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Critical acclaim for A Little Death


‘Remarkably skilled first novel, told through three narrators flashing back from the 1950s to the First World War. Works as both a locked-room mystery and a nugget of social history. Great promise’


Mike Ripley, Daily Telegraph


‘Laura Wilson weaves a spellbinding and atmospheric tale that re-creates vivid pictures of period living. And with the ventriloquist skill of the truly imaginative writer, she gets under the skin of her narrators to produce a haunting tragedy of damaged and distorted lives’


Val McDermid, Manchester Evening News


‘I urge everyone towards an offbeat, literate, wonderfully imagined novel … Tightly written, completely true to period, quietly horrifying’


Poisoned Pen


‘An accomplished first novel … an evocative picture of a past era with a childhood death which remains unexplained until the final pages. A very promising debut’


Susanna Yager, Daily Telegraph


‘ … winds up the intrigue so that the book is difficult to put down. Written in a deceptively sedate style, it nevertheless had me galloping through the pages to see what the characters would get up to in the next chapter. A Little Death provides a strong sense of time and place, it is understated, witty and sharply observed, building a multi-layered, seductive and spell-binding mystery’
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FRIDAY 11 NOVEMBER 1994


OBITUARIES


Louisa, Lady Kellway, CBE, died in hospital after a short illness on November 6 aged 104.
She was born on 20 July 1890.


When Louisa, Lady Kellway died last week, the final hope of solving two of the most celebrated British murder mysteries of the century died with her. Born Louisa Lomax in the Victorian twilight of 1890, Lady Kellway was one of a generation who believed that a lady’s name should appear in the newspapers only at birth, marriage and death. Daughter of a country squire, she came from a family whose values were rooted in the certainty of an immutable class system and an empire upon which the sun would never set. In 1920 she married David, Lord Kellway, a war hero and the owner of a stately home, a magnificent Italianate garden and several hundred acres of Wiltshire, now administered by the National Trust. It was a happy marriage and there was one child, Caroline, born in 1921. Lady Kellway’s was a worthy life, including service as a JP and as the chairwoman of the local WI. As she herself said in a radio interview in 1977, it was all about ‘being sensible and getting on with it – no fuss or divorces or anything like that’.


This was true as far as her own life went, but Lady Kellway knew all about scandal. She was the first cousin of Georgina Gresham, without whose name no true-crime collection would be complete, and it is for her connection with this enigmatic woman that she will be remembered. A watercolour of the two girls by a long-forgotten RA shows two classic profiles with dazzling complexions and alabaster shoulders rising out of clouds of tulle. The portrait gives no clue that although Georgina Gresham, née Lomax, came from the same foursquare county background as her cousin, she stood trial in 1928 for the murder of her husband, millionaire James Gresham, and was acquitted to howls of public fury. In 1955, Georgina’s body was discovered in her London home, together with those of her brother, Edmund Lomax, and their housekeeper, Ada Pepper. All three had died from gunshot wounds and the police concluded that one of the trio must have shot the others before committing suicide. Despite a lengthy investigation, however, which one and why was never established.


Photographs of Georgina reveal little more than the portrait. One, dating from 1926, shows her arm in arm with her alleged lover, the Hon. Edward ‘Teddy’ Booth, now Lord Tranmere, watching the cars at the Brooklands motor-racing circuit. Others, taken during her trial, picture her being escorted in and out of the Old Bailey, and one depicts her leaving court after her acquittal, cloche hat pulled down over haughty, heavy-lidded eyes, one gloved hand holding the collar of her fur coat tightly round her neck. Louisa and Georgina’s brother Edmund stand on either side of her, fringed by journalists with out-thrust notebooks and flash-bulbs.


The last known photograph of Georgina Gresham was taken in 1952, three years before her death. She is in London’s Cromwell Road, with the Natural History Museum in the background. In what looks like the same fur coat, she has a large number of coloured scarves tied round her head and is wearing white ankle socks. At 62, her skin has the stretched, parchment look of someone far older and the surprising lengths of bare arm and leg sticking out of either end of the mangy fur are needle thin.


The questions raised when Georgina’s name first appeared in the newspapers almost seventy years ago remain unanswered today. Her husband, James Gresham, died from a massive overdose of sedatives and the prosecution asserted that Georgina had administered them to him, possibly with Edward Booth’s connivance, because Gresham refused to grant her a divorce. In other words, it was a crime passionnel, scarcely different from the case of Edith Thompson and Frederick Bywaters in 1922, which resulted in the hanging of both – except in two respects: first, the complete absence of love letters or any other physical evidence to tie Georgina and Booth to each other and second, class. The gloss of his father Lord Tranmere had clearly rubbed off on Mr Booth, at least so far as the judge, Mr Justice Cudlip, was concerned; twice during the summing up he referred to Booth as Lord Tranmere. Although the newspapers of the day promised mouth-watering revelations of how the other half committed adultery, no evidence ever materialised. Both Georgina and Booth insisted that they had never had ‘improper relations’ and the judge consistently refused to allow the prosecution lawyers to challenge this denial. Booth’s word as a gentleman, the judge said, was enough, adding bizarrely that ‘no decent man would expect a lady to admit to such a thing, even if it were true’. He may also have been influenced by the appearance of Edward Booth. Portly, ruddy-faced and 54 years old, he seemed an unlikely paramour for chic, beautiful Georgina Gresham.


The public, however, were not convinced, especially when the jury reached a verdict of not guilty. It was ironic, given the mutterings of ‘one law for the rich …’ in the weeks following the trial, that as soon as her husband died, Georgina abruptly ceased to be one of their number. The Greshams had no children and although James Gresham left a small amount of money to his brother-in-law, the bulk of his fortune went not to his wife, but to a distant cousin, Leo Gresham, who sailed from Canada, claimed his inheritance and turned Georgina out of the Hampstead mansion she and her husband had shared.


Although Lady Kellway, Edward Booth and Edmund Lomax had all stated, on oath, that the Greshams were on good terms, Georgina’s replies, when asked about her feelings for her husband, were oddly equivocal and unaffectionate. A court reporter recalled that she had a ‘shower-bath coldness’ which made her unsympathetic. ‘All the time, she seemed to be saying “you people cannot judge me”.’ When Georgina was asked why she thought her husband might have committed suicide, she replied, ‘He made a mistake.’


The death of James Gresham and his wife’s conduct during her trial remain as much of a mystery today as they were in 1928. So, too, does Georgina’s own death, twenty-seven years later. After Leo Gresham had taken possession of the Hampstead mansion, Georgina and her brother Edmund moved to 83 Thurloe Street, a small terraced house in South Kensington. This was where her body, together with those of Edmund and their housekeeper, was discovered by the milkman, Ernest Sharpe, on the morning of 16 August 1955. Unable to get a response to his knocking, Mr Sharpe peered through the front-door letter-box and saw the body of the housekeeper, Ada Pepper. ‘The very first thing I saw was her eyes,’ Sharpe said. ‘They were staring straight at me, right on a level with mine. She was only a couple of feet away, sat on the floor with her legs stuck out in front and blood all down her overall.’


Mr Sharpe fetched the police. The front door of no. 83 was locked and bolted on the inside, so Constables Robert Hartley and Harry Rowse smashed a pane of glass in the basement door and went down the corridor and up the steps that led to the main part of the house. However, before they could get into the hall, they had first to open the door at the top of the basement steps. This door opened outwards and Miss Pepper’s body was leaning against it. Not realising the nature of the obstruction, the two men forced open the door, dislodging the housekeeper’s body, which fell on to its side on the hall carpet where, due to rigor mortis, it remained in its L-shaped sitting position. Although Miss Pepper was wearing her overall, her face was heavily powdered, there were several silk flowers in her hair and she was wearing a pair of white gloves.


The next thing the two constables saw was the body of Georgina’s brother, Edmund Lomax, in the doorway of the sitting-room they shared. Mr Lomax, dressed in pyjamas and slippers, was lying on his side. He had massive injuries to his face and the skirting boards and the lower parts of the sitting-room door were splashed with blood.


There was a lot of blood on the tiled floor of the hall and the end of the threadbare strip of carpet where Ada Pepper’s body had been seated was saturated with it. By the time the two policemen had stepped over Miss Pepper’s body and around Edmund Lomax’s to open the front door, they had added a number of bloody footprints to the original stains, and the sergeant they let in must also have contributed his share as the three officers doubled back and entered the sitting-room. Seated in an armchair in the corner was the body of Georgina Gresham. She was wearing a georgette evening gown of prewar design and matching gloves. The back of her head was missing from just above the hairline and the wall behind the chair was covered with blood and brain tissue.


Although all three bodies had gunshot wounds, there was no gun in sight. The only thing which could possibly have been described as a weapon was a heavy kitchen mincer which lay on the floor under Georgina’s chair, but this was ruled out because, although it was spattered with blood, there was no forensic evidence to suggest that it had been used to hit anyone.


The house was in a filthy condition and most of the rooms were so cluttered that they were impossible to enter. Eight chandeliers were found packed away in pieces, along with three sets of golf clubs, thirty-eight clocks, forty-three cigarette cases, a four-foot-high electro-plated nickel table centrepiece in the shape of a palm tree and an enormous box of cutlery which had obviously been pilfered from hotels with names like the Metropole and the Grand. There was a collection of women’s clothes from designers like Mainbocher, Schiaparelli and Jean Patou, and dozens of boxes of gloves, fans and hair ornaments, plus a trunk of linen with the perfectly mummified body of a cat lying on top of the sheets. When the contents of the house were eventually taken into storage, a total of 614 crates was removed. What was missing was a single clue, either to the deaths of Georgina and Edmund Lomax and their housekeeper Ada Pepper, or to that of James Gresham twenty-seven years earlier. The police did, however, discover a revolver wedged behind a stack of newspapers under the hall table. Unfortunately, it was too heavily blood-stained to yield any fingerprints. Ernest Sharpe remembered seeing ‘something that might have been a gun’ on the floor near Miss Pepper’s left hand when he looked through the letter box, so it is possible that the weapon was dislodged when the two constables opened the basement door, knocking over her body. In the weeks that followed the discovery of the bodies, there was much speculation as to whose hand had been nearest the gun – the housekeeper’s or Edmund Lomax’s.


Lady Kellway was called to give evidence at the inquest into the deaths, although she had been at her Wiltshire home on the night of the shootings. When she was asked if she knew of any reason why her cousins would have killed each other or committed suicide, she replied that they were becoming depressed because their health was failing. Pestered by journalists, she issued a statement saying that she had nothing further to add. Like Edward Booth, she was to maintain her silence until she died.


It is, of course, possible that Lady Kellway had nothing further to add. But it could also be that this tweedy, matronly figure, with her common-sense Christianity and noblesse oblige, knew a good deal more about her cousin than she was prepared to divulge. The hallmarks of the Gresham trial – the bland testimony of Georgina Gresham’s friends, the loyalty of her servants, the deferential attitude of the judge and the fact that the defendant herself seemed to expect all this as of right – are those of a different age.


It is too late now to discover the truth. The horses have not been frightened, the boat remains unrocked.


Lady Kellway is survived by her daughter, Caroline Cornford.








— PART ONE — 


83 Thurloe Street, SW


July 1955





ADA



It was my birthday last week. Lovely flowers from Master Edmund, beautiful. He always remembers, but Miss Georgina doesn’t pay attention to those sorts of things and I don’t expect it. Anyway, birthdays aren’t important when you get to my age. But this afternoon when I was having my rest, I heard her go thump-thump on the floor with the broom for me to go up there. I told her, ‘Don’t you go summoning me up here again in a hurry, my knees are poorly.’


She said, ‘Sit down, Greymalkin.’ That’s what she calls me at present, though I don’t know what it means. Six months ago she was calling me Brunhilde, and before that it was something else just as daft. But I don’t take any notice, it’s just her games. I took Master Edmund’s chair next to hers in the window where she sits all day and looks out. Then she says, ‘Really, Ada, you make such a fuss about everything. I’m not asking you to charge into the valley of death with the six hundred. I only asked you to come up because I’ve got a present for you,’ and she wallops down a box of chocolates on my worst knee. The doctor says I’m diabetic now, so I can’t have chocolates and sweets, and she’d know that if she ever bothered to think, which she doesn’t. It was on the tip of my tongue to say, ‘Very nice, I don’t think,’ but I kept mum, so of course she said, ‘Well, don’t I deserve a thank you?’


‘It’s very kind of you, Miss Georgina, I’m sure.’ That’s typical, making me look ungrateful like that.


I don’t know what I’m supposed to do with these blasted chocolates. They had to go straight into the back of the cupboard, so I wouldn’t be wanting to eat them, and then of course I had to go and drop a tin of peas on my foot doing that, so now that’s something else that hurts along with the knee. I’ll have a sit-down and look out into the yard. It used to be a nice view from my little kitchen when Master Edmund got me the tubs of flowers, but they didn’t thrive; there’s not enough light for them down here.


Master Edmund calls us his two guardsmen. Me and Miss Georgina, he means. One guards the front and the other the back. Although what there is to guard in this basement I don’t know.


Miss Georgina never goes outside any more. She stopped getting the people coming up to her a long time ago, so it isn’t that. I think she’s lost interest in what goes on, apart from the papers. As long as she can have a read and do her crossword, that’s all she cares about, really. This wasn’t the house where it happened, of course, nothing like it, but we moved up here straight after, while it was all still in the papers, and we did get the odd one or two sniffing around. Not reporters, just normal people. I caught a couple of them on the front porch once. Two women. I’d come out the basement door and I looked up and there they were. Broad daylight and one of them was peering through the letter-box. The other one’s stood behind her, going, ‘Can you see anything, then?’ But that was nothing to what went before. Miss Georgina used to get people shouting at her, nasty letters, all kinds of things. It was always women who did it; you don’t get men doing that sort of thing, do you?


It’s all forgotten now, of course, but there was a terrible to-do about it at the time. It’s not surprising – Mr James was rich, he knew a lot of important people: politicians, in the world of business, that sort of people. A cause célèbrity that’s what you’d call it. And Miss Georgina was so lovely, they couldn’t take enough pictures. I thought at the time, it’s a good job they never found out what happened to Miss Georgina’s brother Freddie, how he died, or goodness knows what sort of wicked things they’d have made up. Because there were plenty who thought she’d got away with murder as it was, without dragging all that into it as well. I thought there might be some trouble with the neighbours when we moved here afterwards, but they’re all nice people, and Master Edmund is so well liked they have plenty of friends. If Miss Georgina wants to see people, Master Edmund only has to telephone and they all come to play bridge. I think Miss Georgina gets just as much of a kick from hearing Master Edmund talking on that telephone as she does from the company: ‘Doo telephone,’ she says. ‘Dooo telephone, Edmund,’ and then she always has to have the door open so she can hear him out in the hall. But it does make me laugh; to see him touch that telephone, you’d think it was going to explode at any moment. He picks it up and says, ‘Are you there?’ – it sounds as if he’s shouting into the mouth of a cave. Sometimes, if she’s talking to him and she thinks he’s not listening, she puts on a voice and says, ‘Are you there?’


Miss Louisa comes here every week to see them. She’s Lady Kellway, really, by her marriage to Lord Kellway that’s dead. Master Edmund’s very fond of her – his face lights up like Christmas whenever she comes. Miss Georgina doesn’t like it, but Miss Louisa’s been a good friend to her and she knows it, though she’d never admit it. Miss Louisa’s daughter, Miss Caroline, or Mrs Cornford I should say, she comes to visit too, sometimes. He’s Cornford’s pickles. They repeat on me, but of course I wouldn’t ever say that to Miss Caroline. But somebody must eat them, because he’s got money coming in hand over fist.


We were here all during the war, right on this spot. I said to Miss Georgina, ‘Why don’t you go as a paying guest?’ because there was plenty in the country taking them at the time. Well, she wouldn’t hear of it. I told her, ‘Don’t worry, I’ll be here to keep it nice for when you come back,’ but would she listen? Not on your nelly. Not that I was surprised, mind you. I might as well be a lump of coal for all the notice she takes of me. ‘I’ll sleep in my own bed and if Hitler wants to bomb me, that’s his look out.’ That’s what she said. Of course, where Miss Georgina goes, Master Edmund goes, so there was me, sat down here all alone, under the stairs, night after night, worried sick. One night there was a huge bang right on top of us and all the plaster coming down, and I thought that’s done it, I only hope Master Edmund’s got his teeth in. I wouldn’t like him to be found without his teeth in … and then I heard this thin little voice: ‘Ada, Ada, where are you?’ And I looked up and there they were, covered in dust and plaster, and looking like ghosts, Master Edmund in his pyjamas and tin hat, one arm all over blood, and her in a satin night-gown and his old tweed coat with a shawl wrapped round. What a pair they looked! But Master Edmund is a card, he made me laugh, even then. I’d done some washing, and of course the rack had come down with the bang and it was all over the floor. Master Edmund looked down and said, ‘Has the clothes-horse bolted?’


It turned out the damage wasn’t too much, it was the house behind us that got the worst of it, and all we had was windows gone and a bit of mess, so it was fixed up soon enough. Master Edmund and Miss Georgina’d been told over and over to sleep downstairs – and that time the ARP man sat Miss Georgina down and said, ‘You’ll be stopping downstairs from now on, won’t you?’


‘Oh, yes,’ she said. But I knew she wouldn’t and sure enough, the next night: back upstairs.


I’ve known Miss Georgina from when she was a little girl. Me? Well, I wasn’t a little girl, exactly, because I was thirteen when I went into service with the family. I missed my mother so much, when I first came away from home, I used to start crying if I even thought of her. But I soon grew out of it. Miss Georgina, she lost her mother when she was ever so young. I was there when it happened. I never even knew she was ill. We were all in the same house, but it was like another world, the way they lived, and nobody talked about those sorts of things, certainly not to their servants.


The day she died, it was perishing. November. I was out there at six in the morning, scrubbing down the front steps. I’ll bet they can’t get anyone to do that now. But it had to be done every morning and I was the one to do it, because I was the under-housemaid and that was that. In those days, you couldn’t go to your trade union and say, ‘I won’t do this and such at six in the morning,’ because there wasn’t nothing like that. I’m sure that’s how I got my trouble with my knees. I’ve had a habit, over the years, same as my mother, of saying, ‘Oh dear, oh dear,’ if something hurts. When I was a girl I said to my mother, ‘Why do you say that?’ and she said, ‘Because it makes me feel better.’ And I don’t know why, but it does.


After the steps, I’d got my fires to do. That was what I hated most, the fires. Kneeling in front of those grates full of cold ash, I always felt like I was the only one in the world who wasn’t tucked up in a warm bed. I couldn’t even stop to enjoy the fire once I had it lit, because there were five others to do before I could even think about breakfast. I was half-way through when the housekeeper came and told me I had to take a can of hot water upstairs for the mistress. I went for the water and I never thought anything about it until I got to the landing outside Mrs Lomax’s room. I thought her own maid would come out and take it from me, but she never, and I didn’t know what I was supposed to do. The can was heavy and I wanted to put it down before I spilled the lot. I knocked, ‘Ma’am? Ma’am? I’ve come with the water,’ but no one answered, so I thought: Oh, she can’t be in there. I gave the door a push, ever such a little one, and it came open.


Mrs Lomax was in there lying in the bed, with her hair all spread out on the pillow. She’d got her eyes closed and her face – I tell you what it reminded me of: once me and my brother Charlie stopped to watch the watermen drag up a corpse out of the river. They said it had been a week floating in the water and it was grey-white like a fish, with the mouth gone blue. And when I looked again, I thought, she’s dead … I didn’t know what to do. I put my can by the fire and ran for it. I was so confused I went down the wrong stairs, the proper ones, and I almost crashed into the housekeeper and the doctor coming up. I thought, now I’m for it, but the doctor said, ‘Wait!’ He wanted things bringing, water and linen, so I was up and down with that. I never went in the room, I put the things down at the door and knocked, and he came out and took them. Then he said to me, ‘Fetch the bath.’ I thought, what does he want with the bath? But I went and got it. I knocked a lump of paint off the doorway getting it and I was worried in case someone noticed, but there was no one to see and anyway they were all too het up about Mrs Lomax to bother with that. I asked one of the others afterwards and she said there was a baby, though I don’t know how she knew. When I heard that, I got it into my head that the doctor put the baby into the bath. I don’t know why I thought that, but I used to dream about it, the dead baby lying in the tin bath, that someone gave it to me and I had to keep it in my room, and I didn’t want it.


I don’t know why I was so upset over it. After all, I’d seen a baby dead before, several times. My mother used to have a baby every year or so. She’d tell us children, ‘You go and see your Auntie Vida, and when you come back, there’ll be a little baby brother for you, or a sister.’ The babies usually died after a few days, but there was a lovely one, a boy, that lived for longer – about a month, I think. Every morning I’d ask my mother, ‘Can we keep this one?’ and she’d say, ‘No, Ada, not this time.’ I could never understand how she could be so cruel. Because for a long time I thought my mother was the one deciding if they could live or die and I wanted to ask her why she couldn’t let this one stay alive, but I thought if I did that she might change her mind about me and then I’d have to go too!


Miss Georgina can’t have been more than six or seven when her mother died and Master Edmund two years older. They were lovely children, beautiful. Took after their mother: black hair, big dark eyes that glowed out of their faces, skin like cream. To see them together, it was like a mirror with a boy on one side and a girl on the other. Poor Master Alfred, that they called Freddie, he was the youngest and the odd one out. Didn’t look like he belonged in the family at all, with his hair like carrots. But he was a dear little thing, ever so bright. I remember seeing him at Dennys – that was the Lomaxes’ country house – picking up handfuls of grass for the horses, even when they were standing in a field full of the stuff, and he was far too small to reach them even though he stood on tiptoe with his little hand stretched out, and of course the horse gave one sneeze and it all blew away.


Not that I saw them much, not then. They were always with the nurse. It was always ‘nurse’, never ‘nanny’. She was a very religious woman – a Christian, but a different sort to the rest of us. The older servants were very suspicious of her, because she kept telling them, I‘d never touch one drop of drink, not if it was poured in a golden cup.’ Not that I ever noticed any of them drinking either, but they thought she was making herself out to be superior because of her religion and they didn’t like that. To be honest, I was more than a little bit frightened of her.


Master Edmund was sent off to school soon after Mrs Lomax died and Miss Georgina and Master Freddie went to live at Dennys for good. Mr Lomax was to stay on in London. The London house was half shut up and I was afraid I’d lose my place, but the housekeeper told me I was to go to Dennys with them, because they needed an extra pair of hands for the cleaning, so I was thrilled with that. I went down there on the train: ‘Third Class and Servants’. The nurse took off and left me with the bags, and I got in a terrible muddle and couldn’t find a porter. But the house! I loved that house. It was made of pale bricks, with a green veranda running all round the bottom and a porch with flowers and a wooden seat. It had decorations all up the wall in shiny bricks, with lovely flowers and leaves carved in a sort of frieze, and a beautiful stained-glass window. And there was grass! I’d grown up in a city and I felt as if I was escaping, except I wasn’t going for the fresh air, I was going to work, and I knew I’d be lucky to stick my nose out of the scullery door once a week, never mind country walks. But still, it was all there outside, even if you could only see it through the windows.


I was ever so nervous the first time I opened up the big kitchen door at Dennys. Inside it was all steam and noise, and everyone seemed to be in a tearing hurry. I didn’t know what to do, so I just stood quiet against the wall and wondered if anyone would notice I was there. That was when I met Ellen. She come straight up to me: ‘Hello, I’m Ellen.’


I said, ‘I’m Ada. Am I meant to come in here?’ because they were all so busy I thought I must be in the way. She said, ‘That’s where the door is, isn’t it?’ in the cheeky way she had and grabbed hold of my trunk. ‘I’ve to take you up to my room. You’re sharing with me.’ The minute I set eyes on Ellen I knew I was going to like her. She always looked a mess. Always cheeky and always a mess. She had yellow hair that flopped about and big round blue eyes. Her cap was always shoved on to the back of her head with great hanks of hair hanging down, and even if she was told to go and tidy it up it would be all over the place again in five minutes. Well, she took me up to her room and they’d got a sort of camp-bed thing fixed up for me to sleep on because it was the only space there was. The room was so small you couldn’t open the door all the way, you just had to take one step in and you’d fall right on to the bed.


But I was glad to have a friend. That’s what I’d missed in the house in London. There were plenty of people, other servants I mean, but they were all older; they didn’t want to be friends with the lowest one. I had two brothers and three sisters at home, and we’d all shared a room together with a curtain hung down the middle to separate the boys from the girls, and then I came away to work and had to stay in that tiny attic room and I hated it, being on my own.


Ellen could talk the hind leg off a donkey, she had so many stories to tell. The first night I was there I hardly had a wink of sleep, we were talking and laughing away, but I didn’t care, I was so happy. The next morning, though! I felt terrible, and Ellen and I were up and down ladders, lugging pails about, brushing the wallpaper, cleaning the paint, unstringing the blinds, you name it. It’s a miracle no one sent us up a chimney. When I had the charge of my own staff, if I’d had two like me and Ellen I’d never have had them together working, not on your nelly. Never get anything done in a hurry with two like we were. But we were always put together, and of course it suited us down to the ground. We were up in one of the back bedrooms where you could see into the yard and Ellen was chat, chat, chatting away to me, when she suddenly stopped and grabbed my arm, ‘Ooh, look, Ada! There’s William!’ Well, I thought oh-ho, because this was a name that hadn’t cropped up before, and sure enough, Ellen turned red: ‘I think he likes me, Ada. He works for Mr Vincent.’ Mr Vincent was the butler. Then she said, ‘He always stops to talk to me and he’s ever so handsome.’


I said, ‘Oh, get on with you,’ but she fair pulled my arm off.


‘Quick, Ada, come on, let’s go and change our water, then you can see him.’ My water wasn’t any more dirty than hers was, but of course I followed her like a ninny.


Ellen was looking round for William, but I thought: I’m down here, I may as well change my water, so I went to the tap. I shut my eyes for a moment to enjoy the little bit of sun and when I opened them, there was this man standing there as if he’d just fallen out of the sky or something, looking right at me. I don’t think I’ve ever felt such a fool in my life, being caught standing there asleep on my feet like a horse, and it was worse because he was handsome, just like Ellen said. He looked more foreign than English, with black hair and a browny sort of skin. He said ‘How do you do?’ to me, and stuck out his hand to shake. I was so confused I didn’t know where to put myself. Ellen goes, ‘This is William,’ as if I couldn’t have guessed it from the daft way she was looking at him.


Then he said to me, ‘Your bucket’s run over the top.’ There was water everywhere and I hadn’t noticed. Then of course I had to stand there beside him while Ellen filled up her bucket. He said, ‘Ellen has told me all about you. You’re a very important person.’


I could feel myself going scarlet. ‘I never said that!’


Then he said, ‘Ellen seems to think so. She seems to like you very much.’ Looking at me like it was beyond him to see why anyone would like me at all, never mind very much. I thought, who does he think he is? He certainly thought he was clever. He was nineteen or twenty, I suppose, and he must have had all the girls he met go mad for him, looking the way he did. I thought: Well, he needn’t think I’m going to go spooney over him. But Ellen was, trying to look out for her water and us at the same time, chattering away nineteen to the dozen.


All I could think of was how silly the pair of us must look and I wasn’t half glad when William went off back to his work. But then Ellen started up: ‘Ooh, he’s so handsome, isn’t he handsome, Ada?’ She couldn’t leave the subject alone for five minutes. She got sillier and sillier about it – she told Mary and a couple of the others: ‘I think William’s taken a fancy to me,’ and instead of telling her to pull herself together like they should have, they were all ears, listening to her nonsense and joshing her about having a young man. Telling her it was true, even. I thought: I hope William doesn’t get to hear of it, he’s got enough opinion of himself already – but of course the true reason was because I didn’t want him to think I had anything to do with a lot of silliness.


One day, we had a stack of sheets to turn sides to middle and of course Ellen wasn’t lifting a finger; she had her nose glued to the window in case you-know-who should come along. Yammering away as usual, but I wasn’t paying any attention. She was like the wireless, was Ellen. It’s company, but you don’t take in all what they’re saying. William frightened the life out of me, tapping on the glass, and of course Ellen couldn’t contain herself. She would have bashed her brains out getting the window up if I hadn’t helped her. William had this lovely silver tray that he’d filched from the dining-room and he put it in the window, so we could see there were two beautiful red roses on it. He said ‘Goodmorning, ladies’ as if we were a pair of duchesses sat there sewing.


Ellen goes in feet first: ‘Ooh, William, aren’t they beautiful? Is it for me?’ I just sat there, I wasn’t going to jump up and down for him.


But he held out the flower towards me. ‘Won’t you take your rose, Miss Ada?’ Miss Ada! I thought: I don’t want the stupid thing, specially not if it was pinched, which I thought it must be.


Ellen took it and practically threw it at me, ‘Here you are, take it!’ so she could talk to William. I never touched it, just left it in my lap and went on with my sewing, but I could see William’s face over Ellen’s shoulder and I knew he was putting on a show for me. She was gushing away; ‘Oo, William it’s ever so sweet.’


Then he said to her, ‘Aren’t you going to give me a little bit of something nice for it?’ I couldn’t believe it! He was looking straight at me when he said it, his eyes were laughing, but of course she was too taken in to notice.


I thought, that’s not fair, even someone as daft as Ellen doesn’t deserve that, so then I said, ‘I can hear someone coming,’ and that got him moving pretty sharply. Ellen slammed down the window hard enough to break the glass and stuffed the rose down the side of the chair.


Of course, no one came and she went all suspicious: ‘You never heard no one, Ada, so why say you did?’


I said, ‘I thought I heard Mrs Mattie,’ because that was the housekeeper’s name.


Ellen said, ‘No you never. You’re jealous, Ada. I never thought I’d see that from you.’ I didn’t know what to say. I couldn’t say the truth, which was that William didn’t care that! about Ellen, nor ever would. I was glad when it was time for me to go up with the tea-tray, I’ve never wanted to get out of a room so much. So off I ran as fast as I could, and I fell right over Jenny in the passageway and nearly broke my neck. In big houses like those, there was always some poor mite that did all the roughest work and at Dennys it was Jenny. She was a mental defective, but harmless enough. She was tiny, with such a skinny little neck it looked as if her head would just go wibble-wobble and fall right off, and her arms were like two sticks. Every time I looked at her I’d count my blessings. Mind you, she had a better situation than most of her kind – at least, she did until what happened to Master Freddie.


Anyway, I’d come a real cropper and I was busy putting myself right again when I saw William down the corridor. He was just lounging about, leaning against the wall, looking like he owned the place when he shouldn’t even have been there. Well, I had to walk past him to get to the kitchen anyway, so I thought, right! And I marched straight up to him: ‘I want to talk to you.’


Well, he just couldn’t resist it: ‘To what do I owe this honour, Miss Ada?’ He’d just watched me tumble down – I noticed he never offered to help me up – and there he was, hands in his pockets, looking like he thought he could break my heart with one snap of his fingers. That look of his!


It made me furious, and I said, ‘Why don’t you save that for Ellen? She likes it, I don’t. And don’t call me Miss Ada. Why do you have to do all that?’


I thought: That’s told him, but he said: ‘All what?’


‘Giving Ellen a rose and carrying on like that.’


This is William: ‘Like what?’


I blurted out: ‘Like you was her fancy man!’ I didn’t know what a fancy man was, not really. I thought, suppose it’s something dreadful, but I’ve said it now; I can’t take it back.


William said, ‘But I gave you a rose as well, didn’t I?’


I said, ‘You only did that because you want to get round Ellen.’


‘No, I didn’t. You’re worth ten of Ellen, anyone can see that.’ And he levered himself away from the wall and was off. ‘You’re worth ten of Ellen.’ I still can hear him saying it. Well, I didn’t know what to think. No, I tell a lie, I was pleased. Of course I was pleased. I felt guilty because it was Ellen and she was my friend, but I never asked him to say it and if he liked me, well, it wasn’t my fault, was it? He’d looked straight at me and said it, and I thought it was wonderful.


I went to the window and had a quick look in the glass to see if I’d changed at all. I don’t know who I thought I was going to see, the Queen of Sheba, but it was still the same old Ada. I haven’t told you what I looked like, have I? A fish, that’s what I thought I looked like. A lot of people with red hair have that look, especially if they have a big mouth. Big pale mouth and pale eyes, that’s what does it. My hair was nice, chestnut, but I’ve never had any eyelashes to speak of and I’m all over freckles. I look as if someone flicked a brush full of brown paint at me and forgot to wipe it off after. So I wasn’t going to win any prizes, but I felt like I could after William said that. If he’d said, ‘Oh, Ada, you’re so beautiful,’ well, I wasn’t stupid, I’d have known it was flannel. But he didn’t and it was the way he looked at me, that was what mattered. And there I’d been, saying to myself, ‘I won’t take any nonsense from him.’


After that I couldn’t bear it when Ellen started on ‘William this’ and ‘William that’. I’d be listening to it, all her nonsense, but inside I was thinking, stop it, stop it. I think I would have told her, but she’d never have believed me, and nor would any of the others if I’d told them.


It was right after that, poor Master Freddie died. It was just – well, it was beyond anything you could think, really. Because who could do that to a little child? That’s what I could never understand. It was a lovely summer day, I’ll never forget it. I was working in the scullery when I heard the scream. I was up to my elbows in dirty cloths, but I rushed straight out into the passage to see who it was. Miss Louisa and Master Roland were staying at Dennys, and her governess come tearing round the corner and smack! into the opposite wall, just as if she was blind. I can see her now, she had a grey skirt and a white blouse; she was blundering from side to side in the passage, hips bumping against the walls, beating her hands on them, almost falling, screaming and screaming as if she was possessed. I called out to her, ‘Are you hurt? Shall I fetch Mrs Mattie?’ but she just went on as if I wasn’t there at all. I didn’t know what to do. I was afraid to go up to her because my hands were wet from the washing and I thought: Even if she has gone mad, she won’t like me to get her nice clothes all dirty. She ran through the door and into the yard, and I was going to follow her in case she did herself a mischief, but Mrs Mattie suddenly came up behind me and grabbed me by the arm. She was only a little mouse of a woman, but she had quite a force when she wanted to – you should have seen the bruise I had, it was like a chimney-sweep’s handprint on my arm. I said to her, ‘I was just going to see about the noise, Mrs Mattie,’ because I didn’t want her to think I was the one screaming and shouting, but she wasn’t having any of it.


She got hold of my shoulders and spun me right round, ‘You’re going back in the scullery. Now!’ and pushed me in the chest. Well, I just stood there gawping at her. Just then, Ellen and some of the other maids came dashing round the corner to see what the noise was, because honestly, you could have heard it a mile off, the racket Miss Louisa’s governess was making. Well, there was Mrs Mattie and I in the middle of the passage, about five steps away from the back door, and Mrs Mattie took one look at all these girls and she went and stood in front of that door like a policeman, yanking me by the collar so I didn’t have no choice but to go with her. I heard my frock rip, which was just as well because she was holding me so tight I was choking. The others stopped dead when they saw us barring the door like that. To be honest, at any other time it would have been funny, because they were all standing there in their brown-and-white uniforms boggling at us, it was like a herd of cows had got into the house. Mrs Mattie was holding me in front of her so I couldn’t see her face, but I could feel her eyes all right, burning into Ellen and the rest of them. ‘Stop! Get back to your work, all of you. There’s no need for this rumpus.’


Well, for a minute they all stared back at her and I thought, they’re going to charge at us, but then Miss Louisa’s governess suddenly appeared at one of the windows, screaming and pounding on the glass with her fists: ‘Help me, somebody help me!’ It was right next to where Ellen was standing and she leaped clear into the air from the shock of it, and then just for a moment we all stood quite still and stared at this horrible face, all pink from crying and blurred against the window like her skin wasn’t made in fast colours, going, ‘For the love of God, somebody please help me!’ Then one of her hands smashed right through the glass and she slid down, crying and howling, until all we could see were her ten fingers holding on to the sill, covered in threads of blood and bits of broken glass.


Mrs Mattie roared, ‘Into the scullery, all of you, now!’ like a lion. Then she let go my collar and rushed towards the girls, and shooed them all in there and shut the door. Then she dashed past me and out of the back door and into the yard. I was seeing everything a bit fuzzy, so I sat down with my head between my knees and tried to get my breath back.


Ellen came out of the scullery after a few minutes. ‘You don’t half look peculiar. Are you all right?’


‘I should think I’ll live. What’s happening?’


‘I don’t know. I thought you did. Wait a minute, though …’ and she went over to the broken window and looked out into the yard. ‘Mrs Mattie and Miss What’shername just went behind the hedge, there’s something going on … Ada! There’s a man there, one of the grooms, he’s got Master Freddie in his arms, he’s carrying him like a baby. Master Freddie’s got a handkerchief wrapped round his head, there’s blood … It must be an accident, Master Freddie’s had an accident! Oh my Lord, they’re coming back to the house. Quick, Ada, get up! Whatever it is, we’d better make ourselves scarce or we’ll catch it.’ We got back to the scullery in the nick of time.


Mrs Mattie came in. She looked very serious and said, ‘I’m afraid there’s been an accident and Master Freddie’s been hurt. Now, I don’t want a lot of talk and fuss, because that won’t help poor Master Freddie, will it? I want you to do what you’re told as quick as you can and we’ll soon have things put in order.’ Then she started telling us we had to scrub floors and sweep the yard. We weren’t best pleased about having to do such rough work, which, as I say, we didn’t normally.


Someone said, ‘Where’s Jenny?’ because those were her jobs by rights.


But Mrs Mattie fairly bit her head off: ‘Never you mind about Jenny. If you want to keep your place, you’ll stop asking questions and get on with your work.’


Well, of course we all wanted to know what was going on – we were only human – but that got us working in a flash. Ellen and I were put to scrubbing down the passage, which didn’t make us very happy, but that was how come we knew a policeman had been called, because him and Mrs Mattie were outside in the yard and we could hear them talking through the broken window. The two of us were right underneath it on our hands and knees, trying to hear what was going on. ‘Perhaps you could show me where it happened?’ That was the policeman.


Ellen whispered, ‘Whatever does she want with a copper?’


‘I don’t know.’ I put my head up a bit so I could see. ‘Oh, it’s only the bobby from the village.’


‘Well, he won’t do much, he’ll be too frightened of Mr Lomax.’


That was true enough, because he wasn’t doing anything that I could see, just saying, ‘Oh, it’s a bad business, a terrible business,’ over and over again. They walked out of sight behind the hedge for a moment and we couldn’t hear, but when they came back, Mrs Mattie was saying something about would he like to speak to the doctor and the policeman said, ‘Has he finished examining the body?’


Ellen’s eyes were like saucers. ‘What body?’ Then we heard the back door go and we scrambled back to our places and scrubbed for all we were worth while Mrs Mattie and the policeman came past. The moment they’d gone, down went our brushes. Ellen’s face was stark white, like chalk. ‘There’s been an accident and Master Freddie’s been killed,’ she said. ‘Oh, Ada, isn’t that the most terrible thing in the whole world?’
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