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  One Door of Life Closes




  Megan and Hattie’s footsteps echoed as

  they walked down the draughty, stone-walled corridor towards the

  Reverend Mother’s office. Within feet of it, Megan paused

  and motioned Hattie towards the internal window. Using this as a

  mirror, they checked their appearances, making sure their grey

  serge frocks were crease-free and their stiff white collars

  immaculate.




  With shaking hands Megan tried to tuck the stray, unruly locks

  of her auburn hair under her mobcap. As soon as she tamed one

  curl, another escaped. Hattie giggled at her attempts. Megan made

  a face at her. ‘It’s all right for you.’

  Hattie’s smooth dark hair always looked neat, for next to

  no effort. Giving up the battle, Megan knocked on the door.




  ‘Enter!’




  Reverend Mother’s tone cracked Megan’s already

  frayed nerves. Hattie squeezed her hand.




  The moment she placed her foot on the carpet and smelt the wax

  polish, the small comfort of Hattie’s gesture dissolved.

  The stark contrast to the cold flagstone floors, and the stench

  of carbolic soap and boiled cabbage of the quarters they shared

  with other born-of-sin and orphaned children, increased her sense

  of foreboding.




  As they waited to be acknowledged, Megan’s eyes fixed on

  the butterfly wings of stiff white linen cascading from each side

  of the Reverend Mother’s bent head. The sudden lifting of

  the head made her jump. She tugged Hattie’s frock, bringing

  her attention back from looking around the room in awe.




  ‘Well, Megan Tattler and Hattie Frampton, you are now

  thirteen years of age and you are to leave us. And I don’t

  have to ask to know how pleased you both are, do I?’




  Neither of them answered, but Megan thought that if she were

  to, it wouldn’t be to say she was pleased. Not altogether

  pleased, as both she and Hattie were deeply saddened at the

  thought of being separated.




  ‘Hattie, you go later today, I understand – and,

  Megan, you are to leave tomorrow.’ The Reverend

  Mother’s eyes, shrouded by a brow that was squashed into a

  bulge by her veil, darted between them. A pinched smile crossed

  her face as she continued, ‘Now, Hattie, I see you have a

  very fitting placement as a scullery maid in the household of

  Lord Marley’s country residence. Very good! Are you

  prepared?’




  ‘Yes, Reverend Mother, but . . .’




  ‘No “buts”, Hattie. Lord Marley is one of

  our benefactors and has given many of our girls a good start in

  life by providing them with jobs. It’s up to you to make

  something of yourself.’




  ‘Yes, Reverend Mother.’




  ‘Good! So, Megan, it seems to me you think you can take

  up a placement far above your station. It is unheard of –

  someone of such low status becoming an apprenticed

  seamstress!’




  The insult, and the look that went with it, froze

  Megan’s hopes.




  ‘However, Sister Bernadette has been very persistent on

  your behalf. And, although aware of the sinful circumstances of

  your birth, Madame Marie is still inclined to give you a chance.

  I have therefore had to give the proposal due consideration, and

  I am persuaded to approve it, after seeing what Madame has

  written in her letter to me. She states that she is taking you on

  merit, because you show exceptional talent in the drawings and

  the sample of stitches shown to her by Sister Bernadette. But she

  makes it clear that you will be expected to know your place, and

  to keep it at all times. You are not to try to engage with any of

  the young ladies who are training there and you will have a room

  in the attic away from the others. Do you understand?’




  ‘Yes, Reverend Mother.’




  ‘I hope you do.’




  Megan struggled to hold down the joy surging through her. She

  stood still, head held high as was befitting and polite. She knew

  that Reverend Mother, aggrieved at having allowed her to take up

  the apprenticeship, would take it away from her if she gave her

  any excuse to do so.




  The wings of the Reverend Mother’s veil crackled as she

  inclined her head. ‘You are dismissed. But remember, what

  you make of yourselves is up to you. If you work hard and stay

  true to the teaching you have received here, you will

  prosper.’ The pinched smile had reached her eyes as she

  continued, ‘If you don’t, then the gutter is where

  you will find yourselves, as many have before you.’




  They turned to leave. The woman whose care they had been under

  since birth did not even say goodbye. Megan didn’t want her

  to, and she knew Hattie would be feeling the same. She turned as

  she reached the door, but only the top of the stiff veil remained

  visible. Megan felt sure that she and Hattie had never really

  mattered to the Reverend Mother. She closed the door, glad to be

  free of the tense atmosphere. Now she could give release to her

  feelings. But before she had time to, Hattie’s words dulled

  her joy. ‘Will we ever see each other again,

  Meg?’




  ‘Aye, we will. We’ll make sure of it. We’ll

  write regular. As soon as we get our first wage we can get paper

  and stamps . . .’




  ‘I’m not for working in service, Meg. I’ll

  be off from there just as soon as I can.’




  ‘Eeh, Hattie, why?’




  ‘Cos I’m scared of ending up like

  Daisy.’




  ‘Daisy? I didn’t know as she’d been in

  touch. Don’t she like her placement?’




  ‘I saw her the day I had to go into Leeds to have me

  tooth pulled. Sister Bernadette made me wait outside a shop. I

  wandered up the street and bumped into Daisy, and she told me

  she’d left her placement.’




  ‘You didn’t say . . .’




  ‘I know. I couldn’t think how, cos of what I found

  out, and you had worries enough over what would be happening to

  you. Anyroad, Daisy’s working the streets. She hadn’t

  eaten for two days, so I gave her the cab fare Sister’d

  pinned to me coat in case we got separated. I told Sister it must

  have come unfastened.’




  ‘Oh, Hattie, is that the gutter as the Reverend Mother

  spoke of? This “working the streets”?’




  ‘Aye, I reckon it is, by the looks of Daisy. But she

  said things’ll get better for her. She’s been

  accepted on the patch, and has a couple of customers of her

  own.’




  ‘But what is it she has to do? Is it cleaning or

  sommat?’




  ‘Oh, Meg! You daft ha’p’orth!’

  Hattie’s giggling had Megan doubled over, as it always did,

  but she couldn’t help feeling Hattie was privy to something

  she didn’t know about.




  ‘They sell themselves. Thou knows? To men. They let men

  do things to them. Things as men do to make you have babbies.

  Only they don’t keep having babbies, cos they have ways to

  stop that happening.’




  ‘How do you know of such things, Hattie?’




  ‘Daisy told me everything as a sort of warning, cos she

  knew as I’d likely end up in service. She wanted me to

  watch out for meself. She told me her master forced her to do it

  with him, so she had to run away. She made her way to Leeds and

  looked for a job, but no one would take her on without a

  reference. She met this girl who tried to help her, but in the

  end all the girl could do was take her to the house where she

  lived. Daisy said she had no choice after that. There’s

  this bloke who owns the house and he made her work the streets or

  she’d be for it.’




  ‘Oh, Hattie!’




  ‘I know. It’s why I’m scared, Meg. The girl

  said it happens a lot. She said as some top-drawer folk seem to

  think they have a right to do it, and him as did it to Daisy is

  known for it.’




  ‘Eeh, no. What will you do?’




  ‘Don’t worry, I’ll sort sommat. I’ll

  work hard until Christmas and give them no reason not to give me

  a reference, and then I’ll make up a story about having to

  leave. I don’t know what yet.’




  ‘But you might settle. It might be as your master is a

  good ’un. But if he isn’t, you’ll come to me,

  won’t you? I’ll help you, Hattie. I’ll have me

  first wage an’ all by then and I’ll give it to

  you.’




  ‘Ta, Megan. Eeh, I’m going to miss you.’




  A silence fell. Hattie’s hand felt warm and clammy

  inside her own and the fear Hattie felt had now entered Megan,

  but she had no idea what to do. A thought came to her, something

  that had bothered her for a while. ‘Thou knows, Hattie? I

  don’t even know how . . . well, how babbies happen.

  I’ve been thinking about it since we started our bleeding

  and Sister Bernadette sent us to Mrs Hartley.’




  ‘Aye, I know. I were the same. It were with Mrs Hartley

  saying we had to watch ourselves and not let boys have their way

  with us, or we’d end up pregnant. It set me thinking on it.

  But I know now. I could tell you, if you like?’




  Megan said nothing, wanting to know, but not wanting to say

  so.




  ‘Well, Daisy told me the man . . .’




  A tickly sensation in her private part – as Sister

  Bernadette called the part of them she never allowed them to

  expose – shocked and embarrassed Megan as she listened to

  Hattie. And all she could think to say was, ‘Does it

  hurt?’




  ‘Daisy said it did the first time, but it isn’t

  bad after that.’




  ‘I suppose it can’t be, cos women keep having

  babbies, don’t they? Anyroad, happen as poor Daisy were

  unlucky in the placement they sent her to. Where was

  it?’




  ‘I don’t know. I were that shocked over what she

  told me, I forgot to ask her. Still, I shouldn’t be going

  on. Your placement doesn’t sound that good, either –

  not with that Madame woman thinking of you as she

  does.’




  ‘Don’t worry, I’ll be reet. It’ll be

  worth it. Just think: I’ll be learning to make frocks and

  gowns! And maybe sommat’ll come of me drawings.

  Wouldn’t that be wonderful, eh? To see me drawings being

  made up, out of satins and such-like . . .’




  ‘Ah, Megan and Hattie, here you are!’




  Megan held her breath. Being caught in idle chit-chat was one

  of the deadliest sins. She hadn’t heard the chinking of

  keys or the dull jangle of huge wooden rosary beads – the

  sounds that warned of an approaching nun. Peering into the dim

  corridor, she saw the outline of a plump figure, hazed by a

  flowing cream habit, coming towards them.




  ‘Eeh, Sister Bernadette, it’s you! You gave us a

  fright.’




  ‘I expect I did, Hattie.’ The twinkle in Sister

  Bernadette’s eyes belied the strict retort. ‘I have

  been looking for you both this good while. Tell me, my wee ones,

  is it your placements Reverend Mother has been confirming with

  you? And is it that you are happy now that you know for sure

  where it is you’re going?’




  Megan and Hattie nodded, but the sense of dread that had come

  over Megan on hearing of Daisy’s plight and Hattie’s

  fears deepened. Sister Bernadette was the only person they could

  share their worries with, but she couldn’t talk to her

  about this. Not with her being a nun, she couldn’t.




  ‘And you, Megan? Is it pleased you are at knowing at

  last that you can go to Madame Marie’s?’




  ‘Oh yes, Sister. I can’t believe it! Ta ever so

  much.’




  ‘’Tis the good Lord you have to be thanking for

  giving you such a talent, Megan. Not that He missed out on giving

  you something when He was at the making of you either, Hattie

  dear. You have many virtues: your kind ways and a willingness to

  help others, amongst many others. You will do well, too.

  I’m sure of it.’




  Tears rolled down Hattie’s cheeks as she nodded her

  head, and Megan felt her own eyes fill up at the sight.




  Sister Bernadette patted Hattie on the shoulder as she

  continued, ‘The house you are going to, Hattie, is

  beautiful, so it is. Lord Marley’s country residence is on

  the outskirts of Leeds on the road to Sheffield. And Megan,

  Madame Marie’s is in the centre of Leeds itself and her

  salons are wonderful.’




  Even the new experience of riding the

  motor-bus to and from the station didn’t lift Megan’s

  spirits. The suffocating nearness of the strangers travelling

  with them, the rumbling and vibrating of the engine and the

  discomfort of the jolting over cobbled roads interrupted her

  reveries.




  Sister Bernadette held her hand throughout the return journey,

  but didn’t speak. Megan didn’t want her to. Never had

  she felt so miserable. She’d known the parting with Hattie

  wasn’t going to be easy, but she hadn’t thought

  she’d feel such a sense of utter desolation, or that her

  heart would feel so sore.




  The pebbles crunched under her feet as they walked across the

  courtyard of the convent, and a funny feeling overcame her when

  the huge wooden doors of the entrance came into view. It was like

  a fear mixed with excitement was churning in her belly as she

  thought of how tomorrow, she’d walk through those doors for

  the last time and leave everything she knew behind. As if sensing

  something in her, Sister Bernadette squeezed her hand.

  ‘Megan, dear, ’tis as this day had to come, and I

  have a lot of pain in me because of it, but I have learned over

  the years to accept life as it is. Not all that it gives you is

  fair, and not all that is fair is good. You will come to know

  this and, when you do, I hope you understand. Now, wee one, I

  have things to tell you of, so I have, and ’tis as I have

  something to give you that belonged to your dear

  mammy.’




  Sister Bernadette’s words, spoken in her lovely Irish

  lilt, caused a sudden shock to jolt through Megan’s body.

  Her mam had never been spoken of before. Questions had always

  been silenced. All she knew of her own birth was that it had

  taken place in St Michael’s, a convent for sinful and

  unmarried pregnant girls.




  Once they were inside the convent doors, Sister Bernadette

  took Megan to her room. ‘Sit yourself down, wee one, whilst

  I am getting for you what I know will be very special to

  you.’




  No thick carpet hushed Sister Bernadette’s footsteps or

  dulled the sound of her keys jangling against her hip as she

  crossed the room to her desk. Megan sat on the cane chair next to

  the brass bed; these two items and the desk were all the sparsely

  furnished room held. Square and with only one small window, it

  had a flagstone floor that resembled the one in the

  children’s quarters, except that these flagstones shone as

  if painted with lacquer.




  The tension that had been set up in her by knowing she was to

  hear about her mam made her fidgety. Her body felt hot and sticky

  with sweat. She watched Sister Bernadette sort through her keys

  and insert one into a drawer, before putting her hand inside. A

  panel to the side of the desk shot open, making Megan jump.

  Sister Bernadette pulled something from the opening and said,

  ‘Megan, what I have here is a locket. Inside is a picture

  of your granny and granddaddy.’ She paused and made the

  sign of the cross. ‘To be sure, ’tis sorry I am to

  have to tell you, wee one, but,’ she crossed herself again

  and looked heavenwards, ‘’tis as your poor mammy died

  just after giving you life. I helped at the birth of you, so I

  did.’




  The pain Megan had held in her chest since saying goodbye to

  Hattie swelled up into her throat and threatened to strangle the

  life from her. ‘She – she can’t be dead. I have

  to find her. She . . .’




  She had been about to say that her mam had been the daughter

  of rich parents who’d turned her out of the family home and

  wouldn’t allow her back, unless she gave her babby away.

  That had been the make-believe she’d lived her whole life

  by, along with Hattie, who’d always imagined that her mam

  had been a princess shipped away in disgrace, leaving her

  ‘sin’ behind.




  ‘Now, now, my wee one . . .’




  The urge to shout I’m not your wee one! I’m

  nobody’s wee one fought against the part of Megan that

  could never hurt Sister Bernadette. But though she didn’t

  utter the words, she knew them to be the truth. The innocent

  child she had once been had now gone.




  The locket, cold against her skin, mocked her. Clamping her

  fingers tightly around it, she paid no heed as its clasp dug

  sharply into her flesh – better to feel this pain than look

  at the trinket, which linked her to her past and yet had also

  wiped out her hopes for the future.




  ‘Look at it later, if that is what you have a mind to

  do, my wee Megan. But first I will tell you all I

  know.’




  Lying still, her body stiff with anxiety and

  her mind in turmoil, the night-time hours seemed endless to

  Megan. A feeling of loneliness swept over her as she looked over

  at the bed next to hers. It no longer held the shape of Hattie,

  curled up in sleep. Always, when troubled, they would creep into

  each other’s beds and snuggle up together, even though they

  feared being caught. But now Hattie had gone.




  Sliding her hand under her pillow, Megan found the locket. She

  felt she would be able to look at it now. She sat up. Holding her

  breath, she waited, but no one questioned her movements. If any

  of the others were awake, they would whisper something to her. No

  sound came.




  A chill shivered through her body as she tiptoed towards the

  door leading to the corridor. Once there, she opened her clasped

  fingers. As the light from the gas mantle that shone through the

  door’s little window glinted off the locket, Megan’s

  breath caught in anticipation. Opening the locket would let her

  see members of her family for the first time. Even the word

  seemed strange to her – ‘family’. A nervous

  excitement rippled through her: Eeh, I never thought to know

  of any family, and now I have pictures of me grandparents in a

  locket worn by me mam. Did she look like them? Had her mam

  looked like them?




  Sister Bernadette had said that her grandparents had died

  before she came into being. In a way she was glad of that, as it

  meant they hadn’t abandoned her mam when she’d most

  needed them.




  Turning the locket over, she read the words ‘To Catch a

  Dream’ inscribed in the tarnished, dented silver. Had her

  granddad had that engraved for her granny? She had so many

  questions that needed answering.




  A tiny click and the locket opened. Two people looked up at

  her, but they didn’t look like grandparents. The picture

  had been taken when they were young. Her granny’s huge,

  smiling eyes held love, and her granddad, though not smiling, had

  a twinkle about his expression. Both were beautiful. Tears

  started to form in Megan’s eyes, but then a warm feeling

  overtook the sadness as she saw that she had some likeness to

  both of them. Granny had unruly, wavy hair just like her own, and

  the freckles on her nose were identical to Megan’s.

  Granddad had the same high-cut cheekbones as she had, and his

  eyes, with their slight upward slant that gave them a

  near-Oriental look, mirrored her own.




  The aged brown tint to the photo didn’t hide the fact

  that her granddad’s complexion was darker than her

  granny’s. People often said that Megan had olive skin, so

  she was like him in that too.




  Sister Bernadette had said she couldn’t remember their

  names. She hadn’t written them down, and she’d

  hesitated over her mam’s name, as if she’d forgotten

  that too. ‘I think her name was Br – Brenda. Brenda,

  that’s right. Brenda Tattler,’ she’d said. Then

  she’d told Megan that her mam hadn’t been wicked, and

  that her conception had been the result of an attack by someone

  her mam’d trusted. She’d gone on to say,

  ‘Everything isn’t for being straightforward in life,

  Megan. ’Tis better you don’t dwell on how you wish

  things to be, but get on with them how they are. Just be thankful

  your mammy left you something to hold on to.’




  Getting back into her bed and laying her head on the pillow,

  Megan mulled over these words in her mind. Swallowing hard to

  stem the tears that threatened to flow, she told herself

  she’d do as Sister had said: she’d not dwell on the

  sadness of parting from Hattie, or of finding out her mam was

  dead; and she wouldn’t agonize over being alone in an attic

  and not being good enough for the other girls on her placement to

  talk to. Instead, she’d think of her family and talk to

  them. She’d heard you could do that with those who had

  passed on. The locket had given her folk of her own – folk

  who would have loved her – and now she knew of them,

  they’d watch over her and help her. Lifting her head, she

  pulled the pillow down and wrapped her arms around it. A cold

  tear trickled down her nose. She held the pillow tighter and

  snuggled into it.
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  A Clash of Classes




  The stagnant view of the symmetrical lawn,

  bordered by a tall, tailored hedge, epitomized what life had

  become for Laura Harvey as she gazed out at it from the window of

  Hensal Grange, the beautiful home in West Yorkshire that her

  husband Jeremy had inherited from his father, along with acres of

  land and the Hensal Grange mine.




  Beyond the hedge lay the view she wanted to see: fields

  coloured with crops, and chimneys releasing gases from the bowels

  of the earth, where the men and boys sweated long hours to bring

  up the coal that was the mainstay of their income. And yes, the

  stables – once the centre of her life, but just a painful

  memory, now that her dream had ended.




  How often she’d wanted to have the hedge chopped down,

  but Jeremy had laughed at her, thinking he knew better what

  privacy she needed in her own little ‘sitting room’,

  as he called it. He never referred to it as her study.




  Yes, she’d had two Queen Anne carved sofas brought in,

  had smothered them with soft cushions and placed them either side

  of the ornate fireplace, making a comfortable sitting area. But

  the mahogany desk on the opposite side of the room – huge

  in its proportions, and flanked on either side with

  floor-to-ceiling shelves, stacked with all manner of books and

  files – told of the real purpose of the room. Her

  father-in-law’s death, whilst Jeremy was still serving as

  an officer in the army, had necessitated her running the estate

  and had been the original reason for commissioning this room.




  The hedge hadn’t bothered her then, for the room had

  been a hive of activity. After all, the whole of Breckton

  breathed life from the Harvey estate.




  Her mind went over how she’d had to learn the ins and

  outs of running the colliery, the farm and the stables, as well

  as continuing to manage this grand twenty-bedroom house that she

  and Jeremy now rattled around in. On top of all of that,

  overseeing the maintenance of the tied cottages had been her

  responsibility, as had the shops, the leased farms and the

  buildings housing businesses such as the blacksmith’s. The

  work involved in administering it all had been an immense task,

  especially for her, a woman who, up to that point, had never

  worked in her life.




  Every day had presented her with a series of new decisions,

  and she’d risen to the challenge. She’d revelled in

  it even, but now her life had become tedious. Household accounts

  she could do with her eyes shut, and listening to the continual

  whining of the senior household staff as they went about their

  duties was hardly riveting. Even her marriage no longer held

  anything for her, not since . . . No. She’d not dwell on

  that. Her loneliness would crowd her. Suffocate her.




  Oh, how she hoped Emmeline Pankhurst would win

  through. Not that one altogether agreed with the

  woman’s methods, but to be liberated enough to have the

  vote would help towards being seen in a different light.




  Turning away from the window, she decided it would be best to

  sit at her desk for the task facing her. Observing a certain

  level of formality would be less of an intrusion on the

  woman’s feelings. She allowed herself a moment of dread:

  meeting Tom Grantham’s widow wasn’t something she was

  looking forward to.




  Laura’s reflection on how much Tom’s death had

  shocked and hurt her pulled her up short. She’d always

  thought of staff as dispensable commodities, but Tom had been

  different. He had been an expert horseman and the best damned

  groom in these parts. His death had made her realize that

  he’d become a kind of friend – a father-figure of

  sorts.




  ‘God! What has one become, when one has to seek

  companionship from one’s groom? And now I’m bloody

  talking to myself!’




  She would have to do something. Write to Daphne. Yes, that

  would be the thing. It wasn’t often that she envied her

  sister, because Daphne’s life as the wife of a lord –

  the adorable Charles Crompton – meant she had a full social

  diary and had to embroil herself in charitable work.




  Laura didn’t think the charitable work would suit her

  nature at all, but she could do with socializing more. Jeremy

  just wasn’t interested since . . . Anyway, she’d ask

  Daphne to come and stay for a few days.




  Daphne would probably insist that Laura visited her in York

  instead. She wouldn’t say so, but Laura knew her sister

  found the cold, polite atmosphere of Hensal Grange embarrassing,

  to say the least. Still, it didn’t matter where. Just to be

  with Daphne and to talk silly talk, gossip about the latest

  goings-on and maybe go to a dinner party where young men would

  flirt with her and tell her she was beautiful, or just notice her

  even, would be enough.




  A knock at the door interrupted her thoughts, and Hamilton

  announced Isabella Grantham. One glance at Isabella told her this

  was a homely woman, used to eating copious amounts of her own

  cooking. She had the appearance of someone who had scrubbed her

  face until it gleamed, but it didn’t hide the sadness and

  apprehension in her eyes.




  Laura knew the words of condolence she was going to utter

  would sound empty. Experience had taught her that they made no

  difference; they helped the speaker, rather than the bereaved.

  She supposed she should offer the poor woman a chair, but thought

  she’d probably refuse. ‘I held Mr Grantham in high

  esteem, and as a very valued member of my staff, Mrs Grantham.

  Consequently I want to do all I can to help you. The accident was

  most unfortunate, there being no warning that the horse would

  kick out in that manner. I am very sorry. It is sad, too, to

  think that this has come at a time when your daughter is to leave

  to take up the placement I found her at Tom’s – Mr

  Grantham’s – request. Are you still of a mind to let

  her go?’




  ‘Yes, Ma’am. I can’t see her waste a chance

  like this. I’m grateful to you for getting it sorted for

  her. She leaves this afternoon.’




  ‘A good decision. Such placements are not easy to come

  by. I hope your daughter doesn’t let me down, as Madame

  Marie took her solely on my recommendation. The type of employees

  she usually takes on are educated, and from middle-class

  families. Vicars’ daughters and the like.’




  ‘My Cissy is as good as the next one, I’ll have

  you know. Oh, I – I beg yer pardon, Ma’am.’




  Although the woman had apologized, the outburst shocked Laura.

  She was aware that she had alienated the woman, but she had no

  idea how. Better to ignore it.




  ‘Now, about your own future. I understand you work at

  the local shop?’




  ‘Aye, I do, Ma’am. I do three days, and some

  cleaning for Manny’s wife.’




  ‘Well, Mr Harvey and I have decided you may stay on in

  the cottage. There will be a rent of one shilling and three

  farthings per week, and you will be expected to help out in the

  house from time to time, to cover for staff sickness or any

  social events. We are not looking to employ a new groom in the

  foreseeable future, so your tenancy is safe for some time. The

  new enterprise Mr Grantham and I were working on – the

  building of a stud farm – is not to go ahead at

  present.’




  The act of telling someone this news brought home the reality

  of it. Jeremy had been adamant, saying that he felt it an unwise

  investment and that she would never succeed in the face of strong

  opposition, especially from the Smythe stud farm just a few miles

  away. How could he have such little faith in me? Or are his

  objections just another way for him to punish me? She took a

  deep breath. If the woman noticed Laura’s concerns, she

  didn’t show it – she showed only relief for her own

  position.




  ‘Ta. Oh, ta ever so much, Ma’am.’




  ‘If we decide in the future to hire another groom, we

  will inform you in good time and will rehouse you. In the

  meantime, Henry Fairweather and Gary Ardbuckle are going to

  manage the stable. Henry hasn’t lost his skills. He taught

  your husband, as you know.’




  ‘Aye, Ma’am, he did. I can’t yet grasp how

  someone like my Tom could be killed by a horse. Not with him

  being best in county with horses, and him being so

  strong.’




  ‘Yes. It is unbelievable . . .’




  ‘Me and my Tom thought as we had a lifetime together. We

  didn’t count on that being until I were forty-five and him

  just on fifty. We—’




  ‘Yes, of course. I am very sorry. Do let me know if

  there is anything more we can do for you.’




  She didn’t want or need to hear about how this

  woman’s aspirations had been snatched away from her; she

  had enough of her own dashed hopes to contend with. Reaching

  behind her, Laura tugged the bell cord. Hamilton appeared

  immediately.




  ‘Do wish your daughter good luck in her position, and

  remind her not to let me – us – down. Goodbye, Mrs

  Grantham. Hamilton, take Mrs Grantham through to the kitchen.

  Give her some supplies.’




  ‘I don’t need none, ta very much, Ma’am! I

  have plenty in me pantry, and me pot’s still full. Full

  enough for me own care, anyroad, and I’ve no one else to

  care for now, have I?’




  ‘Come along, Mrs Grantham.’ Hamilton ushered her

  out.




  Laura looked at the closed door in bewilderment. She shook her

  head. Whatever had she said to alienate the woman in that manner?

  Surely the woman didn’t blame her for the

  accident?




  Opening her silver cigarette case released the tang of fresh

  tobacco. Her hands shook as she placed a cigarette in her holder

  and lit it. The smoke stung the back of her throat, and coughing

  brought tears to her eyes. Good God, I am going to cry! Damn

  and blast the woman! Damn and blast everything.
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  Rules Mean Nothing to Cissy




  ‘Which one of you is Megan

  Tattler?’ Madame Marie looked from Megan to the girl

  standing by her side.




  ‘I am, Madame.’ Megan stood straight, with her

  shoulders pulled back, just as Sister Bernadette had told her to,

  though she didn’t keep her eyes lowered to the floor. She

  didn’t want to be seen as insolent, but neither did she

  want to be seen as someone who’d been dragged up from the

  gutter.




  The imagined picture she’d had of Madame didn’t

  match what she actually looked like. Her name, and what she had

  said in her letter, had conjured up a witch-like, beady-eyed

  person with teeth that stuck out. Not that she could describe the

  real-life Madame as pretty; she was more like . . .

  handsome, yes, that was the word. A funny one to use for

  a woman, but that was the impression she gave, though her

  precise, almost sharp features were softened by the way she wore

  her hair: swept up into a roll that lay like a halo around her

  head, leaving curled tendrils falling onto her face. Her grey

  eyes didn’t show any emotion. They, like her voice and her

  manner, remained businesslike at all times.




  Madame turned her eyes to the girl standing next to Megan and

  asked, ‘So, you must be Cecelia Grantham?’




  ‘Cissy . . .’




  ‘Cecelia!’




  ‘Yes, Madame.’




  Megan heard the girl sniff as she answered and wanted to take

  her hand, to give her some comfort. They had met a few moments

  ago by the door of the office in which they now stood. They

  hadn’t spoken. Cissy, as she now knew the girl was called,

  had given her a watery smile, and she’d sensed it was best

  not to question her. But she had thought that Cissy had the

  prettiest face she’d ever seen: her big, round eyes were of

  the palest blue, which even the puffiness of crying hadn’t

  spoiled; and her hair – which reminded Megan of the colour

  of straw when the sun shines on it – had the look of a

  mound of bubbles, as it tumbled round her face in a mass of

  curls. It did occur to Megan to wonder why she looked so sad, but

  she hadn’t wanted to intrude. And anyway, the sight of the

  rows of benches where young girls sat, bent over their sewing,

  had caught her attention. One of them had sniggered and nudged

  the girl next to her, but Megan hadn’t let that bother her.

  Instead, she’d lost herself in the smell and the colours of

  the fabric, and the rows of shelves housing boxes she supposed

  held things like cotton reels and fastenings. All of it gave her

  a good feeling; one that no one could spoil.




  Madame Marie let out the breath she’d been holding, as

  her glare left Cissy and shot between them both. ‘Not that

  it matters what your Christian names are, as from now on you will

  be known as Miss Tattler and Miss Grantham. May I remind you that

  you are extremely lucky to be here – especially you, Miss

  Tattler. Though it is a concession on my part to have taken

  either of you on. You at least, Miss Grantham, come with a

  modicum of respectability and a reference from one of my best

  clients, whilst the only persuasion I have for taking you, Miss

  Tattler, is the talent you seem to display in design, and the

  exquisite stitching of the samplers I was shown.’




  Megan lifted her body from her belly upwards and stretched her

  neck to lift her head high, keeping her eyes staring straight

  ahead. Although this outward sign of pride helped her, her inner

  shame made her face burn scarlet.




  ‘Be aware: I will be watching your every move. Manners

  and attitude are just as important to me as hard work and

  ability. In all of these disciplines, you both have to prove

  yourselves worthy of being here.’ Madame paused and stared

  directly at Megan, who dropped her head. What does it matter?

  I know inside I am as good as the next one.




  ‘I’m glad that is clear to you, Miss Tattler. I

  hope the way you are to conduct yourself around the ladies

  working here is just as clear.’




  Megan nodded.




  ‘I was tempted to put you both together, but I

  don’t want to risk offending Mrs Harvey. So you, Miss

  Grantham, will be allowed to sleep in the main dormitory. But

  remember, the other ladies there are above your station in life,

  and you must treat them as such at all times.’




  ‘But, I – I don’t – I’d

  like—’




  ‘Never answer back, Miss Grantham! Never! Always

  remember: you may only speak to me when I have spoken to you

  first, and then only if I require an answer. Do you

  understand?’




  Cissy’s body trembled and Megan again wanted to put her

  hand out and take Cissy’s. She felt certain Cissy had

  wanted to say she would like to be with her. This gave her a nice

  feeling inside and made up for what she’d just had to

  listen to.




  ‘Very well! Now, you will be working in the finishing

  room – that is the room just outside this office, where you

  will have observed the ladies at their benches. To begin with,

  you will practise on scrap material. You won’t be allowed

  to touch the garments until I feel you are ready to do so. You

  will have every Sunday afternoon off. The morning, after you

  return from church at nine o’clock, will be spent cleaning

  the salon and window displays. Every month you will have the

  first Monday and Tuesday as your leave days. You will both be

  responsible for cleaning the workrooms, after the ladies have

  left to have their evening meal. You will take your own meal when

  this work is finished and the ladies have left the dining hall.

  You will be at your workbenches by eight every morning and will

  take your breakfast and lunch after the ladies have had theirs.

  Your salary, less deductions for your keep, will be paid to you

  on the Monday morning of your leave. You will keep yourselves and

  your rooms spotless at all times.’ She rang the bell on her

  desk, an unexpected action that made them both jump. Cissy made a

  noise like a giggle being snatched back. For a moment, Megan

  thought that she would lose control and laugh out loud at this,

  but the years of practice at keeping a straight face stood her in

  good stead.




  A girl not much older than Megan and Cissy answered the

  summons of the bell. Madame introduced her as Miss Stallton.

  Megan took an instant dislike to her when, at Madame’s

  instruction to show them around, she gave them a look as if they

  were dirt on the bottom of her shoe.




  As soon as they were outside the office, Cissy gave way to her

  giggles, and didn’t stop even when subjected to another of

  Miss Stallton’s disdainful looks. It was all Megan could do

  not to join in, but as they followed her through a door on the

  left of the finishing room and up the stairs, she realized that

  Cissy was just trying to cover her nerves and her earlier

  sadness. She took hold of her hand and squeezed it. This turned

  the giggles to tears, so she slipped an arm around Cissy’s

  waist, whispering, ‘It’ll be reet, I

  promise.’




  Miss Stallton turned round. ‘I believe you have been

  told, Miss Tattler, that you are not to speak to anyone here

  unless you have been spoken to? Well, I am sure that includes

  Miss Grantham.’




  Shock stung Megan and her breath caught in her lungs. She said

  nothing, but Cissy did. ‘It don’t include me. She can

  talk to me when she wants to.’ This further surprised

  Megan. She’d had Cissy down as someone who would need

  looking out for, not someone who’d be looking out for

  her!




  ‘Miss Grantham . . .’




  ‘Me name’s Cissy.’




  ‘Miss Grantham! If you know what is good for you, and

  you want to retain this position, you will be wise to think

  carefully about your standing. Which, I understand from Madame,

  is only just above that of Miss Tattler. And you, Miss Tattler,

  take your hands off Miss Grantham at once. I shall report this to

  Madame.’




  Cissy, her eyes now dry and a look of defiance still on her

  face, didn’t answer, and Megan was pleased that she

  didn’t.




  As they reached the top of the stairs, the smell of wax polish

  reminded Megan of when she’d stood in the Reverend

  Mother’s office, and the same feeling she’d felt then

  entered her now. Unable to fit onto the narrow carpet-runner that

  silenced Cissy’s and Miss Stallton’s tread, her shoes

  squeaked on the shiny oilcloth covering the boards, resounding in

  the silence and causing Cissy to start her giggling again.




  Fear stopped Megan joining in. She kept her eyes straight

  ahead, but the exasperated sigh of Miss Stallton undid her.

  Clamping her hand over her mouth didn’t stop the nervous

  laughter that she could no longer hold in, but what Miss Stallton

  said next did. ‘This is the dormitory you will sleep in,

  Miss Grantham. Your bed is the fourth one along. The washroom is

  through the door at the end, on the right. You are not to enter

  any of the others, at any time or for any reason,’ she told

  Cissy. But it was when she turned to Megan and said, ‘And

  you, Miss Tattler, are forbidden entrance to all of them,

  including this one,’ that humiliation stung her, bringing a

  blush to her cheeks, and taking away her urge to giggle.




  Looking through the door Miss Stallton had opened, Megan could

  see four beds. Each had a folded screen next to it, and a set of

  drawers displaying knick-knacks stood between the beds on the

  opposite side from the screens. Light flooded the room, and the

  matching pink curtains and candlewick bedspreads gave it a warm

  and welcoming feel.




  ‘Now, Miss Tattler, you see those stairs at the end of

  this passage? They lead to your room in the attic. On the bottom

  step is a jug containing water. When you have washed and changed

  into your uniform, bring your bowl down and I will show you where

  you can empty it in the backyard. You will get fresh water from a

  pump out there and – well, there is a lavatory out there

  for your use. You are to empty your . . . your chamber pot in the

  lavatory every morning. Please make sure you use one of the

  covers provided for it as you pass along here.’ Miss

  Stallton’s body shuddered with disgust. ‘I will

  expect you at the bottom of the stairs in half an

  hour.’




  Megan could no longer hold back the tears.

  Madame Marie had made her feel bad enough, but that girl –

  that spiteful girl with her ‘Miss’ this and

  ‘Miss’ that – had made her feel like

  she’d crawled out from the sewer. Her tears blurred her

  view of the room where she would spend her time when she

  wasn’t working. She wiped them away with her sleeve and

  looked around. A well-worn rag rug served as the only floor

  covering. It lay between two narrow beds pushed up against the

  sloping wall on one side of the room. Someone had placed her bag

  on one of the beds and had spread her uniform out next to it. The

  wall facing the beds had a curtained alcove on either side of the

  huge chimney-breast.




  Putting the jug down on the washstand that stood against the

  chimneybreast, Megan pulled one of the curtains aside. Behind it

  she found a rail with hooks on and some shelves at the bottom.

  She should put her things away and get herself ready, but she had

  no inclination to do so. Her relief that it wasn’t the

  dungeon she’d imagined had done little to lift her spirits.

  Shame washed over her at the thought of how that girl had told

  her, in front of Cissy, about such private things as where she

  should go to the lavatory. And to think she’d even

  mentioned the pot under her bed!




  Loneliness such as she’d never known before seemed to

  crush her, as the bed with no clutter on it took her weight in a

  comforting way. She buried her head in the pillow. What had she

  now? No mam to find, no Hattie and no Sister Bernadette. Oh,

  Hattie, Hattie . . .




  A tapping on the door halted her sobs. She hesitated a moment

  before grabbing her hanky. Wiping her tears and blowing her nose,

  she called out, ‘Who’s that?’




  ‘It’s me, Cissy.’




  The loud whisper warmed her mood, and Megan’s body moved

  towards the door before she consciously told it to. It seems

  all that has happened hasn’t put Cissy off!




  ‘Aren’t you ready yet? By, lass, you’ll

  catch it!’




  The way Cissy said this as she came casually through the door

  made it seem as if they’d known each other forever.

  ‘Come on, Megan, it’s time to get your frock and

  pinny on. I couldn’t wait to get mine on!’ She

  twirled around in her new uniform, and in an exaggeratedly posh

  voice said, ‘Don’t you think it is the height of

  fashion, Miss Tattler? The navy is the latest colour and the

  ankle length gives one . . . modesty.’ The twirl ended with

  Cissy falling onto the bed, giggling in such a way that it would

  take a saint not to join in.




  The giggling felt good, but it didn’t last long. Cissy

  stopped as suddenly as she’d started and sat up.

  ‘I’m sorry about all me blubbing earlier. Only I

  haven’t ever been away from me mam afore, and, well . . .

  me dad – me dad passed on just a few weeks ago.’




  Megan didn’t know what to say. She took Cissy’s

  hand and they sat for a moment, not speaking.




  Cissy broke the silence. ‘Anyroad, as me mam’d

  say, there’s nowt to be gained from feeling sorry for

  yourself. There’s always those worse off. Besides,

  we’ll have each other, Meg.’




  Only Hattie had ever called her Meg before. It sounded strange

  but somehow right that Cissy should call her that, too.




  ‘Reet, come on, Meg. Slap that flannel round your face

  and get dressed. Miss What’s-Her-Knickers will be at the

  bottom of the stairs any minute.’




  ‘Miss What’s-Her-Knickers?’




  ‘Aye, that’s what me mam’d call her, besides

  other things that would make your lugs go red! I’ll tell

  you of them some other time, but I’d best go now. Me and

  you have to be secret friends, otherwise we’ll catch it

  from Madame – stupid woman!’




  As the door closed behind Cissy, Megan could have shouted out

  for joy, such was the glowing feeling that had replaced the

  loneliness inside her.
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  Hattie’s Fears Come

  True




  ‘By, you’re up with the lark

  this morning, dear. You haven’t wet the bed, have

  you?’




  Hattie giggled. Cook had some funny sayings. ‘No, Cook.

  I just thought as I’d give Betty a hand. She’s

  lagging behind a bit, and I’ve plenty of time to do me own

  chores.’




  ‘You’re a good ’un, lass. You’ve

  settled well, and you only being here a few days. I’ve

  given a good report to the housekeeper, and she’s reet

  pleased with you.’




  Cook stood in front of the gleaming black range, stirring a

  large pan of porridge. The job of blacking the range was one of

  the chores Hattie had to do at least once a week, but she

  didn’t mind. To her surprise, she found she liked the

  kitchen work. The smell of constant baking, the warmth, the

  hustle and bustle and the companionship of the staff when they

  gathered for meals around the large scrubbed table, or popped in

  and out as they went about their business, gave her a sense of

  belonging.




  ‘Mind,’ Cook continued, ‘it don’t do

  to be too kind, thou knows. You could be put upon. Though

  I’ll admit as Betty needs a lift – her only having a

  few weeks to go till she drops her babby.’




  Hattie didn’t reply. She carried on gathering the

  bucket, brush and shovel that she needed from the utility

  cupboard at the other end of the kitchen. She had to clean out

  the grates in the front room and the hall. She’d already

  done the breakfast room and the withdrawing room, and had set

  fires going in both, before she had helped Betty to get the

  sheets soaped.




  ‘Are you happy then, lass?’




  ‘Aye, I’m all right. It isn’t what I want to

  do with me life, but it’s working out better than I thought

  it would.’




  ‘Good. It’s a while since we had someone who knew

  how to go on, without being shown every five minutes. Daisy were

  the last, and she came from the same place you did. They teach

  you well, I must say.’




  ‘Daisy? Daisy worked here?’




  ‘Aye, she did, and she were a good lass. It were a pity

  – and unexpected, I might say – when she ran off.

  Just like that, without a by-your-leave! I hope you don’t

  do the same, Hattie.’




  Hattie couldn’t speak. All in all she’d been

  happy, well fed and had a space of her own in a little room at

  the top of the house. She got on well with everyone. The hard

  work and long hours hadn’t bothered her and she’d

  been willing to stick it out. But now her fear surpassed her

  happiness, and deepened it into dread at Cook’s next words.

  ‘Has Mrs Barker told you about the party next week? By,

  that’s the start of it all, when the family arrive . .

  .’




  ‘No. Is – is the family coming that

  soon?’




  ‘Oh, aye, Lord and Lady Marley will be here come

  Saturday, and the rest of the family – ten of them

  altogether, with Lady Marley’s sister and her brood –

  will be here come Wednesday. On the following Saturday

  there’ll be a party to kick off the Christmas season.

  We’ll have our work cut out that day, I can tell you.

  There’ll likely be around fifty guests, with at least

  twenty staying over. But don’t be worrying: you’ll

  have your duties all mapped out, and as long as you carry them

  through and keep out of sight as much as you can, you’ll be

  reet.’




  Out of sight – she had a mind not to be found at all!

  She stood a moment, unsure of what to do. Should she tell Cook

  why Daisy had left? The sudden appearance of the housekeeper

  stopped her from doing so.




  ‘What’s this? Not slacking, are we? There’s

  not enough time to stand gaping into space, Hattie. Not now, and

  certainly not when the family arrive, so don’t be making a

  habit of it, girl.’




  ‘No, Mrs Barker. I’m sorry, I—’




  ‘It were my fault,’ Cook said. ‘I were

  telling her of the family coming. Mind, lass has been up a couple

  of hours and has been giving Betty a hand, so I thought it

  wouldn’t hurt for her to slow down a bit.’




  ‘Very well, Cook, we’ll let it go this time. Now,

  Hattie, come to my room after breakfast. I need to talk to you

  about the extra duties you are to carry out whilst the family are

  here.’




  Cook served up a breakfast of creamy porridge followed by

  scrambled egg on thick slices of toasted bread. It all looked

  delicious, but Hattie could hardly even pick at it. Thankfully no

  one seemed to notice, so she wasn’t asked to account for

  her lack of appetite. The banter that went on amongst the staff

  at mealtimes was something she usually enjoyed, but today she was

  relieved when Cook called the proceedings to a halt, sending

  everyone back to their chores and telling her to go along and

  collect the housekeeper’s tray.




  ‘Well, Hattie, you seem to be settling

  in well, I am pleased to see.’ Mrs Barker had invited her

  to sit down as soon as she’d entered her office.

  ‘Now, you know about the family coming home next week, so I

  will run through what is expected of you during the time all the

  guests are here with us.’




  The list of extra chores seemed endless. She’d to step

  out of her usual role and assist the chambermaids – women

  from the neighbourhood who all knew the routine well and would be

  in early the next day, and every day throughout the

  family’s stay. She would be responsible for the fires, the

  turning down of the beds at the end of the evening and the

  bed-warming in five of the bedrooms, including that of Lady

  Marley. She must also be ready to run for trays whenever needed

  and generally help everyone out. This meant she’d be on her

  feet for most of the day, from six in the morning till gone

  midnight on the day of the party, and till at least eleven at

  night on the other days, with only a two-hour break in the

  afternoon. The work didn’t worry her, but with what had

  happened to Daisy still fresh in her mind, being around the

  bedrooms late at night did.




  Lying awake in the early hours, Hattie thought about her

  situation and tried to dampen the fear building up inside her.

  She couldn’t run away. She had no money and her wages

  weren’t due until after Christmas, on her first leave days.

  Telling the truth about what she knew of Daisy and why

  she’d left, and divulging her own fears, wasn’t an

  option. Everyone spoke highly of the family and the master, and

  because of this she had a feeling that she’d not be

  believed. She’d noticed, though, that Betty hadn’t

  joined in when the others were gushing on. But then she

  wasn’t one for saying much at any time. She walked around

  as if in her own world, and kept her head bent in the way someone

  would if they were looking for something. This worried Hattie.

  Betty had an aura of unhappiness about her and a look of fear in

  her eyes, and she always jumped when she was spoken to. No, she

  couldn’t add to whatever it was that was troubling Betty by

  discussing her own worries with her.




  Her thoughts went to Megan, and her eyes stung with tears.

  There was no one her own age here – no one she could make

  friends with. She liked them all, but it wasn’t the same as

  the way she and Meg had been. She brushed away her tears. She

  would cope. She’d watch her back at all times, and make

  sure the corridors were clear of folk before she stepped into

  them. At least she would be safe in the bedrooms, as they were

  all to be occupied by ladies. They had connecting doors to the

  ones the gentlemen slept in, but she knew from the gossip around

  the table that the menfolk would never enter without the lady

  being present.




  On the day of the party Hattie made her way

  to her room for her afternoon break. She’d been daft to be

  afraid. Poor Daisy must have been in the wrong place at the wrong

  time, because despite being around the house carrying out her

  chores from morning till night, she’d hardly clapped eyes

  on the master. On the two occasions she had seen him, he

  hadn’t even glanced her way.




  ‘Oh, there you are, Hattie. I wanted to catch you before

  you went for your break.’




  She nearly jumped out of her skin as she rounded the corner

  and saw the housekeeper standing at the bottom of the stairs

  leading to her room.




  ‘I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to startle you.

  Now, I’m going to be very busy here, there and everywhere

  tonight, so I wanted to make sure you know to finish warming Lady

  Marley’s bed and have her fire well banked up at precisely

  midnight, having first finished all the other rooms you are

  responsible for. This is very important, as Lady Marley has

  informed me that the carriages and motor-cars are departing at

  eleven forty-five, and she and all the ladies in residence intend

  to leave the gentlemen just afterwards and retire. Do you

  understand, Hattie?’




  ‘Yes, Mrs Barker. I’ll have it all done on

  time.’




  ‘That’s a good girl. After you have finished all

  of that, I want you to make your way to the west-wing kitchen,

  using the back stairs. You are to see if you can be of any help.

  If not, you may retire to your bed.’




  Hattie nodded.




  ‘Good. Make sure you have a good rest now. It’s

  going to be a long day – a very long day.’




  For one moment she thought Mrs Barker was going to take hold

  of her. A sweet sort of smile spread across her face as she bent

  her head to one side, just like Sister Bernadette used to, when

  pleased with Hattie. It was odd. But then, everything seemed odd

  today. Mrs Barker hovering around the bottom of the stairs

  waiting to give her instructions hadn’t ever happened

  before; she always summoned the maids to her office. And then,

  only a few minutes ago, she’d seen Florrie Bateman, the

  chambermaid she’d helped, coming out of one of the

  gentlemen’s bedrooms, even though they’d finished

  cleaning and preparing that room hours ago. She’d looked

  like she’d been in a fight. Her hair was sticking out of

  her mobcap at all sorts of angles and she’d been fastening

  her blouse. As Hattie watched her in her dishevelled state,

  she’d wondered where Florrie had got the coins that

  she’d seen her slip into her apron pocket.




  With all this worrying her, and the excitement and noise of

  more guests arriving, Hattie didn’t rest well during her

  break. Tiredness gnawed at her bones as she closed Lady

  Marley’s bedroom door, having finished the last of her

  chores. The clock in the hall downstairs began to strike the

  midnight hour. The sound of the ladies coming up the main stairs

  as she turned towards the west wing hurried her step. Not being

  seen was another of the rules to be obeyed. Relief flooded

  through her as she managed to skip around the corner just in

  time. Oh, how I hope with all my heart I won’t be

  needed to help out when I reach the kitchen!




  Going down the first steep flight of stairs tired her even

  more, and her pace slowed as she walked along the corridor

  towards the flight of stairs that would take her down to the

  kitchen. Doors leading to the bedrooms that housed the visiting

  staff led off one side. These were strange beings, with airs and

  graces, as if they thought themselves a station above the regular

  household staff. Most – though probably not the

  ladies’ maids – would be tucked up and snoring by

  now.




  The silence and the dimness unnerved Hattie. She walked

  faster. She could see the banister and the source of the only

  light: a single gas mantle placed just above the stairs. As she

  hurried towards it, the closed doors took on a sinister feel. She

  had only one more to pass. Just as she reached it, it flung open.

  Her heart plummeted into her stomach as a large man barred her

  way. ‘Ah, so the little lady has arrived! Jolly good. This

  way, my dear.’




  Shrinking back, she clutched the stair rail. ‘I –

  I’m sorry, sir. I . . .’




  ‘Come along now. Don’t be shy. Your master is

  waiting.’




  ‘But – but I’m on me way to the kitchens.

  I’ve to help out. I—’




  ‘That’s enough! You know very well why you are

  here. Mrs Barker will have told you. Now, come along and

  don’t keep your master waiting, or you may find your pay is

  halved!’




  The man grabbed her arm. She tried to pull away.

  ‘You’re mistaken, sir. Mrs Barker told me to go to

  the west-wing kitchen . . .’




  He pulled her into the room. ‘She’s here, David,

  and my, she’s a young piece and just ripe, I’d say.

  Pity it’s your turn to go first, old chap.’




  ‘Ha! Felix, you needn’t try that one. I intend to

  take my rightful turn, and you’ll not sway me.’




  Hattie looked from one to the other. Her heart banged against

  her ribs. Lord Marley rose from where he had been sitting on a

  chair in the corner of the room and came towards her. His smile

  was a smirk that didn’t reach his ugly, cloying eyes.

  ‘Umm – very young, and petite with it.’ His

  usually high-pitched voice now sounded deep, raspy and slurred.

  ‘Come over here, little one, and take off your clothes.

  I’ve a mind to see you first. By the looks of you, you have

  tiny, firm breasts just emerging, and I’d wager a

  fluff’s beginning to sprout between your legs. I’m in

  for a treat.’




  A scream formed deep within her, racked her throat and

  assailed her ears as her body cowered away from him.




  ‘Now, now. I like a fight, but there’s no need to

  go so far as to scream. We don’t want to wake the other

  servants, do we?’




  He pulled her to him. The smell of cigars and wine tinged his

  breath, and his clothes reeked of musty perfume. Beads of sweat

  trickled down his fat jowls. He brushed her cheek with a clammy

  hand. Her stomach lurched. She swallowed hard, then kicked out

  with all her might. Her foot caught his shin, the pain of it

  causing him to wince. His hand shot out and slapped her face,

  bringing stinging tears to her eyes.




  ‘Little bitch! Hold her, Felix.’




  A burning pain ripped through her shoulders as Felix pulled

  her arms behind her in a grip so tight she feared they’d

  come out of their sockets. She couldn’t move. Lord

  Marley’s face stayed close to hers. He snapped in anger,

  ‘I’ll stop your antics, you little vixen. You bloody

  well know why you’re here, so don’t play the

  innocent. If you want the money, you do as you are bid. Am I

  making myself clear?’




  ‘I don’t know, sir. I should go to

  the—’




  ‘That’s enough!’ Lord Marley looked over her

  head. ‘What do you think, Felix?’




  ‘Well, she’s here now, and she’s definitely

  the one pointed out to me. Her suddenly having cold feet

  isn’t our problem, is it?’




  ‘No, you’re right, and I’m not planning on

  giving up now. As long as you’re of the same

  mind?’




  ‘I think the plaster and the cords will help our cause .

  . .’




  ‘Good idea. Let’s get on with it, then.’




  Hattie fought until every bone of her body ached with

  exhaustion. Tears clogged her nose. The plaster stuck over her

  mouth was suffocating her, and yet it seemed that the more she

  struggled, the more they enjoyed themselves. They tore at her

  clothes, taking no heed of ruining her uniform. A deep shame

  overcame her as they gazed at her naked body, before dragging her

  towards the bed.




  There was nothing she could do. They stretched her arms and

  legs as far as they would go and tied them to each corner

  bedpost. If she moved, the cords dug deeper into her wrists and

  ankles, and her struggles to breathe sapped all her energy. Lord

  Marley stood over her and undid the buttons on his fly.




  Hattie found she couldn’t look away from the sight of

  what he fetched out from his trousers and rubbed up and down in

  his cupped hand. Was he really going to put that in her, like

  Daisy said men did? Her fear became a terror.




  The bed sank as it took his weight. He knelt over her, his

  hand next to her head to steady him. His other hand still grasped

  himself.




  She couldn’t swallow. Useless prayers mocked her brain.

  Lord Marley crushed her as he bore down on her. His hand touched

  her private part, then a pain seared right through her as she

  endured a stretching, ripping sensation. Her mind couldn’t

  take in the horror. Her thoughts swam away in the cold tears that

  ran down her cheeks. She was nothing, nothing, nothing . . .




  The sound of splashing water woke her. Her

  head hurt, and her throat burned. Why was she lying on this

  soiled bedding in this strange room? Looking over to where the

  sound of the water was coming from, she saw the man that the

  master had called Felix filling the bowl from the jug on the

  washstand. The memory of what had happened slapped her. With it

  the pain and humiliation she’d endured revisited her.




  With the gradual return of her senses came the realization

  that her mouth was no longer plastered shut and her arms and legs

  had been released, though her nose still stung from the stinking,

  cloying cloth that had been placed over her face after they had

  finished with her.




  Looking around the room, she saw that the master had gone.

  Felix brought her attention back to him. ‘When I leave, you

  are to wash yourself. There’s a new uniform in the

  cupboard.’ He moved over to the door then turned towards

  her. The coins he threw jingled as they landed on the bed next to

  her. His withering look made her recoil. ‘Tell no one or

  you’ll be out on your arse with nothing.’




  As the door closed behind him, every part of her body

  trembled. Her teeth knocked together, as did her knees. But then

  the warm wetness dribbling down her legs and dampening the sheet

  beneath her spurred her to take action – an instinctive

  action born of the memory of standing for hours with wet sheets

  tied around her whenever she’d wet the bed back at the

  convent.




  Easing herself onto the floor, she made as if to strip the

  bed, but the sight of the bloodstains and the smell of her own

  urine renewed her terror. She crumpled to the ground and

  wept.




  





  5




  A Misdemeanour is Rewarded




  A forced cough brought Megan’s head up

  from her work. She looked towards Cissy, then over in the

  direction Cissy had indicated with a nod of her head. She saw

  Miss Stallton walking towards Madame’s office with a

  sketchbook in her hand. The words ‘Miss Scot-Price, how

  nice of you to say you like my designs much better than Madame

  Marie’s’ flashed into her mind. Her body began to

  sweat with fear.




  Just last week Miss Scot-Price had been in the salon to choose

  the gowns for her debutante year. When Megan had fetched swatches

  of material for the girl and her mother to choose from, the

  colours and feel of the different fabrics had inspired her. She

  had sketched late into the night. Cissy had been enthralled with

  the designs and, as always, her fun-making had taken over.

  She’d picked up a crayon and drawn a figure with a bubble

  coming out of its mouth, with those words written inside it.

  Underneath she had penned ‘Madame Megan’. The joke

  had grown, and they’d drawn another figure with huge tears

  coming from its eyes and had written underneath ‘Madame

  Marie’.




  The look of sheer delight on Miss Stallton’s face as she

  wafted that same sketchbook towards her before entering

  Madame’s office caused Megan to catch her breath in panic.

  How does Miss Stallton come to have it?




  ‘Miss Tattler!’ Madame’s voice boomed out

  from her office. Megan’s fear deepened. Oh, no . . .

  she’ll not stand for this. It’ll mean the end of me

  time here! A movement of the bench captured her attention.

  Cissy had stood up and was headed towards the office. ‘No,

  Cissy! No . . .’




  ‘It were my doing, Megan, and I’m not letting you

  take the blame.’




  Megan jumped up and ran round the benches, but wasn’t in

  time to stop Cissy. She’d already reached the office,

  knocked on the open door and walked in.




  ‘Miss Grantham? Get out at once! I called for Miss

  Tattler.’




  ‘But it weren’t her doing – not the

  fun-making weren’t. It were me. All Megan did was to draw

  the designs and—’




  ‘Are you daring to address me without permission? And to

  call Miss Tattler by her first name?’




  ‘Aye, I am. Megan is me friend, and I’m not for

  letting her take the blame for sommat as I did.’




  Megan’s deep-seated fear made it hard for her to swallow

  the spittle forming in her mouth. She looked from one to the

  other: Cissy, red-faced and defiant, and Madame, just as red, but

  with a rage on her that made her eyes bulge from their sockets.

  Madame broke the stare and turned in Megan’s direction.

  ‘Miss Tattler, is this true? Have you gone against my

  instructions and formed an alliance with Miss

  Grantham?’




  Megan nodded.




  ‘You are two of a kind. I should have known. I should

  not have given you privileges you did not appreciate, Miss

  Grantham.’ She paused, her eyes scanning the drawings.

  ‘However, Miss Tattler, you have settled in well and apart

  from this – this . . .’ – the pages of the

  sketchbook flapped with a snapping sound as she waved them in

  anger – ‘I have to admit that I have been pleased

  with your work and your manner. The pleats you stitched into the

  bodice of Lady Gladwyn’s frock were beautifully done. She

  commented on them.’




  Megan kept her head bowed, not sure whether to say sorry for

  the drawings and the little figures in the corner, or to thank

  Madame for the praise she’d given. But the rasping of pages

  being torn from her pad made her lift her head.




  ‘You have a talent, Miss Tattler, but if you think

  design is all about producing good drawings and having a lively

  imagination and flair, you are very much mistaken. The drawings

  are only the basis of design; they need to be broken down into

  pieces to form a pattern. Each piece must be precisely measured

  to fit – not only with the other pieces to build the

  garment, but to the figure of the client. All the details need to

  be enhanced in smaller drawings for the finishers, and only then

  can it all go to the patternmakers who produce paper patterns for

  the cutters.’ She stopped for a moment and gazed at one of

  the drawings that she had sifted through. ‘Umm, yes, well,

  imagination and flair you certainly do have. This is very good,

  but without the technical know-how, you cannot call yourself a

  designer. It takes years – years.’




  Without Madame seeming to make any movement, one of her desk

  drawers sprang open. She tucked the drawings into it. ‘Now,

  Miss Grantham, what are we going to do about you? It appears from

  these early days that you are good at sewing on buttons, hooks

  and eyes and press studs, but not much else. Obviously there is a

  need in the finishing room for someone who is good at these tasks

  and willing to do them, but you are headstrong and, at times,

  very, very rude. This must change. Otherwise I will

  write to Laura – Mrs Harvey – and tell her you are

  not suitable. I know this won’t please her and, as she is a

  valued client, I am reluctant to take that step. Therefore I want

  you to make an extreme effort.’




  ‘Yes, Madame. I’m sorry, Madame.’




  ‘Miss Tattler, I think you have earned the right to have

  a companion. Miss Grantham, you may move your things to the attic

  and occupy the other bed in that room. I have already spoken to

  Mrs Harvey about this, and she expressed surprise that I had

  allowed you to share with the ladies in the first place. You will

  carry out the task this evening, Miss Grantham.’




  ‘Yes, Madame. Thank you, Madame.’




  ‘I do not want a repetition of what happened today. And,

  Miss Tattler, if you do any drawings in the future, I want you to

  show them to me. If you continue to show promise, I may consider

  training you in the techniques of design.’




  ‘Oh, ta, Madame. Ta very much.’




  ‘You mean thank you. Oh, just get back to your

  work, and ask Miss Stallton to come to my office.’




  They bumped into one another in their hurry to get out, and

  Cissy giggled. Megan’s joy spilled out in her own giggles,

  but the smug look that Miss Stallton gave her when she came out

  of Madame’s office deadened her happiness, and an uneasy

  stirring began in the pit of her stomach.






  Two weeks later, engrossed in her work embroidering a rose on

  the collar of a silk blouse, Megan was thinking of Hattie. She

  listed the things she needed to tell her. She’d start the

  letter tonight, so that it would be ready to post by the time her

  leave days came and she had the money for a stamp. She could use

  some pages out of her sketchpad. She’d tell Hattie about

  Cissy’s mam’s letter inviting her to go home with

  Cissy for their leave days and – best of all – to

  spend Christmas there, too! She trembled with excitement at the

  thought of going to a real family home, but the feeling dulled to

  an ache as she remembered that it would be her first Christmas

  without Hattie. She hoped Hattie was as happy as she was.




  A door banged at the other end of the room, bringing her out

  of her thoughts. The ladies were back from breakfast.




  ‘Come on, Megan, I’m—’




  Madame’s voice commanded their attention, stopping Cissy

  from finishing what she was going to say. ‘Gather round,

  ladies. This is the first of the garments for Miss Scot-Price.

  There is a good deal of smocking to be done.’




  Megan glanced over at Cissy, willing her not to say anything.

  Cissy’s mouth opened and then closed. Megan nodded at her,

  letting her know she was right not to speak out.




  The emerald-green satin caught the light and enhanced the

  flounces of the skirt just as she knew it would, and the smocking

  would tighten the bodice in a soft way that was so suitable for a

  young lady. The frock was just how she imagined it would be.




  ‘It is superb, Madame,’ Miss Stallton said. Megan

  caught the sideways glance Miss Stallton gave her as she

  continued, ‘The gowns you create are always exquisite,

  Madame. What did Miss Scot-Price think of this one?’




  ‘Thank you, Miss Stallton. Miss Scot-Price is thrilled

  with my design, and when she came for the first fitting

  she had tears in her eyes. Now, Miss Tattler . . .’

  Madame’s eyes narrowed. Megan read the warning; she dared

  not protest. ‘I want you to do the smocking and, Miss

  Stallton, you are to attach the lace edging around the bodice and

  sleeves.’




  ‘Delighted to, Madame.’




  Megan knew Miss Stallton’s eyes were on her as she said

  this, and she didn’t have to look to know that a smirk

  would be creeping across Miss Stallton’s face. Madame must

  have sworn her to secrecy over the designs she’d seen in

  the sketchpad. Knowing that she could do nothing made an anger

  well up within her, and unsheddable tears formed in the back of

  her eyes. She took the garment from Madame Marie. The woman

  offered no further explanation. She didn’t have to, as she

  knew Megan would know exactly where the smocking should start and

  end.




  As she and Cissy left their benches and went towards the

  dining room, Megan acknowledged for the umpteenth time how glad

  she was of the rule that they took meals and breaks when the

  others had finished.




  ‘Eeh, Megan . . .’




  ‘It’s all right, Cissy. Don’t fret yourself.

  I’ll get me own back one day. I’ll show

  her.’




  ‘How?’




  ‘I’ll tell you when we’re sat down.

  I’m starving.’




  ‘I’ll make you some toast. The fire’s

  glowing, so it won’t smoke the bread. There’s not

  much left to go with it, by the looks of things.’ The lids

  of the breakfast trays clanged one after the other as Cissy made

  her fruitless search. ‘Just a dried-up fried egg and some

  crispy rinds the ladies cut off their bacon slices – and

  that’s your lot.’




  ‘I’ll stick with toast. I don’t want any of

  their cast-offs.’




  Whilst she worked, Cissy again asked Megan how she thought she

  could get her own back on Madame.




  ‘Oh, it won’t be for a while, but I’ve a

  dream in me and I mean to catch it.’




  ‘Catch it? That’s a saying as I haven’t

  heard afore, Megan.’




  ‘It isn’t a saying as such.’ Something

  stopped her from telling Cissy about the locket; it was as if she

  would lose something that was precious to her if she spoke of it.

  ‘It just means . . . well, thou knows: like a falling star

  carrying your dream, and you have to be ready to catch it.’

  She’d thought this explanation over when she’d been

  mulling over the engraving on the locket, and she hoped that was

  what it meant. It sounded nice.




  ‘That’s grand. What is your dream,

  Megan?’




  ‘To own me own establishment just like this one, where

  the frocks and gowns I design are known as mine and . . .’

  The tears she had tried so hard not to shed spilled over and she

  brushed them away. ‘But I’ve a lot to learn afore

  that can happen, and saying owt about Madame taking me drawings

  and using them as her own won’t help me.’ She knew

  what she said was meant for herself, as much as for Cissy. It

  helped, and her need to cry passed. ‘I have to keep doing

  good work and giving Madame me ideas, and then hope as

  she’ll keep her promise and one day teach me how to turn me

  drawings into garments.’




  ‘But it isn’t right. It’s not fair as

  she—’




  ‘Aye, I know it isn’t right that she took me

  design as her own, and I’ve a mind she’ll carry on

  doing so, but it’s like Sister Bernadette always said to me

  and Hattie: “All that’s fair isn’t always

  right, and all that’s right isn’t always fair.”

  Anyroad, it’s not all bad, Ciss. Me drawings led to us

  being able to share a room and be open about our friendship. Hey,

  watch that toast, it’s scorching! There’s smoke

  coming from it.’




  Cissy rescued the toast and set things back to normal, acting

  the fool as she juggled the hot bread. But although Megan laughed

  at her antics, part of her still felt low in spirits. Sister

  Bernadette’s words were true; she knew that. But unfairness

  – right or wrong – still hurt.
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  A Misunderstanding Turns to

  Passion




  Laura Harvey looked across the table at her

  husband. Have I heard right? ‘You intend to rejoin

  your regiment? Jeremy, you can’t mean that,

  surely?’




  ‘I do, Laura. I have thought long and hard, and I think

  it’s the only way I will have any peace of soul. I’m

  a military man through and through. My life here is a sham. I was

  forced to take over the estate after my father died, and I

  don’t feel as though I’m following my true

  calling.’




  ‘But if you go, what will happen about the colliery and

  – and the farm, and the estate?’ She wanted to say

  And what about me? Us? But then there is no ‘me’

  or ‘us’ any more, she thought.




  ‘Laura, Laura, you know very well you can manage without

  me; you are the only woman I know who has a business head on her

  shoulders as good as any man’s. Besides, you have done it

  before. And if, in the unlikely event you want to come with me

  and become a military wife, then I will appoint a

  manager.’




  The scratching of his knife on the toast grated on her. It

  went on longer than necessary as he spread the butter to every

  corner, and gave him a reason not to look at her. He hardly ever

  looked at her. And of all the bare-faced cheek: to say that she

  had a good business head, just because he needed her to take over

  the running of the estate again! Taking a bite of his toast

  before placing it down and wiping his hands on his napkin, he

  picked up his paper and unfolded it. Oh, why does his every

  movement affect me? She was like a dog waiting for a titbit

  at his master’s knee!




  ‘I’ve spoken to Charles, and he said he will

  oversee the financial side,’ his voice droned on. The pain

  evoked by his words stabbed deeper. Did Daphne know of

  Jeremy’s plans? Surely Charles would have told her? But no,

  her sister wouldn’t keep this from her. Daphne had been a

  tower of strength to her this past year, and Charles had offered

  to speak to Jeremy about his treatment of her, but she had

  refused to let him. Of course Jeremy would have had to speak to

  Charles: their financial matters were dealt with by his bank, and

  Charles himself oversaw their accounts . . . Jeremy’s voice

  changed suddenly, bringing her attention back to him. ‘So,

  what do you think?’
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