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One


LINCOLNSHIRE, 1910


‘Now get back into this kitchen, Kitty Clegg, before I take me a copper stick to ya backside.’


‘I’m just off across to the wash-house, Mrs Grundy.’ The girl paused in the back doorway. She tilted her head to one side and glanced up coyly from beneath her long, black eyelashes yet she failed to hide the mischief dancing in her brown eyes. ‘I thought I’d just hang them wet sheets out while there’s a good drying wind blowing and get these in to soak.’ She nodded towards the bundle of washing she was carrying in her arms. ‘You know Master Edward needs a clean nightshirt and sheets every day while he’s so poorly.’


The cook’s expression softened. ‘Aye, poor little scrap,’ she murmured. ‘I heard him coughing and wheezing half the night, I did.’ The round face, flecked with tiny red broken veins, sagged sorrowfully. ‘He’ll not make old bones . . .’ She dabbed away a sudden tear with the corner of her white apron. ‘You’re a good lass to Master Edward, doing extra bits for him along with your own work and sitting with him in your own time when he wants a bit of company, I’ll grant you.’ She sniffed, then eyed the girl shrewdly. ‘But just you remember, young Kitty, I aren’t so green as I’m cabbage-looking and to my way of thinking it’s not Master Edward on your mind at this very minute.’ The chins wobbled as Mrs Grundy nodded her head and wagged her pudgy finger at the girl. ‘I know what’s going on in that scheming little head of yours. The minute that threshing set arrives in the stackyard do you start wearing a track between me back door and yon wash-house. It was the same last year and I know what you’re up to. Chasing that young feller, Jack What’s-’is-name, that’s what. And him as fickle as the weather vane on yon barn roof.’ Mrs Grundy sucked her teeth in a tut of disapproval. ‘Well, don’t say I didn’t warn you, when it all ends in tears.’ She shook her head again. ‘I don’t know what’ll become of you, Kitty Clegg, really I don’t.’


Kitty’s dark eyes sparkled and, as she smiled, the two dimples in her cheeks deepened so disarmingly that Mrs Grundy, small and plump and jolly, chuckled and flapped her hand towards her. ‘Oh go on with you then, ya little minx. But don’t let the master catch you, else ya’ll be dismissed without a reference and I’ll get me knuckles rapped, an’ all.’


‘Ta, Mrs Grundy,’ the young girl trilled. ‘I’ll give you a kiss at Christmas.’


‘Cheeky young wench.’


But Kitty had skipped out of earshot and was dancing on light, dainty feet across the yard, the bundle of washing tucked under one arm, but her whole attention directed towards the stackyard.


Above the wall at the end of the long garden that stretched from the back of the Manor House to the farmyard and buildings beyond, Kitty could just see the chimney of the traction engine as it moved majestically into the yard puffing little clouds of black smoke lazily into the blue August sky. Behind it rattled the red threshing drum, like a huge square box on wheels. The noise filled the air and Kitty felt a sudden fluttering somewhere in her chest and her knees trembled.


He was here. Jack was here, and, if she was quick, she could run the length of the straight path through the back garden, slip through the door in the wall at the end and maybe, just maybe, he would speak to her.


The girl scurried towards the wash-house and plunged the dirty linen into a deep tub of cold water. Then she picked up the basket, heavy with wet sheets, pillow cases and long white nightshirts, and carried it out into the yard. Shaking out one of the sheets, she stretched up to throw it over the line strung across the small paved area, then pegged it firmly in place, but her glance darted again towards the stackyard. Even above the noise of the engine she could hear the shouts of the other men, gathered to witness its arrival, as Jack Thorndyke coaxed the unwieldy machinery into position.


Kitty pushed the last clothes-peg into place and glanced over her shoulder at the house towering behind her, her sharp eyes scanning each of the windows in turn. No one was watching, not madam or any of the household; not even Mrs Grundy had appeared in the back doorway. But the garden path was too risky, so easily seen from the house. Kitty bit her lip and then, picking up her long skirt, she ran silently towards the corner of the house, ducking low as she passed the window of the master’s study that looked out on to a courtyard. Through a side gate in the wall, she stood a moment on the broad drive in the cool shadow of the tall trees. She was out of sight from the house now, but she still glanced to right and left, making sure there was no one about. Then past the stables and the garage where the master’s new motor car stood in shining splendour, round the corner and into the stackyard.


Kitty caught her breath as she saw him. He was standing on the footplate of the gleaming engine, his strong hands turning the wheel with ease as he brought the great lumbering machine to a halt in the centre of the yard.


‘That’ll do, Jack,’ his workmate shouted and waved his arms.


The noise spluttered and died and Jack Thorndyke was climbing down.


Kitty edged forward. ‘You’re here again then?’


He turned and looked over his shoulder. Then, seeing who it was, he turned fully round and came towards her, wiping his grimy hands on a piece of rag.


‘Aye. Looks like it, dun’t it?’ The sun gleamed on his black hair and his arms, tanned and thick with muscle, glistened with sweat. He wore workaday clothes: an open-necked, striped shirt with the sleeves rolled up, a dark waistcoat and trousers with string tied beneath the knees, and heavy, solid boots. Smut blackened his broad forehead and square jawline, but his blue eyes glinted, challenging her. Kitty caught her breath, wishing that she was dressed in something – anything – a little more becoming than the plain skirt, white cotton blouse and copious apron of a kitchen maid. Even her pretty black curls were hidden beneath the triangular cloth tied tightly around her head.


Nervously, she smoothed her hands, suddenly hot, down the sides of her apron, her gaze drinking in the sight of him. His broad shoulders and wide chest narrowed suddenly to a surprisingly slim waist. His strong hands were huge, so big and powerful that Kitty could imagine them spanning her own tiny waist in their grip. He stood with his arms akimbo, knuckles resting on his hips, his feet planted apart. Kitty felt the colour creeping into her face as his bold gaze rested unblinkingly upon her. She looked up at him. He was so tall that the top of her head only came up to his shoulder.


‘You’re early this year, ain’t ya?’


‘That’s right. We’d nowt else on, so we’ve come to help with the last of the harvest.’


There were only the two of them who came with the threshing set: Jack, who owned it, and the man who worked for him, Ben Holden. They travelled the county to find work and the additional labour required was provided by each farmer who hired them. Four or five men who worked on the Manor Farm lands stood about, intrigued to see the huge machinery filling their stackyard.


‘You – you’ll be here for a while then?’ Kitty asked Jack.


‘Only for a few days.’


Kitty knew she could not stop the disappointment from showing on her face. ‘But the threshing? When will you start threshing?’


‘Not yet. There’s Nunsthorpe Hall Farm and Home Farm needin’ help with their harvest after we finish here and then . . .’ He reeled off a list of farmers in the district where he and Ben would find work in the coming weeks. Ben Holden was a skilled thatcher and Kitty knew that soon after the end of harvest the now almost empty stackyard would be filled with neatly thatched stacks.


‘We’ll maybe do a day or so’s threshing here about the end of October,’ Jack was saying, ‘but it depends how much Mester Franklin wants and when. Mebbe he’ll want us every few weeks.’ He paused and his mischievous eyes teased her. ‘Then again, he may not want us back till after Christmas to thresh him out.’


Christmas! That seemed an age away to Kitty.


‘But . . .’ Jack was saying, ‘I’ll be leaving me threshing tackle here at the Manor for a week or two, so just you mind you keep an eye on my Sylvie for me, won’t you?’ For a moment, he laid a possessive hand upon the side of his engine and then he was moving towards Kitty. With the tip of his forefinger, he traced the line of her cheek. Down, down and round under her chin with a surprisingly gentle, featherlight, touch.


‘You’re even prettier than I’d remembered,’ he said softly, with a low cavernous chuckle that began somewhere deep in his chest. Then he was turning away, back to his engine.


‘Oh, so you remember my name then?’ she said pertly, tilting her head to one side.


‘Course I do. I remember all the girls’ names.’ He paused and then added deliberately, ‘The pretty ones, that is.’


She felt a blush begin to creep up her neck, but to hide her nervousness she said saucily, ‘So I’ve been told.’


His deep laughter echoed around the yard so that one or two of the other men looked up and grinned. Kitty saw them nodding towards her and Jack and then one, shouting across to the others, said, ‘He dun’t waste much time, does he?’


‘Naw, not Threshing Jack,’ came the prompt reply.


Kitty felt the flush of embarrassment deepening and spreading up into her face. She turned away, but at Jack’s ‘Hey, wait a minute,’ she hesitated.


She stood very still, not daring to turn back to look at him as she heard him step towards her. She felt him close to her, could smell the manly sweat of him mixed with the smoke from his engine that clung to his clothes and never, however much he washed, seemed quite to leave him. She closed her eyes and swayed. Oh how she remembered the smell of him, how she’d longed to feel his hands on her waist, the touch of his lips on hers.


‘You’re only a kid,’ he’d teased her a year ago. ‘Wait till you’re older.’


And now, this year, she was sixteen. Now, she was a woman. Maybe this year . . .?


He was bending down towards her, his mouth close to her ear so that she could feel the waft of his breath upon her cheek. ‘Meet me later, pretty Kitty. Up in the woods yonder.’


Her heart seemed to stand still and then began to thump so loudly that she thought he must surely hear it. She tossed her head and, feigning lack of interest, said, ‘I might. Then again, I might not.’ But as she pretended to flounce away, holding her head high in the haughty manner of her betters, she heard his deep chuckle following her.




Two


‘Come on, girl,’ came Mrs Grundy’s voice as Kitty stepped across the threshold. ‘Look sharp, else you’ll have me in trouble an’ all, and I can see you’re heading for it already. Never mind what I say, you’ll take no notice . . .’ The older woman shook her head, looking for all the world as if she didn’t quite know whether to laugh or cry. ‘Eh, Kitty, we’ve all been young once, but just mind yourself with ’im. You know what they all say about Jack Thorndyke, now don’t you? And besides, he’s too old for you. Why, he must be twenty-five or six, if he’s a day.’


Kitty opened her mouth to make a retort, but at that moment one of the bells in the row above the pantry door bounced on its spring and tinkled. They both looked up towards the sound.


‘That’s Master Edward. Go an’ see what he wants, Kitty.’


‘I can’t go upstairs in this, Mrs G.’ She pointed to the hessian apron she wore over her white cotton pinafore to protect it from the dirty jobs in the kitchen. Since, for a kitchen maid, such tasks formed the bulk of her daily work, it seemed to Kitty that she hardly ever divested herself of the rough apron. She put her hands behind her back and struggled to untie the knot in the strings. The bell sounded again, more urgently this time.


‘Go on with ya. Quick. Mebbe he’s havin’ one of his wheezy attacks.’


‘But what if I meet the mistress or – or . . .’ Her eyes widened as she added in a whisper, ‘What if the master comes back?’


Mrs Grundy laughed. ‘She’ll not bite ya, Kitty. Anything you do for that lad of hers, you do for her.’


‘But what about the master?’ Although Kitty would never admit to being frightened of anyone, she could not help being a little in awe of the big, blustering figure of Mr Franklin, whose roars of rage when he lost his temper could be heard in the kitchen.


‘Oh I grant you he shouts a bit now an’ then. But as the gentry go, the Franklins aren’t so bad. An’ I should know ’cos I’ve worked for some snobby beggars in me time, let me tell you . . .’


Kitty hid her grin. Get Mrs Grundy launched into her stories of the places she’d worked as a young girl and the people she’d served and they’d both be here till the next morning.


Mrs Grundy had been in service from the age of twelve, starting as a kitchen maid and working her way up through several different jobs until she had come to the Manor to take up the much respected position of cook. She had never been married and the ‘Mrs’ added to her name was a courtesy title befitting her position within the household, yet she was a motherly soul and genuinely fond of the young girls who came and went under her charge. To Kitty she seemed old, yet the woman was only just fifty. Maybe the roundness of her body, the florid complexion and the grey hair pulled tightly back under the white frilled cap she always wore did nothing to dispel the image of advancing years. At the end of a long and tiring day, she would sit with her feet on the warm bricks bordering the huge fireplace, a glass of sherry from the dregs of a bottle sent back from the dining room in her hand, and launch into her childhood memories.


‘My dad was in the Crimea, y’know,’ she would begin proudly. ‘He fought for our dear old Queen, he did, God rest her.’ Here Mrs Grundy would dab her eyes with the corner of her apron. ‘Wounded, he was, in the leg and she gave him a medal . . .’ And on she would go, the sherry loosening her tongue even more than normal and making her reminiscences maudlin until the tears were trickling down her red cheeks.


Kitty would listen with half an ear. She had heard the stories so often now, she could almost recite them herself, yet she truly liked Mrs Grundy and would do nothing to hurt her feelings.


The bell rang yet again and Mrs Grundy flapped her hand at Kitty. ‘Go on with ya, girl. The lad must want summat.’


‘But . . .’ Kitty, poised on her toes, tried one more protest. ‘Where’s Lucy? Surely she ought to go? Or even Sarah. Not me.’


Mrs Grundy sucked her tongue against her teeth. ‘Oh that one! That Sarah’s an idle creature. Taken to ’er bed today with a cold, so she ses.’ Mrs Grundy sniffed her disapproval of housemaids who dared to be ill. ‘And Miss Miriam keeps young Lucy on the run. No, there’s no one else today, Kitty. You’ll have to go. It’ll be all right.’


Kitty had managed to untie the strings and remove the sack-like covering. Now she smoothed her hands down her white apron and tucked a stray black curl back beneath her cap.


‘Go on, girl,’ Mrs Grundy urged and Kitty pushed open the door and went down the three steps into the main hallway of the house. She stood listening for a moment. Mrs Franklin would be upstairs in her sitting room which adjoined her bedroom, reading her mail, writing letters or planning the day’s menus. Soon, Mrs Grundy would be summoned by the bell from that room to discuss the various dishes with the mistress.


Even though she had heard the master leave the house just after breakfast, Kitty was still nervous that the front door might suddenly be thrown open and he would stride into the hall. She ran swiftly up the servants’ staircase, the old, uneven floorboards creaking under her light weight. Turning to the left, she hurried along the passageway leading to the west wing, past the main staircase which the servants were not allowed to use and to the door of Master Edward’s bedroom. She paused a moment and glanced over her shoulder as she heard the sound of Miss Miriam Franklin’s voice, high-pitched and petulant, coming from behind the closed door opposite.


‘Useless! You’re a great, useless lump, Lucy. Get out – get out . . .’


There was a startled cry and the door flew open. Cap awry and hair coming loose from its pins, Lucy, who was personal maid to both Mrs Franklin and her daughter, pushed past Kitty. ‘That does it!’ Kitty heard her mutter through clenched teeth. ‘I’m leaving. I won’t stay another minute in this house. That girl’s not right in the head . . .’


Kitty stood gaping, and then through the open door of the bedroom she caught sight of Miriam, scantily clad in her underwear, sitting at her dressing table, a glass jar of cream balanced in her hand as if she were poised to launch it.


Their glances met and held.


‘What are you staring at, girl? Get on with your work.’


Keeping her voice deliberately level and calm, Kitty stepped forward. ‘Shall I close the door for you, miss? You don’t want to catch cold sitting there like that.’


Without waiting for Miriam to reply, Kitty pulled it shut. As the sneck clicked, there was a thud against the opposite side of the panelling and the sound of shattering glass.


Kitty jumped and then she smiled as she turned towards Master Edward’s bedroom. Miss Miriam was certainly in one of her tantrums this morning, she thought as she knocked on his door.


‘Come in.’ The voice was faint and breathless.


In the huge bed, lost among a mountain of white pillows, lay Master Edward Franklin. His blue eyes, large in his pale face, widened as he saw her. Only two years separated their ages, yet frequent illness made him seem even younger. Boys of fourteen, Kitty thought, ought to be out tramping the fields and getting into mischief, not shut up alone in a sickroom.


‘Kitty,’ he said huskily and tried to pull himself up, but the effort brought on a spasm of coughing.


She hurried to the bedside. ‘Lie still, Master Edward, you’ll make yarsen worse.’


The boy smiled and, for a moment, some of the suffering left his face. ‘If I was much worse, I’d be dead.’


‘Master Edward!’ Kitty, her lips twitching, pretended to be shocked. ‘You shouldn’t say such things.’


The grin widened, stretching across his thin face. ‘Oh Kitty, it does me good to see you. Why don’t you come up more often?’


Kitty chuckled. ‘You know I can’t when I’m working. Not me, Master Edward, I’m only a kitchen maid. I shouldn’t be here now really. It should be Lucy or Sarah.’


Sarah Maybury was the housemaid, the only other ‘upstairs servant’ at the Manor besides Lucy.


‘Lucy has her hands full with my sister.’ Edward tried to laugh, but the laugh turned into a cough again.


‘See, you’ll have me in trouble for making you worse,’ Kitty teased gently, straightening the bedclothes and leaning across to plump up his pillows.


Edward caught hold of her arm. ‘Stay and talk to me.’


Only inches apart, her soft, brown gaze looked into his fever-bright eyes. ‘Please, Kitty,’ he pleaded softly.


‘I wish I could,’ she said gently, moved by the young boy’s loneliness. ‘But I daresunt.’


‘It’ll be all right. My mother . . .’ he began.


Straightening up, Kitty said firmly, ‘Aye, your mother. If she catches me in here when I’m not supposed to be, I’ll be fer the sack.’


‘I wouldn’t let her dismiss . . .’ he began and then, altering his words to suit her way of talking, said, ‘sack you.’


Kitty giggled and they smiled at each other, his gaze holding hers. He sank back and sighed. ‘Oh Kitty, how I wish I had your strength, your vigour.’


She gave a wry snort of laughter. ‘Good job I am strong an’ all, with the hours I have to work . . . Oh heck!’ She stopped and clapped her hand to her runaway mouth. ‘I’m sorry, Master Edward, I didn’t mean nothing.’


But he was still smiling, his face showing more colour than it had when she had entered the room. ‘I know you didn’t, Kitty. And stop apologizing. You can say anything you like to me, you know. I would never tell.’


A door banged somewhere along the landing and Kitty jumped. ‘Oh heck, what am I thinking of, dawdlin’ about here. Mrs Grundy’ll ’ave me guts fer garters. What was it you wanted, Master Edward? Why did you ring?’


‘Can’t remember now. But I’ll think of something. I’ll ring more often if you’re going to answer it.’


‘Oh, now . . .’


He gave a wheezy laugh. ‘It’s all right, Kitty, I’m only teasing. But you’re a refreshing change from Lucy’s tearful face. Or Miss Starchy Knickers . . .’


Kitty gave a little squeal of delight at his saucy name for the housemaid. ‘Master Edward!’ she said, pretending to be shocked yet the description was apt. Sarah Maybury fancied herself above the rest of the servants at the Manor. ‘Gives hersen airs and graces, that one,’ Mrs Grundy would sniff. ‘What with ’er and her stuck up ways and Lucy always in tears, thank goodness I’ve got you, Kitty.’


‘What was all the commotion just now?’ Edward was saying.


‘I don’t know yet, but I’ll no doubt hear all about it when I get back downstairs.’


‘Do tell me later, won’t you?’ he pleaded. Kitty nodded, feeling a stab of pity for the young boy who had so little in his life that his sister’s tempers were the only exciting event in his day.


He was sighing now. ‘My sister really is the end, you know. Six maids in three years have come and gone and it’s all Miriam’s fault, not Mother’s. Now it sounds as if Lucy’ll be the seventh to leave. No one can handle my dear sister’s tantrums, at least not since Nanny got too old and retired.’


Absentmindedly, Kitty straightened the already smooth counterpane. ‘Can’t they indeed?’ she murmured and then felt his gaze upon her.


‘Kitty,’ Edward began warningly, ‘what are you up to?’


Kitty widened her eyes, feigning innocence. ‘Me, Master Edward? Now what could I, a lowly kitchen maid, possibly be “up to”?’


He wagged his finger at her. ‘I know you, Kitty Clegg, there’s something going on in that pretty little head of yours. Now, you just—’


Another door banged, closer this time, and Kitty jumped. ‘I’ve gotta go, Master Edward. Just tell me quick what you wanted. Please!’


He sighed, his ploy to keep her with him failing by the minute. His voice flat, he said, ‘Just close the window, will you? There’s a draught.’


Kitty crossed the room and reached to push up the top part of the sash window.


‘Oh!’ Her arms suspended in midair, a surprised gasp escaped her lips.


‘What is it? What can you see?’ Edward was sitting up in bed again.


‘I never realized,’ the girl murmured, pushing the window up slowly until it was closed, ‘that you can see right into the stackyard from your window.’


Her whole attention was gone now from the boy in the bed as she watched the tall, burly figure of Jack Thorndyke polishing his engine with loving care until the dark green paintwork and the brass fittings and copper pipes gleamed in the sunlight and the name Sylvie, picked out in gold lettering on the front of the smokebox door, shone.


‘Oh,’ Edward said and dropped back again, pushing into the pillows as if he would bury himself in them. ‘Oh yes. I can see everything that goes on down there, Kitty.’ His voice dropped to a whisper. ‘Everything.’


She heard his words with only half an ear and their underlying meaning escaped her. ‘I’ll have to go down,’ she said, though whether she meant back to her duties in the kitchen or out again to the stackyard, neither she nor the boy really knew.


‘Yes, you do that, Kitty. You go down.’


She hurried across the room towards the door, two bright spots of colour in her cheeks.


As she closed the door softly behind her and sped along the passage towards the stairs, she could not see the boy in the bed turn his face into the pillows, or hear his muffled groan of anguish.




Three


As Kitty pushed open the kitchen door, the sound of wild crying met her.


Lucy Jones was sitting at the kitchen table, mopping at her tear-streaked face. Mrs Grundy, standing beside her, looked up as Kitty came in.


‘There you are. Thank goodness you’ve come. P’raps you can talk a bit of sense into this silly girl, Kitty. She’s threatening to give notice.’


‘I’m not threatening,’ Lucy wailed. ‘I mean it. She – she attacked me. I’m sure she’s not right in the head.’


Mrs Grundy leaned closer. ‘Now, you listen to me, me girl. Don’t you go saying such dreadful things about the young mistress. You hear me?’


Lucy snivelled miserably, but said no more.


Kitty stood on the opposite side of the wide, scrubbed table and leaned on her hands, regarding Lucy thoughtfully. The girl did look a sight and no mistake. Her face was blotchy with the storm of her weeping and her hair was ruffled and pulled from its plait. The pretty frilled cap that Kitty secretly envied so much was held only by one hairpin and hung down over her left ear. The delicate lace bib of her white apron had been torn away, leaving a triangular rip in the black fabric of her maid’s dress.


‘What happened, Lucy?’ Kitty asked. ‘What did Miss Miriam do?’


At the offer of sympathy from someone closer to her own age than the cook, fresh tears welled in Lucy’s eyes. ‘She pulled my hair, Kitty, and tore my dress. Just look!’


‘I can see that,’ Kitty said tartly. ‘But what happened? What caused it?’


Turning away, back towards her range, Mrs Grundy said, ‘’Spect you deserved it.’


‘How would you know?’ In her self-centred misery, a sneer twisted Lucy’s mouth. ‘You’ve never worked above stairs. You’ve never been a lady’s maid. How would you know?’


Despite her bulk, Mrs Grundy whipped round with surprising agility. She raised her arm and began to wag her finger at the girl, but before she could speak, Kitty broke in, ‘Now don’t you go upsetting Mrs Grundy.’ She laughed, her eyes twinkling at the older woman, whose face was red with anger. ‘She’s already threatened me with her copper stick once today.’


Kitty caught the glance of the cook who glared at her for a moment and then, with a grunt, turned away. Thwarted in giving vent to her rage, she banged a huge cooking pan on to the range as if wishing Lucy’s head was beneath it. The smile faded from Kitty’s mouth as she turned back to the weeping maid. She didn’t particularly like the girl in front of her, never had. She was a whining, sour-faced creature who complained from morning until night about anything and everything. But Kitty had a real affection for Mrs Grundy, whose rough and ready manner hid a soft heart.


‘Come on, out with it. What did happen?’


Lucy sniffed again. ‘I told you,’ she muttered. ‘She attacked me.’


‘But why? We all know Miss Miriam’s got a quick temper, but there’s got to be summat that set it off.’


Lucy sniffed again. ‘How should I know? She’s vicious.’


‘Now don’t you start that again,’ came Mrs Grundy’s warning voice, ‘else . . .’ But as Kitty held up her hand, palm outwards, the older woman subsided, though she could still be heard muttering darkly to herself.


‘What happened?’ Kitty persisted, determined to get at the truth.


‘It was her new riding habit,’ Lucy began reluctantly. ‘You know, the one with the white ruff at the neckline. Well, last time she went out riding she tore the lace. I mended it but – but I’m not very good at sewing and she said – she said I’d made a pig’s ear of it. Oh she’s got such a mouth on her when she starts. Lady, my eye. She’s no lady.’


Now Mrs Grundy turned and came back to the table. ‘No wonder she was mad. A lady’s maid that can’t sew. I never heard the like. What do you expect, girl?’


Lucy stood, drawing herself up to her full height so that she towered over the short, dumpy figure of the cook. ‘In my previous position,’ she said, with deliberate condescension, ‘they employed a seamstress to do all the sewing and mending jobs. Not like here, where they can’t afford a proper complement of servants.’


‘Then why, pray,’ Mrs Grundy asked, hands on her hips and her head wagging from side to side, ‘didn’t you stay in your previous fancy position instead of lowering yarsen to come and work with the likes of us, eh?’


Lucy sniffed. ‘My young lady went away. To finishing school. And if you ask me, that’s exactly where she . . .’ she jerked her thumb towards the door leading to the upstairs, ‘ought to go too. Might teach her some manners.’


‘Now just you look here—’ Mrs Grundy began again.


Kitty, forestalling another argument, said, ‘Let ’er go, Mrs Grundy. She ain’t happy here, that’s obvious. There’s plenty more girls’d like ’er job. Ladies’ maids are two a penny.’


Lucy turned her pale grey eyes upon Kitty, looking down her long nose. ‘I expect you think you could do the job, don’t you? Well, you’re welcome to it. See how you like having your hair torn from its roots.’


The girl turned away and missed seeing the gleam in Kitty’s brown eyes. It did not, however, escape Mrs Grundy’s notice. ‘Kitty,’ she began warningly. But Kitty, too, turned away to hide the smile that twitched at the corner of her mouth, trying to still the sudden swift excited beating of her heart.


Why not? she asked herself. Why shouldn’t I be a lady’s maid? I’ve worked in this kitchen for three years, she reminded herself, remembering the day her mother had brought her to the Manor.


They had stood on the pavement looking up at the impressive old house that stood on a road leading out of the market town of Tresford. No one knew exactly when the house had been built. Some said that the central part had been built in the sixteenth century, originally a mud and stud structure that had been encased in brick walls at a much later date and probably added to by various owners down the centuries. Inside, the rooms led from one to another in a maze of passages and stairs and creaking boards and there was a strange feeling that the rough-hewn timbers held the secrets of long ago and the walls still enveloped the ghosts of the generations who had lived there.


Kitty had arrived on a bright, warm morning in May and as she stood in front of the house, her gaze roamed over the pale mauve flowers of the wistaria that wound its way around the front door and crept over the brickwork, threatening to engulf the sash windows above. She loved the grey mottled thatch of the roof, the three sets of chimney stacks, so symmetrically placed. Prickly, variegated holly bushes guarded the front gate and a tiny blue butterfly hovered over the flowers on one of them. Kitty had made a step towards the gate to take a closer look but her mother had grasped her shoulder and propelled her further along the road and into the wide driveway at the side of the house.


‘Servants by the back door. Always know your place, Kitty.’ It was her mother’s maxim and she had drilled it into her eldest daughter for as long as the girl could remember. ‘When you go into service, Kitty, you give your life to those who put the food in your mouth and give you shelter. They deserve your devotion and your undying loyalty always – no matter what it costs.’ Her voice dropped almost to a whisper as she repeated the words, ‘No matter what it costs you.’


At the side of the house, the wide driveway circled a clump of trees – hollies with dark green leaves, a sycamore, a yew tree and pines that stretched tall and straight to the sky. The drive opened out before the stables which were built at right angles to the house and against the wall enclosing the garden at the rear of the house. And beyond the driveway, more trees bordered the beck that ran along the edge of the Manor House grounds and then curved away, meandering through the flat farmland.


‘Oh Mam, look, just look at that huge tree. Look at its big roots,’ the excited young girl had exclaimed. ‘It must be hundreds of years old. Why, it’s higher than the house.’


‘Yes, yes, Kitty, come along.’ Her mother was impatient now, pulling her past the towering copper beech and through the gate in the wall at the side of the stables. Gripping Kitty’s hand, Betsy Clegg had scurried past the ground floor windows of the house, keeping her head averted until they came to the back door. Then she had seemed to breathe more easily.


Puzzled by her mother’s obvious agitation, Kitty had said, ‘What’s the matter, Mam?’


‘Nothing – nothing, child. I just didn’t want to be seen by—’ She broke off and then added swiftly, ‘Be seen from the house, that’s all.’


‘Why?’ Kitty had questioned innocently. ‘Aren’t we supposed to be here?’


‘You are,’ her mother had said, ‘but I’m not so sure that I . . .’ Again she altered what she had been about to say and instead said impatiently, ‘Oh do stop asking questions, Kitty, and let’s get inside.’


Her mother had almost pushed her through the back door and into the kitchen.


‘Well, here she is, Mrs Grundy.’ Sitting down at the large table, Betsy accepted the cup of tea the cook placed in front of her. The thirteen-year-old Kitty stood awkwardly, gawping at her mother’s familiarity with the cook in this big, awesome house.


‘’Ow’ve ya been, then, Betsy? By, but it seems a long time since you worked here. I still miss you. We allus got on well together, didn’t we?’


Kitty, her sharp ears missing nothing of the conversation passing between the two women, looked about her. This kitchen was immense. Under the window was a deep white sink with proper taps, Kitty noticed, rather than the pump handle at the side like the sink they had at home. That would make her life a little easier, she thought. Directly opposite the window, an enormous brick fireplace dominated the wall, but into its recess had been fitted a more modern black cooking range. On the wall alongside it, copper pans hung in neat rows, battered with constant use, yet they still shone and sparkled in the light. Kitty could imagine the work that had gone into cleaning them and her arm ached at the thought. Suspended from hooks in the ceiling were huge hams, wrapped in cloth, and at one end of the kitchen stood a dresser, its shelves lined with willow-patterned plates, cups and saucers. Kitty bit her lip, realizing she would have to get used to handling such fine china.


In the corner near the dresser, a door opened on to a flight of steeply twisting stone steps that led both upwards into a dairy and a pantry beyond and also downwards into a cellar where rows and rows of the master’s wine lay in racks. Above this door a row of tiny brass bells bounced on curved springs and in the same corner was the door leading into the front hall of the house. But much of the upper part of the house, Kitty knew, would remain a mystery to her and she turned her attention back to the place that would, from now on, be her home.


She was still standing beside the large table in the centre of the kitchen. Its wooden surface was worn into gentle, undulating hollows by the constant scrubbing it received to bring it almost to whiteness.


‘We did.’ Kitty’s mother was nodding agreement to Mrs Grundy’s reminiscence. ‘And we had some good times, as well as . . .’ Her voice faded away and the cook cut in as if to cover an awkwardness.


‘Let’s see, ’ow long is it since you left?’


Kitty saw her mother’s glance flicker towards her and then fall away. ‘About seventeen years,’ she murmured.


‘And you’ve got a lovely family, ain’t you? You bin all right with John Clegg, then?’


‘He’s a good man. A good husband and father. But I – I fear he’s never been happy with his job on the railway.’


‘Well, he ought to be, Betsy. Stationmaster now, ain’t he? And you’ve always had a railway house. A nice house, too, much nicer than a farm labourer’s cottage.’ She sniffed. ‘Some men are never satisfied, if you ask me.’


‘Well . . .’ Betsy twisted her fingers together. ‘He always loved his job with the horses, you know, but after . . .’ Again a swift glance at Kitty. ‘After he left the Manor, the only jobs going round here at that time were on the railway. It was the wrong time of year for a farm worker’s job, you see.’


‘I remember,’ Mrs Grundy said softly. Then, as if trying to reassure her old friend, she added brightly, ‘But that’s men for you. Always wanting what they haven’t got. He’d never’ve had the position he’s got in the town now if he’d stayed with horses, now would he?’


Betsy shrugged but made no reply.


‘Well, he wouldn’t.’ The cook answered her own question. ‘Besides,’ she added as a fresh thought struck her, ‘if he ’ad stayed here, he wouldn’t be with horses now anyway.’


For a moment Kitty’s mother looked puzzled as Mrs Grundy leaned forward. ‘He’d have been driving that there motey car.’ She gave a cackle of laughter. ‘But poor old Bemmy’s got the job instead. And he hates it, I can tell you.’ She leaned back in her chair and nodded wisely. ‘Your John Clegg’s done all right for himself if only he’d think so. So don’t you go on blaming yarsen for the rest of your life, Betsy, that he lost his job wi’ horses because of you.’


Kitty’s mother smiled weakly, but looked unconvinced, even by the stout-hearted Mrs Grundy.


At this point Kitty had butted in. ‘Did you work here, then, Mam? At the Manor? You never said.’


The two women had looked up at her then, almost as if they had forgotten she was there, but it was the cook, not her mother, who said sternly, ‘Well, one thing you’ll have to learn here, m’girl, is to speak when you’re spoken to and not ’afore.’


Kitty had clamped her mouth shut, feeling a stab of dismay. She had hoped the cook would be a kindly soul and yet already she was telling her off. Then Kitty had seen Mrs Grundy wink at her mother and at once the young girl had sensed that the reprimand had been merely to let a cheeky kitchen maid know her place from the outset. It did not herald a life of misery for her under a bad-tempered superior.


Betsy Clegg had risen to her feet. ‘I’d best be getting back. The bairns’ll be shouting for their tea.’


‘’Ow many you got then, Betsy?’


Her mother had nodded towards Kitty. ‘She’s me eldest, then there’s two lads and three more girls. The youngest, Robert, is only eight months old.’


Mrs Grundy shook her head slowly. ‘Well, I can see now why you want young Kitty ’ere placed.’ Their attention had turned to Kitty, still standing by the table.


Betsy had sighed. ‘Well, I hope you can do summat with her, ’cos she’s a wild one, I don’t mind admitting. But she’s got her good points, I’ll say that for her, even though she’s me own. She’s a worker. Set her owt to do, an’ she’ll do it. Anything from scrubbing to sewing. Neatest little stiches you ever did see, she can do.’


‘Well, she’ll have no energy left for her wild ways once she gets working here, and there’ll be more of the scrubbing than the fancy stitching.’ Mrs Grundy’s mouth had been a firm, resolute line, but still the young girl had seen the twinkle in the cook’s eyes.


That moment had set the tone of their relationship. Mrs Grundy was strict and worked Kitty hard, but she was always fair and had a rough, but kindly concern for the little kitchen maid in her charge.


On that first day and for several weeks afterwards, Kitty had seen little more of the Manor beyond the kitchen, the backyard and its wash-house, and the way up the back stairs to her attic bedroom under the thatch.


But now, three years later, thought Kitty Clegg with growing excitement, now there was a chance for her to better herself. Ever since that first day, she’d been little more than a skivvy, with chapped and calloused hands and wearing rough, scullery maid’s clothes. But not any more, she told herself. Come hell or high water, she was going to be Miss Miriam’s new lady’s maid. You just see if I’m not, she said to Mrs Grundy.


But the challenge was only in her mind and not a word passed her lips.




Four


Nervously Kitty smoothed the palms of her hands down her clean apron, patted the cap enveloping her unruly black hair, licked her lips and knocked boldly on the door of Mrs Franklin’s sitting room on the first floor.


A gentle, cultured voice called ‘Come in’ and Kitty pushed open the door. Even though, on this warm August day, bright sunlight streamed in through the long windows to her right, Mrs Franklin was seated to one side of the fireplace where a fire burned in the grate. Her head was bent over a frame of petit point, her nimble fingers threading the needle through the canvas, one hand above the work, one beneath it. Kitty closed the door quietly behind her and tiptoed into the room to stand a short distance from Mrs Franklin. Fascinated by the brightly coloured wool speeding in and out of the canvas, the neat stitches forming the picture before her eyes, Kitty spoke without thinking. ‘Oh how clever you are, madam.’ The words, perhaps somewhat presumptuous from a lowly kitchen maid, were nonetheless genuine.


Mrs Franklin raised her head and Kitty’s gaze met hers. The mistress of the Manor House was nearing her fortieth birthday, but her luxuriant blonde hair showed only a trace of silver here and there in its abundance. It was beautifully dressed, high on her head with neat curls framing her forehead. Her face was serene, her complexion smooth with only the merest hint of tiny lines around her hazel eyes. Her gentle mouth curved into a welcoming smile. Every time Kitty saw her mistress she marvelled again at her beauty and wondered afresh how she had come to marry a man like the master.


‘Why, thank you, Kitty.’ Mrs Franklin waited a moment but since the girl did not speak, she prompted softly, ‘What can I do for you, my dear? Nothing wrong in the kitchen, I hope?’


‘Oh no, madam,’ Kitty said swiftly. ‘I’m very happy working here . . .’ She bit her lip, holding her breath as a sudden twinge of uncertainty gripped her.


But Mrs Franklin was smiling. ‘Do I hear a “but” in there somewhere, Kitty?’


‘Oh no,’ Kitty said again. ‘Well, not really.’ She pulled in a deep breath and the words came out in a rush. ‘I’ve come to ask you – to see you – about Lucy.’


‘Ah yes,’ Mrs Franklin sighed deeply and there was a sadness in her fine eyes. ‘Poor Lucy,’ she murmured. ‘She’s given me her resignation. I don’t want to take it, but she – she seems adamant.’ She sighed again and murmured, more to herself than to the girl, ‘I don’t know what we’re going to do. Really, I don’t.’


Eagerly, Kitty took a step forward, bending towards her employer in her excitement. ‘Please, would you consider me for the position of your lady’s maid? For you and Miss Miriam, I mean. I can sew . . .’ With her chapped, kitchen maid’s hand, she gestured towards Mrs Franklin’s embroidery. ‘Not as good as you, madam, of course, but me mam taught me and she – she . . .’ She just stopped herself from blurting out who her mother had been and the position she had once held in this very house. That had been before the present Mrs Franklin had lived here, before she had become mistress of the Manor and perhaps mention of it at this time would do young Kitty no favours. But to Kitty’s surprise the kindly eyes were regarding her steadily. ‘Oh yes. I know about your mother.’ The words were spoken softly and there was a fleeting, rather strange look in the lady’s eyes, yet it was gone in an instant, so swiftly that Kitty thought she must have imagined it.


Mrs Franklin concentrated once more on her embroidery and for a moment there was silence in the room, save for the heavy ticking of the grandfather clock in the corner and the gentle rasping sound of the wool being pulled through the tiny holes in the canvas.


Mrs Franklin looked up at Kitty. ‘Do you really think you could cope? I mean . . .’ Her voice trailed away and mistress and maid stared at each other, both knowing the meaning behind the unspoken words.


Can you cope with Miss Miriam’s tantrums, her quicksilver moods and her treatment of every one of the stream of maids who have come and gone during the last three years? This was the question in Mrs Franklin’s eyes. Slowly Kitty nodded. ‘I’d really like to try, madam.’


A small smile quirked at the older woman’s mouth. ‘Well,’ she murmured softly as if, once more, thinking aloud. ‘At least you know what to expect.’ She paused, appearing to consider. ‘What about Mrs Grundy? Does she know you’ve come to see me?’


‘Not exactly,’ Kitty said truthfully. ‘But I think . . .’ Now the smile that had twitched at the girl’s lips spread itself across her mouth. ‘I think she knows I’m “up to summat”.’


Mrs Franklin laughed. ‘Well, Kitty, I will think about it. But I must speak to Mrs Grundy, you understand, because it would leave her without a kitchen maid.’


Kitty’s heart sank. She was not a conceited girl, but she knew that Mrs Grundy would not want to let her go. The cook had trained young Kitty to her own ways and hated change. But all she could say now was, ‘Yes, madam,’ and ‘Thank you, madam,’ give a small curtsy and leave the room, her heart not quite as hopeful as when she had entered it.


‘Would you walk out with me if I were a lady’s maid and not a scruffy kitchen maid then?’


She sat on top of the five-barred gate looking down at Jack Thorndyke, who squinted up at her against the setting sun, a straw hanging out of the corner of his mouth. ‘Mebbe. Mebbe not.’ Casually, he removed the chewed end and prodded it towards her. ‘Who said I wouldn’t walk out with a kitchen maid, then?’


She shrugged. ‘No one. But I ’eard as how you walked out with Evie Miller on Sir Peter Rowell’s estate. An’ she’s Lady Rowell’s personal maid.’


‘So? What of it?’ He moved away from her, stepping into the cornfield, the wheat rustling around his long legs.


‘Are you still keeping company with her then?’


Jack bent down and, with his knife, cut several ears of the corn. Straightening up, he turned and came back towards her. Laughing his deep, rumbling laugh, he said, ‘Mebbe.’ And then, irritatingly, added, ‘Mebbe not.’


‘Oh you,’ Kitty said and jumped down from the gate, her skirts flying. ‘You’re a right Jack-the-Lad, aren’t ya?’ she accused. ‘Good name your mam give you. After all the girls. I don’t know why I bother with you, Jack Thorndyke.’


There was a brief frown on his face, his thick dark eyebrows drawn together as if a cloud had suddenly passed across the sun, but the next moment he reached out and caught the back of her neck with his strong hand. He pulled her towards him and although she resisted at first, she was no match for the strength of this man, not even against the one arm with which he held her. He pulled her to him and bent his head, laughing now into her eyes, his breath on her face, his lips only inches from her mouth. ‘You bother, young Kitty Clegg, ’cos you’ve waited a whole year to see me again. You’ve waited to see what it would be like to lie with a man like me.’


Kitty gasped and her eyes widened at his boldness, at his presumption. But she could not speak. There was nothing she could say, because what Jack Thorndyke said was true. Every word of it. And he knew it. The realization that he could read her thoughts and her girlish desires so plainly made the colour creep up her neck and suffuse her face.


Chuckling softly, as if enjoying her embarrassment, he released her and stepped away from her. Leaning his back against the gate and holding the long stems of wheat just below the ears, he counted, ‘ . . . Seven, eight, nine,’ and then began to plait them together.


Kitty swallowed and, trying to marshal her whirling thoughts, made herself concentrate on what he was doing. She marvelled that such broad hands, so used to working the huge engine, could nevertheless plait the fine stems so nimbly.


‘What are you making?’


‘You’ll see,’ he murmured, his eyes never lifting now from his intricate work.


Fascinated, she watched as a shape began to appear. ‘You’re making a corn dolly.’


‘Where I come from, we call it a corn maiden, but yes, that’s right.’


Kitty clasped her hands in delight. ‘I’ve seen ’em, of course, but I’ve never seen one being made.’ She paused, watching, then eager to know, demanded, ‘Is that the head with the ears of corn for the hair?’


The plaiting was being fashioned into a tiny spherical shape that curved in and then sharply out again.


‘Uh-huh. And now the shoulders, see? And in for the waist,’ he murmured. ‘Tiny waist, she’s got, Kitty. Just like yours.’


Then his clever fingers widened the diameter of the rounds to form a bell-shaped skirt.


‘But she’s got no arms.’


‘Those are worked separately. Now, take my knife and you go and cut two lots of five straws. Cut the ears off. I don’t need them this time.’


She did as he told her, handing them to him. He set the finished body on top of the gate post while he cut the stems she had brought to the length he wanted. Two tiny arms, as if dressed in billowing sleeves, were fastened to the main body, the hands formed by the cut-off ends of the stems and tied together in the front.


‘Now, young Kitty. What’s missing?’


She blinked at him. ‘I dunno. What is missing?’


‘If she’s a corn maiden she should be carrying a sheaf of corn. But as she’s so tiny, we’ll use just the ears. About six we need.’ He held out the knife towards her again. ‘You cut them for me, Kitty.’


She took his knife and stepped into the corn once more.


‘Leave about a couple of inches of stalk below the ears,’ he called and she nodded, bending to cut half a dozen ears as he instructed.


She turned and held them out towards him. ‘All right?’


‘Perfect,’ he smiled. ‘I can see you’re wasted in the kitchen. I should have you out here with me in the fields.’


Kitty said nothing, but waded her way back through the corn to stand beside him. With the stalks slotted through the tied hands, it now looked as if the maiden were carrying a sheaf of corn in her arms.


‘There.’ He held it out to her, balancing it on the palm of his hand. ‘That’s for you.’


As Kitty reached out with fingers that trembled a little to take the maiden, he stepped closer and touched her chin with the tips of his fingers. ‘Will you be my Harvest Nell this year, Kitty Clegg?’ he asked her softly.


‘Oh Jack.’ It was a great compliment he was paying her. Not only was he giving her a countryman’s favour in the shape of this corn maiden, but he was asking her to be the Harvest Queen and ride on the last load from the field. It was every bit as good as being Queen of the May or Carnival Queen.


‘We’ll make a bigger one of these,’ he nodded towards the doll she held gently in the palm of her hand, ‘from a whole sheaf of the last corn we cut. It’ll ride with you on the final load to the barn.’


Kitty’s eyes shone. ‘Oh thank you, Jack, thank you. I’d love to be your Harvest Nell.’




Five


‘Mrs Grundy tells me that your mother was personal maid to my husband’s mother.’


Kitty was standing once more on the turkey red and blue carpet in Mrs Franklin’s sitting room facing her employer. The fire crackled in the grate, the clock ticked in the corner and all around were Mrs Franklin’s personal pieces of furniture. This room, more than any other in the whole house, seemed to reflect the mistress’s personality. It was a tranquil room and tastefully furnished. A small, leather-topped writing desk stood against one wall and beside it was a beautiful chiffonier, black with hand-painted pictures on its doors and drawer fronts. Delicate porcelain figurines stood on top. In the far corner stood a piano which, Kitty knew, Mrs Franklin played sometimes, but only for her own amusement and never in front of anyone else. Pictures lined the walls. A likeness of the old Queen Victoria hung among oil paintings of the Manor House and there was a companion landscape of Nunsthorpe Hall.


But at this precise moment Kitty was seeing none of these things for her full attention was on her mistress.


‘Yes, madam,’ she said huskily.


‘I knew, of course,’ Mrs Franklin went on, ‘that your mother had worked for the family before I came – my husband made that perfectly clear when he wanted you engaged as kitchen maid here – but I hadn’t realized that she . . .’ There was the slightest of pauses. ‘ . . . had been employed in that capacity.’


Kitty was silent though her quick mind was tumbling over itself with surprise, scarcely hearing now what Mrs Franklin was saying. The master? Why had he concerned himself with the engaging of a lowly kitchen maid? That sort of thing was always handled by the mistress. So why . . .? She could tell nothing from Mrs Franklin’s tone of voice or from her expression. Today she was sitting on the wide window seat, her back to the light, her face in shadow and she had the advantage of the young girl standing in the full light from the window.


To Kitty’s surprise, Mrs Franklin suddenly patted the cushion beside her. ‘Come and sit down, Kitty, and we’ll have a little chat.’


‘Madam?’


There was surprise in her voice, but then she heard Mrs Franklin laugh softly. ‘Come along, my dear, it’s quite all right.’


Still Kitty hesitated. It was not that she was a timid girl – far from it. ‘Bold as brass and cheeky with it,’ was often Mrs Grundy’s view of her kitchen maid. But Kitty knew her place within this household, had had it instilled in her by her mother long before she ever came into service and that place was not sitting beside her mistress on the soft cushions of the window seat in her private sitting room.


Nervously, Kitty perched on the edge of the seat.


‘Why did you not tell me about your mother having served as a lady’s maid? She must have been good because my late mother-in-law . . .’ a smile twitched her mouth, ‘was not an easy lady to please.’


The woman’s kindness brought a rush of words from Kitty’s lips. ‘I thought you might think I was trying to use that. I thought it wasn’t – well – quite honest. And besides . . .’ She faltered.


‘And?’ Mrs Franklin prompted.


Kitty felt her cheeks grow warm. ‘I – I’m not sure why me mother left here. I mean . . .’


Mrs Franklin’s hazel eyes were regarding her gently, almost with a look of pity. ‘No, my dear, I don’t suppose you do.’ Softly, she added, ‘I suppose there are many things children don’t know about their parents’ lives.’


Again there was silence while Kitty waited. Surprisingly, Mrs Franklin said, ‘Tell me about your family, Kitty.’


‘My – my family, madam?’


‘Mm. Your father, for instance. Does he still work on the railway?’


Kitty’s eyes widened. ‘How . . .?’ she began but then, realizing her question might be thought impertinent, she stopped.


‘He worked as my father-in-law’s groom,’ Mrs Franklin was explaining. ‘But he left here – well – about the time he and your mother were married and I understood that he got a job as a porter.’


‘He’s the stationmaster now, madam. I suppose that’s how me mam and dad met, then? When they both worked here, I mean.’


Mrs Franklin’s gaze dropped away. ‘I suppose so, Kitty. Your mother had gone by – by the time I married Mr Franklin and came to live at the Manor, although your father was still here then. But yes, I suppose they must have met . . .’ Her voice trailed away and there was a long pause before she said, ‘And you have brothers and sisters?’


Kitty grinned. ‘Oh yes, madam, the house fair bursts at the seams with all us lot. I’m the eldest, then there’s George and Timothy. Then there’s our Milly, she’s nearly thirteen, then Grace and Jane and the youngest, he’s called Robert. At least, that’s his proper name but he’s such a little chap, we all call him Bobbie.’


‘What a lovely big family,’ Mrs Franklin murmured and Kitty thought she detected a note of envy. ‘And are they all – healthy?’


Kitty felt a pang of sympathy for her employer, knowing that the gentle, loving mother was thinking of her own delicate son who was not expected to ‘make old bones’, as Mrs Grundy put it.


‘Mostly, madam, yes, but Timothy, he gets the wheezes like Master Edward.’


Mrs Franklin’s face was full of compassion. ‘So that explains why you’re so patient with Edward.’ Her glance held Kitty’s own. ‘Don’t think I don’t know about you spending some of your own time with my son, Kitty. It doesn’t go unnoticed and it does you credit, my dear.’


Kitty blushed and stammered. ‘Th-thank you, madam.’


‘Well then,’ Mrs Franklin went on more briskly. ‘I have spoken to Mrs Grundy and while she is loth to lose you as her kitchen maid . . .’ she leaned closer, as if sharing a secret, ‘she said you were the best kitchen maid she’d ever had.’


Kitty’s eyes sparkled. ‘Did she? Did she really?’


‘Yes, really.’ The woman’s face sobered. ‘But you do know, Kitty, don’t you, that although you’ll be my maid, you’ll also have to act as Miss Miriam’s personal maid and – well . . .’ she sighed. ‘It’s no secret, is it, that my daughter can be . . . a little difficult to work for?’


Kitty almost gasped aloud. She could hardly believe that she was sitting here being spoken to by Mrs Franklin almost as an equal, that her employer was taking her into her confidence in such a way. She felt honoured to be so trusted. Kitty squared her shoulders and said seriously, ‘Yes, madam. I do know.’


‘And you still think you could cope?’


Kitty’s brown eyes stared straight into the troubled eyes of the older woman. ‘Yes, madam,’ she said firmly. And although she did not say the words aloud, in her mind Kitty added, Miss Miriam just needs someone who will stand up to her and not allow herself to be bullied. But she could not voice these thoughts, not to the girl’s mother of all people.


She heard Mrs Franklin give a gentle sigh. ‘Well, Kitty, I’m willing to let you try. But I wouldn’t want you to leave because of my daughter’s behaviour. You’re a good, trustworthy girl, my dear, hardworking and honest, according to Mrs Grundy, and I wouldn’t want to lose you.’


Feeling as if she was bursting with pride, Kitty left the room, running down the stairs and into the kitchen.


‘Mrs Grundy, oh Mrs Grundy, you old darling, you.’ She caught hold of the cook’s rotund little body and tried to whirl her around the table.


‘’Ere, ’ere, steady on,’ Mrs Grundy gasped, clinging to Kitty. ‘You’ll ’ave me over, ya daft ’aporth.’


Kitty stopped her whirling. ‘Fancy you saying such nice things about me to the mistress. Oh Mrs G., she’s given me the job. I’m going to be her personal maid and wear a smart black dress and pretty frilled apron and cap. Oh Mrs Grundy, thank you, thank you.’


The older woman shook her head. ‘Don’t thank me yet, child. I ain’t so sure I’ve done you a kindness, ’cos you’ll be maid to Miss Miriam an’ all.’


Kitty laughed, carried away on a wave of euphoria by her success. ‘I know, but don’t you worry, Mrs G., I’ll handle her.’


Mrs Grundy still looked none too sure. ‘I hope, for your sake, ya do.’ Then she gave a wry smile. ‘I’m pleased for you, lass, if it’s what you really want. But I certainly haven’t done mesen any favours. You’re a good girl and I’m going to have a job replacing you.’


Kitty was still a moment. ‘Well, er, about that, Mrs Grundy . . .’ she began.


The cook looked at her sharply. ‘You know of someone? Out with it then, girl.’


‘My sister Milly. She’s coming up to thirteen. Would you consider her?’


Mrs Grundy was beaming. ‘Consider her? I’ll do more than that, lass, if she’s another of Betsy Clegg’s daughters. When can she start?’


Suddenly, the kitchen was filled with the sound of their laughter.




Six


The two sisters stood facing each other in the attic bedroom they were to share.


‘Now, you just mind your p’s and q’s, our Milly, ’cos you’re here on my say-so, so don’t you go letting me down.’


‘Ooh no, Kitty. I won’t, really I won’t.’ Pale grey eyes, wide and filled with apprehension, stared back at her. There was no likeness between the sisters, indeed it was difficult to imagine that they were so closely related. Milly was a nervous creature, pallid and thin, with lank mouse-coloured hair. She had none of Kitty’s pert prettiness, nor the hint of mischief and daring that so often sparked in the older sister’s eyes. ‘And just you do everything Mrs Grundy tells you and don’t go listening to what anyone else ses, see? Specially not that Sarah Maybury. Lead you into bad ways, she will, with her toffee-nosed manners.’ Although Kitty had not lived at home for the past three years, she remembered that her younger sister could be easily led by others. ‘You hear me, Milly?’


‘I’ll work ever so hard, Kitty, honest I will. And make you and Mam proud of me.’ Tears welled in the young girl’s eyes and Kitty threw her arms about her and hugged her hard. ‘It’s lovely to have you here, our Milly. I have missed everyone since I came into service. But now I’ve got you here, me own sister.’ She released her and stood back, but kept her hands resting lightly on Milly’s shoulders. ‘We won’t get a lot of time off together, but when we do, we’ll have such fun. You’ll be all right, Milly,’ Kitty reassured her now, feeling a little guilty for having been rather sharp with the girl who, despite having reached thirteen, the age at which most girls were expected to start work, nevertheless looked at this moment like a forlorn little child. ‘Just do what Mrs Grundy tells you and you’ll not go far wrong.’


‘She’s a bit – fierce, ain’t she?’ Milly’s voice quavered.


Kitty laughed. ‘Not really, when you get to know her. Her bark’s worse than her bite, as they say. She’s a kindly old stick, really.’


‘She likes you,’ Milly murmured. ‘And her and our mam seem very friendly.’


‘Well, it seems they knew each other years ago when our mam worked here.’


Milly’s eyes widened. ‘Mam worked here? In this big house? When?’


‘Before she was married to our dad. Seems he was the groom here then an’ all.’


‘Oh,’ Milly said, pondering this information which was quite new to her. ‘Oh Kitty, how romantic. Can you imagine our mam and dad meeting in secret?’ She giggled. ‘Maybe in the hayloft, eh?’ Then she was eyeing her older sister speculatively. She put her head on one side and, much to Kitty’s surprise, there was a hint of slyness in her tone as she added, ‘Are there any nice grooms here now then?’


Kitty stared at her, then laughed. ‘I really haven’t noticed.’


‘I bet!’ Milly scoffed and some of her nervousness seemed to disappear.


Kitty shrugged. ‘I’ve got me eye on someone far better than a groom.’


‘Who? Do tell?’


But Kitty tapped the side of her nose and said, ‘That’s for me to know and you to find out, young Milly, so there. And besides, you’re far too young to be knowing about such things.’ At this moment the three years that separated them seemed far greater. Kitty felt herself to be a young woman, whereas she still thought of Milly as a schoolgirl. She was forgetting completely that at Milly’s age she, too, had been embarking upon her first job and had thought herself very grown up.


‘Now,’ Kitty said. ‘Let’s have a look at you before we go downstairs.’ Her expert glance ran over Milly’s grey dress and apron and the triangular cloth that covered her hair, the type of attire that Kitty herself had so recently discarded with such glee. ‘Yes, you’ll do. But let me give you a word of warning. Always keep a clean apron handy and mind you wear the sack apron over this when you’re doing mucky jobs. Mrs Grundy hates to see her kitchen maid with either a dirty apron or dirty hands. It throws her into a right old paddy so keep yer hands clean and your nails scrubbed and,’ she added, grasping one of Milly’s hands and holding it up for inspection, ‘you’d better stop biting ya nails an’ all.’


Milly nodded, only half-listening as her envious gaze took in her elder sister’s appearance. ‘You look ever so smart, our Kitty.’


Kitty preened before the mirror, proud of her new uniform. Black dress, stockings and shoes and a snowy white apron with a frill of delicate lace round the bib. Gone was the unbecoming headgear that hid all her raven hair and on top of her curls there now perched a dainty cap. She had scrubbed her hands and Mrs Grundy had given her some cream to rub into them each night.


‘Now that you’ll be handling madam’s silks and satins, you can’t have rough, chapped hands like that, lass,’ the cook had said.


Kitty whirled around from the mirror and reaching for her sister’s hand, smiled and said, ‘Come on, our Milly, it’s time we went and started our new jobs.’


Kitty ducked quickly as the glass jar flew towards her and shattered against the oak door, splintering into a thousand tiny shards.


‘A kitchen maid. I won’t have a dirty kitchen maid touching me!’


Kitty’s heart beat faster, thumping so loudly inside her chest that she was sure Miss Miriam could hear it. But she stood and faced her new young mistress. The girl was quite beautiful; there was no denying the fact. Quietly, but with a new-found strength in her tone that surprised even her, Kitty said, ‘You’ll have none of them pretty glass jars left, miss, if you keep chucking them at the door. Besides, I aren’t a kitchen maid, now. I’m your personal maid. Your mother appointed me herself to be her maid – and yours.’


Miriam sprang up from the dressing stool and moved towards her. ‘I aren’t? I aren’t? Why, you can’t even speak properly.’


‘Mind the glass, miss. Ya’ve nothing on ya feet.’


‘Dun’t ya dare tell me what to do,’ she began, cruelly mimicking Kitty’s strong accent. ‘Ya scruffy little . . . Ouch!’ Her words ended in a howl of pain as she hopped on one foot.


‘I told you so,’ Kitty said and stepped towards her, the glass crunching beneath her stout-soled shoes. She grasped the girl’s arm firmly and propelled her back towards the bed and away from the glass.


‘Sit up there and let’s ’ave a look at ya foot.’


‘Let go of me.’ Miriam twisted her arm out of Kitty’s grasp, but she did hoist herself up on to the high bed and lift up her foot, thrusting it towards the maid for inspection.


‘Ya’ve got a bit of glass in ya foot,’ Kitty said, bending over it. ‘Hold still now and I can get it out – there, that’s it.’ Triumphantly she held up the splinter of glass, the end coloured red with the girl’s blood.


‘Oh! It’s bleeding,’ Miriam cried, petulantly.


‘’Course it is, but it’s nowt. I’ll bathe it.’


‘Oh no you won’t!’ Suddenly Miriam reached out and Kitty found the pretty lace cap being torn from her head, the hairpins securing it tugging at her hair. Then Miriam dug her strong fingers deep into Kitty’s curls and grasped a handful. Kitty gave a cry of pain, but Miriam only twisted the hair even more, pulling the maid’s head towards her.


Their faces only inches apart, Kitty stared into the girl’s green eyes that were glittering with spitefulness. ‘You are not going to be my maid.’


Kitty reached up for the tangled mane of thick auburn hair. Digging her fingers into its depths, she, in turn, grasped Miriam’s hair and was gratified to see the look of astonishment in the girl’s eyes. ‘Oh yes I am,’ Kitty muttered through clenched teeth with an outward show of calmness she certainly did not feel inside. ‘Your mother—’


‘My mother,’ the girl spat out the words so that Kitty felt the shower of spittle on her face. ‘Just wait till my mother hears about this. She’ll dismiss you at once and without a reference.’ It was the ultimate threat, for to find work among the gentry without a good reference from a previous employer was virtually impossible.


‘I don’t think so,’ Kitty said slowly and deliberately. ‘I reckon that ya mam is only too pleased – relieved, even – to have found someone who’s prepared to take you on. And someone who already knows what they are taking on.’


That’s it, Kitty thought, I’ve really gone too far this time. I’ll be out on my ear for this, sure as eggs is eggs.


‘You insolent little baggage . . .’ Miriam began but then, suddenly, Kitty saw a shadow of uncertainty flit across the girl’s face and knew her words had struck home. Miss Miriam might be spoilt, petulant and quick tempered with more than a little spitefulness in her nature, but she was also beautiful and very clever. She excelled at her lessons, could draw and paint skilfully and her embroidery already adorned the walls of the dining room. No, Miss Miriam was no fool. She knew herself exactly what she was like; she knew only too well.
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