejection? Blame for the disappearing food?


‘Mam?’ Charlie prompted her. ‘Daddy and I will look after everybody here . . . and I’ll help, I promise.’


Millie’s face reflected real hope for the first time.


Gracie took a deep breath. ‘If I go to your house for a few days, will you stay here and look after mine? Can you do the laundry? Even sheets? Anyone can sweep, but can you cook? And look after my little boys as well?’


Millie’s face filled with light. ‘I got five cousins I looked after, when me mam died and me aunt took me in. And Charlie here will show me where everything is . . .’ She stopped just short of adding please, but it was in her face.


‘I’ll be good,’ Charlie promised. ‘All the time,’ she added.


‘You are good,’ Gracie said honestly. ‘Nearly all the time.’


Charlie turned to Millie. ‘See? Mam will make it all right.’


Millie shut her eyes and let out her breath, as if a great weight had been lifted from her shoulders.


Gracie was trapped, and she knew it. ‘What am I supposed to say happened to you?’ she asked Millie.


‘She’s sick,’ Charlie answered before Millie could speak. ‘You are just taking her place till she’s better.’ After a moment, her face became serious. ‘You’ll be home, won’t you? Before it’s Christmas?’


‘Most certainly I will!’ Gracie said, very firmly indeed.


‘Promise?’ Charlie insisted. She knew promises must never be broken, no matter what.


‘Yes, darling, I promise. And you must promise to be patient with Tommy and Vic. They’re only little, they don’t understand as much as you do. You’ll be standing in for me, so you must make sure Daddy tells them a story at bedtime. No excuses!’


Charlie nodded. ‘Yes, I promise.’


‘And while I look after Millie’s house, you must help her look after ours. Can you do that?’


‘Yes,’ said Charlie, nodding solemnly.


‘And don’t be too bossy!’ Gracie added, trying not to smile.


Charlie thought about that one for a moment or two. ‘How can I promise everything will be looked after if I can’t tell them what to do?’


Gracie wondered how a ‘very almost six-year-old’ could, at times, be so horribly logical. ‘How about not telling them, but asking them?’ she suggested.


Charlie thought for a moment or two, as if wondering if she was obliged to agree.


Before she could speak, Gracie asked, ‘Millie, how did you know to come here?’


Millie gave a shy smile. ‘Me mam used to talk about you. I just knew that, with things so bad, I should ask you.’ She lowered her eyes. ‘If you can’t help, I understand, it being nearly Christmas an’ all, but I had to try.’ After a pause, she added, ‘With Mam . . . dead . . . I didn’t know where else to go.’


Gracie could feel Charlie’s eyes on her. It was as if she were thinking about everything Gracie had told her about helping people, good manners, patience, sharing. ‘Yes,’ she said to Millie. ‘You stay here and look after my house, the best you can. And I’ll see if I can find out what’s wrong.’


Millie’s face flooded with relief. ‘I will, I promise,’ she said eagerly.


Charlie greeted the answer with a shining smile.


‘I’ll show you where everything is,’ Gracie said. ‘And if you forget, Charlie will remind you.’


‘You what?’ Tellman said when he came home, and Gracie told him what she planned to do. ‘You can’t!’ He looked tired and cold, and extremely glad to be warm at last, and be able to take off his wet coat and boots. ‘Gracie! It’s almost Christmas.’


Gracie felt a sharp twinge of guilt. She knew that. A time for paying old debts, for not turning your back on anyone. A time for giving, not getting. ‘Samuel,’ she said gently, trying to keep the sharpness out of her voice. This must be handled very carefully, if she were to succeed; carefully, and without any anger. She could not leave the house with ill feeling between them, however temporary. Neither could she deny Millie with any easy conscience. Fairly or not, she would blame Samuel for it, even if she did not mean to. It was unfair. She had been at home all day while he had been out dealing with other people’s violence and tragedies.


He was listening, waiting, but she knew that he would not remain like this much longer, in silence.


‘Samuel,’ she said quickly. ‘There could be something really wrong in that house, I mean badly! We can’t shut the door on them and not even look.’ She lowered her voice. ‘That’s what Charlie will see. That we don’t care, if it’s uncomfortable for us. Our children copy us. You know that. Just watch Tommy: he walks the way you do; he says the same words you use, even when he doesn’t know what they mean. He asks you for help, to show him how to do things, because he trusts you, and he knows you won’t deny him. Refusing to help when someone asks – this isn’t the lesson we want to teach them.’


‘All right!’ he said sharply, cutting off further argument he must know was coming. There was disappointment in his face, but acceptance, even understanding. ‘But you’ll be home for Christmas! That’s not a suggestion, Gracie. I mean it.’


‘Yes, Samuel. You have two weeks off now, so you’ll be here, and Charlie will help you.’


‘She’s five years old,’ he protested, the beginning of panic in his eyes. ‘I can’t make her work. I won’t!’


Gracie struggled against the urge to smile. ‘No,’ she agreed. ‘Not work, but you’ll let her help. She’d be so proud of that, and she can tell you what I do and how I do it . . . most of the time. It might take longer, but let her help you. It would be the best Christmas present you could give her.’ That was not an exaggeration. For Charlie, nothing was worth more than her father’s approval.


Tellman gave her a half-smile and let out a loud sigh. ‘Fine, I’ll look after them. But Gracie,’ he added, resuming his head-of-the-household voice, ‘we have a telephone. You send a message every day saying that you’re all right. And if you don’t, I’ll be there to ask you why not. And I mean that, too.’


She did not need to press the issue. She could see in his face that he would be as good as his word. All the years she had known him – long before she’d even thought that he loved her, never mind when she realised that he did – he had always been very serious about his word. It was one of the earliest things she had liked about him. There was trust long before there was love. ‘Yes, I will, every day,’ she said.


Gracie knew too well why Millie was afraid. She had never worked in a bad house, but she certainly had heard about them. You dare not answer back, and you choose to say nothing because if you do, you can be put out, without a character reference, and you’re on the street. That idea was so dreadful she didn’t want to say it out loud. It was every servant’s nightmare.


Tellman touched her cheek very gently. ‘You can’t solve the world’s problems, Gracie. But I remember Jenny, too. And I suppose you can’t turn your back on her now. Take a look and see if there really is something terrible going on in that house. But don’t run any risks there. Your main job is here. We need you.’


She knew then that she had his approval. She didn’t put it at risk by adding anything more. She merely gave him a radiant smile and thanked him.


‘You have to get a reference to take with you,’ he pointed out. ‘A really good one that they can’t ignore. It’s no good me writing it. I’ll go and ask Lady Pitt.’ He smiled when she gasped. ‘You worked for her since you were a child. When I tell her what this is for, she’ll agree.’


Of course, she would! Charlotte Pitt had known Gracie since she was thirteen. She had taught Gracie to read and write. She had shared with Gracie her own part – one might have described it as meddling – in her husband’s cases. Quite often, Gracie herself had actually helped. Thomas Pitt had been a young policeman then. Perhaps Lady Pitt was still meddling, even though her husband was head of Special Branch for all of England.


Gracie breathed out slowly. ‘Thank you, Samuel. That would be . . . wonderful.’


Tellman rode with Gracie in a hansom cab right up to the pavement outside the back door of the Harcourts’ home, not more than two miles from their own, but in fashionable Eaton Square. Socially, it was a world away.


‘I’m going to wait outside here for ten minutes,’ he told her. ‘And if you’re not out by then, I’ll take it that you’re staying.’ He leaned forward and kissed her gently. ‘Don’t forget to telephone! If you don’t call, I’ll be round here after you. You have the number. This is 1900, Gracie; I can get here in ten minutes, if I need to. You don’t let anyone push you around.’


She smiled at him in the shadow of the cab. Although there were automobiles on the street now, there were still plenty of horse-drawn vehicles, too.


‘I have to find out what’s wrong here,’ she told him. She kissed him again, quickly, then before he could close his arms around her, she bent and picked up the handle of her suitcase and walked to the servants’ entrance, the back door of Harcourt House. She did not look back at him in case it weakened her resolve. She was already wondering if this was such a good idea. What could she do if there really was anything more than a bit of bullying going on? It happened in lots of houses. If you called in the police, it would only make it worse. They would believe the master before any servant, and after they had gone, it would be redoubled.


She knocked on the scullery door, her heart thumping so hard that whoever answered must surely hear it. She was about to knock again when the door opened and a tall and very handsome young man stood there looking down at her.


‘Yes?’ he asked.


It was not too late to pretend she had come to the wrong door. But what would she say to Millie? Or to Charlie? Or, for that matter, to Charlotte Pitt, after whom Charlie was named?


She coughed and cleared her throat, but her voice was a kind of squeak. ‘Hello, my name is Gracie Tellman, and I’ve come to tell you that Millie Foster is sick, but I’m here to take her place, just for a few days.’


The man was momentarily stuck for words.


She seized the chance. ‘I have a reference, from Lady Pitt, the last place I worked.’


‘Why did you leave?’ he asked.


‘Got married, didn’t I? I’m just coming till Millie gets better.’


‘So, what does your husband say about this then?’ the young man asked sceptically.


‘He brought me here. He reckons it’s the right thing to do, so Millie doesn’t lose her place.’


‘You got that reference, Mrs . . .?’


‘Tellman. Gracie Tellman. Yes, I have.’ She brought it out of her coat pocket and handed it to him. She was annoyed that her hand was shaking. She hoped he would think it was the cold: the wind was like ice along the passage.


He took it from her, opened it and read it slowly. He probably did not have much occasion to read.


Gracie stood shivering on the step. It seemed like ages. She was aware of the hansom cab still at the kerb, with Samuel inside, watching her. The horse was shifting its weight from foot to foot. ‘My husband’s still waiting so he can see me safely inside. He’s in that cab. His name is Inspector Tellman, from Bow Street.’


‘That right?’ The man’s voice was laden with doubt. ‘Then I’ll go ask him.’ He folded up the letter, but kept hold of it, then he walked around Gracie and down the short path towards the gate, then out into the street. He returned in what seemed like an age, but was probably no more than two or three minutes.


She tried to ask him what had happened, but her voice was only a clearing of the throat, no more.


‘Come in, Mrs Tellman. I promised the inspector I’d look after you. But I think we best call you Gracie, like the others, if that’s all right.’


‘That’s fine,’ she replied, overwhelmed with relief.


He picked up her case and carried it inside for her. ‘I’m Walters,’ he said, ‘valet to Mr Harcourt. And footman, when they need one.’


She followed him, closing the scullery door behind her. It felt frighteningly final, the end of one world and the beginning of another, where she was no longer mistress of her time, to do as she pleased.


Walters led her along the corridor to the housekeeper’s sitting room and knocked on the door, then stood back waiting for an answer.


After a long moment, it was opened by a woman of medium height, but so thin it made her seem even taller. Her face was gaunt, but it spoke of both intense intelligence and a high sensitivity. She had a prominent aristocratic nose and large brown eyes. She was wearing a very plain woollen dress that seemed no colour at all, and there was a large bunch of keys hanging from her leather belt.


‘What is it, Walters?’ she asked. In the shadows of the corridor, she did not immediately notice Gracie.


‘Mrs Jenkins, this is Gracie Tellman. Apparently, our Millie is sick, and Gracie has come to take on her duties . . . so Millie doesn’t lose her position. She has excellent references, from Lady Pitt, wife of Sir Thomas Pitt, the head of Special Branch.’ He said that as if he knew what it was.


Mrs Jenkins’ rather sketchy eyebrows rose. ‘And how will Lady Pitt do without Gracie?’ she asked. Her voice was soft and very precise.


Gracie drew in her breath to answer, but the footman got there before her. ‘She doesn’t work there any more, Mrs Jenkins. She left to get married, to a senior policeman at Bow Street.’


‘Is that what she told you?’ Mrs Jenkins enquired, her wispy eyebrows raised again.


‘No, Inspector Tellman told me that himself. He brought her and I checked with him. I saw his police identity card,’ Walters replied.


Mrs Jenkins looked at Gracie. ‘And why are you willing to do this, Mrs Tellman?’ Her lips formed a thin line. ‘What money do you expect?’


‘For a few days?’ Gracie asked. ‘I don’t expect any money. It’s a Christmas present, if you like. Poor Millie’s got a terrible cold. A few days off will cure it.’


‘Do you think so? You are a doctor as well?’ Mrs Jenkins said sarcastically.


‘I have three children. Colds come and go,’ Gracie replied, and immediately knew that it was an error.


‘I see. And who is going to look after these three children while you are here doing Millie’s job?’ Mrs Jenkins asked.


‘My husband, o’ course. He’s got a couple of weeks’ holiday. But I’ll be home by Christmas, because Millie will be better.’ Gracie said that with certainty, hoping it was true about her going home. It had to be. She had given Samuel and, more importantly, Charlie her word.


‘Well, I suppose you’ll be better than nothing,’ Mrs Jenkins conceded. ‘You can have Millie’s room, for the time being. And you can start tomorrow morning. You’re on trial, you understand?’


‘Yes, Mrs Jenkins,’ Gracie answered obediently.


‘Go with Walters. He’ll take you upstairs and introduce you to Nora, our parlour maid, with whom you will work. And, of course, the between-stairs maid, Bessie. Breakfast will be at seven o’clock tomorrow morning, in the servants’ dining room. Someone will waken you at half past six. You will meet the butler, Mr Denning, tomorrow. Welcome to Harcourt House.’


‘Thank you, Mrs Jenkins,’ Gracie said with relief. She was happy to follow Walters up the backstairs, reserved for the servants, leading up to the attic floor, where their bedrooms were, and the bathroom for the female staff. The bedrooms and bathroom for the male staff – the butler, the footman and the boot boy – would be in a separate wing of the house.


Gracie thanked Walters. When he had gone and the door was closed, she stared around the room. She had never had a room like this, right under the roof, with one small dormer window in the sloping ceiling, and no fireplace. Thank heaven there was a thick eiderdown on the bed. There was one chest of drawers with a looking-glass above it, and a chair and bedside table and lamp. There was one picture hanging on the wall that backed on to the passage. It was a country scene with trees and a small cottage. A reminder of Millie’s home? Or an idealised picture, painted from the artist’s memory and imagination? Either way, it was a comfortable image, an escape from the present, from work and thoughts of being a stranger in somebody else’s home. A home in which making one mistake could have you turned out on to the street.


That thought hardened Gracie’s resolve to stay here. She admitted ruefully that she had been in Harcourt House for only half an hour, and she was already doubting her decision to come. Was Millie’s fear real? Wasn’t she just a young girl, out of her depth so far from home, having to work and live with people she hardly knew?


Gracie unpacked her case and put her clothes away, hung up her plain dark dress in the wardrobe and put out her regular, comfortable boots, ready for tomorrow. She made a quick visit to the bathroom, then came back to bed. It took her a long time to fall asleep. She was troubled, lonely, and cold as well. And she was not at all sure if she was going to accomplish anything. Was it possible that she might even make whatever the matter was worse?


She woke sharply to see the room still dark, except for the crack of light from the passage. A little girl with dark, curly hair was peeping around the door. She looked to be about twelve. Gracie blinked and for a moment wondered where on earth she was. Then she remembered. This was Harcourt House. She had come here last night. Only for a few days. ‘Hello,’ she said. ‘Who are you?’


‘Bessie.’ The girl gave a tentative smile. ‘I’m the tweeny. It’s time to get up. What’s your name?’


‘Hello, Bessie. My name is Gracie. How old are you?’


‘Thirteen.’ That was said with pride. Gracie guessed it was a very recent birthday.


Gracie smiled. ‘I’ll be down in the kitchen in ten minutes. I’m hungry.’


Bessie gave a wide smile, then slipped out of the door, closing it behind her.


Gracie was as good as her word, and ten minutes later she was washed, dressed, and had found her way down the backstairs to the servants’ dining room. It was a bit cramped, with a large table in the centre, surrounded by ten mismatched, hard-backed wooden chairs. Seven of them were occupied. She recognised the housekeeper, Mrs Jenkins, sipping a cup of tea. There was nothing on her plate but a slice of toast. But Gracie was looking for the butler who, in all practical ways, was the head of the household.


She had already met Walters, the footman, and the red-haired boot boy was obvious. He was about the same age as Bessie, twelve or thirteen, far nearer Charlie’s age than Gracie’s. Of course, she knew why children were employed here. She had first gone to the Pitts’ house when she was thirteen because there was not enough room for her, or food to go around, in her own ever-growing family.


The butler was looking at her. He had fair, curling hair, thinning a little now, and a pleasant face, weathered, and there was a faint scar on his left cheek. ‘Morning, sir,’ she said, careful to show respect.


‘Good morning, Gracie,’ he replied, looking grateful that she had instantaneously seen him as the head of the house. ‘Sit down and have breakfast.’


She sat obediently and she was served with toast and a hard-boiled egg, and more toast with marmalade. And, of course, a cup of tea.


He introduced the other servants: the pleasant-faced cook with her hair straying from her cap, which was intended to keep it out of the way. The lady’s maid, thin and dark haired, dark eyed, with delicate black brows. Hers was a fierce face, but relaxed, smiling – if she ever did – she might have been beautiful, in her own way. The kitchen maid, with softly curling red-brown hair and freckles, like the red-haired boot boy. The handsome, fair-haired parlour maid with a peaches-and-cream complexion. Gracie said hello to all of them and received smiles and nods in return.


She sat almost silently eating breakfast, watching as much as would seem natural for a stranger trying to settle in, all the time wondering what she could do to learn what it was that had frightened Millie so badly. Or was the girl actually imagining it all?


The morning passed quickly, because there was so much to do. The first duty was to clear out all the grates and light the fires throughout the house, beginning with those in the rooms used most often. She started in the withdrawing room, where Mrs Harcourt would wish to entertain callers, should they come, so the room must be dusted, tidied and the floor swept, including the carpets. Before that, the grate must be cleared out, the new fires laid, and the coal buckets filled. The master’s study was next, although it was unlikely anyone would want to sit there, even Mr Harcourt himself. It was not the housemaid’s job to see to the kitchen oven fires, or keep the kitchen and the scullery clean. The kitchen maid, Mary, would do that.


Bessie, the dark little tweeny, would clean the stairs and landings, and help Gracie with the bedrooms. The beds must be aired, then remade, and everything left dusted, tidied and neat. Any laundry must be removed and taken downstairs to the laundry room. Miss Allsop, the lady’s maid, would see to Mrs Harcourt’s clothes and linen. Walters, the valet, would be sure Mr Harcourt’s suits were clean and pressed, his boots polished, and anything else his master might wish.
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