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				‘Fans of Katie Flynn will love this first saga in a new romantic series’ Peterborough Evening Telegraph

				‘An enthralling new saga from a leading light in the world of women’s fiction. Jennie Felton . . . writes her stories straight from the heart . . . evokes time and place with compelling authenticity, and conjures up a feisty heroine and a cast of engaging characters’ Lancashire Evening Post

				‘All the Dark Secrets sweeps us back to a time of struggle and hardship in a story packed with high emotion, dramatic landscapes and the harsh realities of living and working in a mining community . . . Felton evokes time and place with compelling authenticity, and conjures up a feisty heroine and a cast of engaging characters . . . hold onto your hats for The Miner’s Daughter’ Blackpool Gazette

				‘This book has everything a family saga should have – happiness, extreme sadness, love, death, births, etc. but above all it was a real page turner . . . Thank you, Jennie, for writing such a wonderful book’ Boon’s Bookcase
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				About the Book

				Edie Cooper has grown up at number one, Fairley Terrace, surrounded by a loving family. Now twenty, she spends her days working as lady’s maid to Christina, the beautiful adopted daughter of the powerful Fairley family, and her nights dreaming of a life with handsome local lad Charlie Oglethorpe.

				Although Edie is broken-hearted when Charlie leaves to make his fortune in London, she finds some consolation in her unexpected friendship with Christina, who asks for her help in uncovering her true parentage.

				But their search for answers puts Edie and Christina’s lives in grave danger. Someone in the grand house will stop at nothing to keep the long-buried secrets hidden. Will Edie be able to protect Christina? And will she find her own path to happiness with Charlie?
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				Dear Reader

				Thank you for picking up my new Families of Fairley Terrace saga, The Girl Below Stairs. If you’re new to Fairley Terrace or returning, I do hope you’ll like meeting – or catching up with! – the characters who make up the close-knit community there.

				In The Girl Below Stairs, the grand Fairley Hall also plays a significant part. I very much enjoyed looking at the other side of life at the ‘big house’ and I hope you will too.

				It’s lovely to hear from my readers, so please do visit me on Facebook www.facebook.com/JennieFeltonAuthor or follow me on Twitter  @Jennie_Felton for my latest news!
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				Prologue

				Christmas Eve, 1895

				‘Father – oh Father! Come quick!’

				Hetty Jones came bursting into the sacristy where Father O’Brien was preparing for Midnight Mass. Flakes of sleety snow clung to grey-streaked hair where it was not covered by her shawl and to her eyelashes; her puffy face was red and anxious. She was also breathless. Plump as she was, with swollen ankles that bulged over her stout boots, the slightest exertion made her heart race and her breath come hard and shallow.

				Father O’Brien turned, his hands, which were beginning to stiffen with the onset of arthritis, still gripping the stole he was arranging around his neck. It was unheard of for Hetty to rush into the sacristy without knocking, even though she often helped with setting out prayer books and lighting candles, and even laying a clean cloth on the altar – the soiled one she would take home for laundering. Clearly something was very wrong.

				‘Mrs Jones! Whatever . . . ?’

				‘Oh Father, there’s a baby . . .’

				‘A baby?’ he repeated, bewildered.

				‘Yes! In the porch!’ Hetty pressed her hand to her throat, struggling to catch her breath. ‘You’ve got to come! It’ll catch its death, poor little thing!’

				Struggling to comprehend, Father O’Brien followed her out of the sacristy. As yet the church was still almost deserted, with just a handful of the most devout worshippers kneeling in their pews to recite a rosary before the service began, or lighting a candle on the votive rack at the feet of the statue of the Blessed Virgin to the right of the high altar. The majority of the congregation would arrive at the last minute, having been busy with their preparations for tomorrow, and possibly a little inebriated. But Hetty had left the heavy wooden door open in her haste, and through it he could see a little knot of people gathered in the porch, all staring down at the same spot, where a woman crouched beside a shadowy object.

				As Father O’Brien emerged, they all turned towards him, with the exception of the crouching woman.

				‘Father . . . the most awful thing!’

				‘Oh Father, thank goodness you’re here!’

				The crouching woman looked up, though one hand still rested on a white mound inside what appeared to be a drawer from a dressing chest.

				‘It’s a baby, Father. Somebody’s been and gone and left a newborn baby!’

				In his thirty-odd years as a parish priest, Father O’Brien had encountered almost every imaginable situation. He had comforted the bereaved, given advice to troubled souls, heard confessions that had shocked and saddened him. But this . . . it was entirely outside his experience, and for a moment he could do nothing but stare at the tiny puckered face half hidden by a lacy shawl and the little body tightly wrapped in white swaddling here in the deep shadow of the porch. It might have been the Christ child himself, reborn here in a church that had once been, not a stable, but a barn. Then, as his shocked sensibilities registered the several pairs of eyes trained on him and looking for guidance, he pulled himself together and tried to summon the calm common sense he knew they were expecting.

				‘Let’s get the mite inside where it’s warm.’

				The woman crouching beside the makeshift crib was May Cooper. She carefully lifted the tiny scrap from the wooden drawer, rose to her feet and cradled it tenderly against her bosom, one hand supporting the little head. With two children of her own, seven-year-old Ted and five-year-old Edie, the handling of a newborn came naturally to her.

				Father O’Brien held the heavy oak door open, motioning to her to take the baby into the sacristy. Hetty Jones followed, and the others stood watching from the doorway as May carefully lowered herself on to a chair and eased the baby’s face free of the shawl. The blue eyes of a newborn stared unblinking; fine hair, dark and slick, covered a head that bore a deep indentation from ear to little flattened ear. Then the puckered lips opened and the baby began to wail, a persistent mewling that tore at the heartstrings.

				‘He’s hungry as well as cold, poor mite.’ Hetty was still out of breath; the excitement was having the same effect on her as exertion. But her eyes were dark with pity – and anger – in her pouchy face. ‘Whoever would do such a thing, Father?’

				‘I can’t imagine, Hetty. Some poor desperate woman, I suppose. And she knew he’d be found without delay tonight. At least we can say that much for her. There was certainly no baby in the porch when I opened the church – she slipped in and left him when she knew the congregation would soon be arriving for Mass.’

				‘But what are we going to do, Father?’

				‘Go and fetch one of the altar boys. Ask him to go for Sergeant Love.’ Father O’Brien was beginning to regain his usual authoritative demeanour. ‘This is a matter for the police. Can you look after him, Mrs Cooper, until someone comes to take him away?’

				May was carefully unwrapping the swaddling, allowing the baby to stuff a tiny fist into that hungry mouth.

				‘Course I can, Father. You get on with whatever you’ve got to do. But you’re wrong to call it “him”. This baby’s not more than a day old, I’d say, but one thing I am sure of: it’s not a boy – it’s a lovely little girl.’

				‘Is that so.’ Father O’Brien smiled wryly. He knew very well why he’d made the assumption – the parallel he’d drawn between a newborn babe on Christmas Eve and the Christ Child himself. What foolishness, he chided himself.

				But whatever the sex of the child, here was a new little soul abandoned in a cruel world, and somewhere not far away would be a mother in deep distress and possibly requiring medical attention. Caring for their physical needs did not fall within his remit, but their spiritual ones most certainly did. Whatever he could do to help, he would do it. He hoped and prayed the mother could be found and reunited with her child, and that he could somehow persuade a judgemental society to forgive her for whatever sins she had committed. And if she could not be found, or was unwilling to take responsibility for the baby, then he personally would see to it that the child was placed in a good and loving home, not removed to an institute or orphanage.

				Perhaps the mother was some young and foolish girl, perhaps the father was one of the twelve men and boys killed back in the summer in the terrible accident at Shepton Fields pit that, it was said, had not been an accident at all but a deliberate and wicked act when someone had severed the rope so that the hudge carrying them to the bowels of the earth had gone crashing down. Or perhaps she was some poor woman who already had more children than she could afford to raise. He didn’t know, but he meant to try to find out and offer what assistance he could.

				For the moment, however, he had a Midnight Mass to say in celebration of the birth of the Lord Jesus Christ.

				It was, Father O’Brien knew, a Christmas Eve he would never forget.

			

		

	
		
			
				

				Chapter One

				September 1910

				‘Edith Cooper! There you are! Lady Elizabeth wants to see you.’

				Edie looked up from the silverware she was polishing to see Quilla Brimble, lady’s maid to the mistress of Fairley Hall, standing in the doorway of the servants’ hall. She was startled by the summons, and her heart came into her mouth.

				Had she done something wrong? Nothing came immediately to mind, and in any case it wasn’t usual for Lady Elizabeth to mete out a tongue-lashing for some omission or misdemeanour. It was up to Mr Stevens, the butler, or Mrs Parker, the housekeeper, to take care of that sort of thing. But Quilla Brimble’s tone was sharp with disapproval, and her face set in stern lines.

				Not that that meant anything in itself, of course. In the six years she had worked for the Fairley family, Edie couldn’t ever remember seeing Quilla smile, unless it was a smirk of satisfaction at besting one of the other servants, to whom she considered herself vastly superior. And her tone of voice when speaking to them was invariably the same. Short. Haughty. As if having to communicate with them was beneath her.

				‘Make haste, girl,’ she said now. ‘Don’t keep her ladyship waiting. You’ll find her in her sitting room.’

				And with that she swept off, her black silk skirts rustling.

				Reg Deacon, the footman, who had been polishing a pair of Sir Montague’s boots, stared at Edie goggle-eyed.

				‘What’s all that about then?’

				Edie simply shrugged and pulled a face.

				‘You’re not going to get the sack, are you?’ He sounded worried. It was no secret that Reg was sweet on Edie, though she gave him no encouragement. He wasn’t the sharpest knife in the box, but Edie was quite fond of him in a pitying sort of way, and she was careful not to do anything to lead him to think he stood a chance with her. He didn’t. Edie’s affections lay elsewhere, though much good had it done her.

				‘I’m sure it’s not that, Reg,’ she said with more confidence than she was feeling.

				‘But what if . . . ?’

				‘Oh don’t be so silly.’ She replaced the spoon she had been working on in the cutlery box and dumped her polishing cloth on the table beside it. ‘You can finish the silverware when you’ve done with the boots,’ she instructed him. Six years of service to his four gave her seniority, and exerting it sometimes helped to keep him in his place. Though even when she gave him orders, he still stared at her with those adoring puppy-dog eyes.

				As she climbed the stairs, Edie hastily checked that her hair was neat under her small white cap and straightened her apron. Then she hurried along to Lady Elizabeth’s sitting room, a sunny bower at the rear of the house that overlooked manicured lawns and a honeysuckle arch leading to her pride and joy, the rose garden. Edie tapped on the door, which stood ajar, and waited a moment, then, with some trepidation, went inside.

				‘Milady,’ she said respectfully.

				‘Edith.’ Lady Elizabeth always called Edie by her given name. She rose from the brocaded chair beside the big bay window, and to Edie’s relief she was smiling. ‘Do come in, my dear.’

				The warmth of her greeting came as a surprise to Edie. Though Lady Elizabeth, sister of Sir Montague Fairley and the mistress of the house since his wife died many years ago, was invariably pleasant, Edie could never before recall being addressed as ‘my dear’.

				‘Milady,’ she said again, bobbing automatically, though her mind was racing.

				‘Don’t look so worried.’ Again Lady Elizabeth smiled, and the smile lent a beauty that had long since faded to a face that otherwise reflected the passage of the years, though they had been much kinder to her than to her brother, with his paunchy cheeks and swollen purple nose, the result of his fondness for too much brandy. ‘You’re wondering what I want to talk to you about, I expect.’

				‘Milady,’ Edie repeated yet again, as if the cat had got her tongue.

				‘The thing is this, Edith.’ Lady Elizabeth clasped her hands together in the folds of her skirt, heavy rose-coloured damask. ‘Miss Christina is growing up, and I think it’s high time she had a maid of her own. I’d like to offer you the position.’

				‘Oh!’ Edie couldn’t stop the involuntary gasp of surprise. Of all the possible reasons for Lady Elizabeth wanting to speak to her that had flitted through her mind since Quilla Brimble had summoned her, this one had not occurred to her for a moment. Lady’s maid to Miss Christina, Lady Elizabeth’s adopted daughter! The prospect was a dizzying one, and Edie couldn’t imagine why she should have been singled out for such an honour. She had no experience in the position – she wasn’t even entirely sure what the duties entailed, beyond helping the lady with her dressing and her hair and keeping her wardrobe in good order. As Lady Elizabeth’s maid, Quilla Brimble was forever commandeering the ironing table and flat irons, officiously warning the other servants to keep their distance in case they soiled the fine silks and linens, and her sewing box, for any minor repairs, was strictly off limits to them. Beyond that . . .

				‘But Nellie Saunders has been here much longer than me,’ Edie protested, knowing very well that the senior housemaid’s nose would be well and truly put out of joint if she found she’d been passed over.

				Lady Elizabeth’s mouth twitched as if she was amused by the prospect of the furore the appointment would cause below stairs, but she was far too kind to be malicious about it.

				‘That’s true, I know, and I hope Nellie won’t take it as a personal slight. But Miss Christina is quite insistent: she wants nobody but you. She’s fond of you, I know, and I’m confident you will suit her admirably. If you’re agreeable, I’ll have Quilla give you instruction as to what will be expected of you, and perhaps arrange for you to have some lessons in hairdressing. For the rest, all you have to do is whatever Christina wants or needs, and . . .’ her lips twitched again, ‘keep an eye on her. You know as well as I do, I’m sure, that sometimes she thinks or behaves in ways that are not quite . . . suitable. I’m sure I can rely on you to talk her out of her wilder notions, or to let me know if you are unable to persuade her to a more decorous course. Now.’ She lifted her chin, cocking her head to one side so that the ear bobs she wore swung and tinkled faintly. ‘What do you say? Would you like to take up the position? Or do you need time to consider?’

				‘Oh no, milady . . . I mean, no, I don’t need time to think about it.’ Startled though she was by the offer, apprehensive as to how the rest of the staff below stairs would react to the news, Edie was in no doubt at all. ‘Thank you for thinking of me, milady. And thanks to Miss Christina, too. I’d love to be her lady’s maid. I can’t think of anything I’d like better.’

				‘I’m glad.’ The lovely smile lit Lady Elizabeth’s face once more. ‘That’s settled then. I’ll tell Miss Christina you have agreed. You can begin your new duties just as soon as we can find a replacement parlourmaid, and that shouldn’t take long. There are always plenty of local girls looking to go into service. I’ll gather the staff and tell them myself what is happening, so perhaps you would keep this to yourself for the time being. Can I ask you to do that?’

				‘Of course, milady.’

				It wouldn’t be easy; there would be plenty of questions as to the reason why Lady Elizabeth had sent for her, and Edie felt sure she’d turn scarlet when they tried to get it out of her – she always did if she had something to hide.

				But she wouldn’t tell. She wouldn’t do anything that might jeopardise this wonderful opportunity.

				Lady’s maid to Miss Christina! Who’d have thought it? She might not be a famous singer on the halls like her old friend Lucy Day, or Lucy Dorne as she was now known. But for a girl from a little tied house in a terrace of miners’ cottages she certainly hadn’t done badly. And who knew what this new position might lead to? From the day she’d started in service as a lowly housemaid, she’d been determined to work her way up the pecking order, but she’d never expected the opportunity to come so soon. To become a lady’s maid at the age of just twenty was almost unheard of.

				Perhaps now she’d taken a step up in the world, Charlie Oglethorpe would take her more seriously – Charlie, ten years her senior; Charlie, whom she’d adored for as long as she could remember, and who had eventually become her young man, in a manner of speaking, but who’d treated her so casually and gone off to London to make a new life for himself; Charlie, who’d broken her heart. Next time he came home to South Compton, perhaps he would see her through different eyes. For years she’d cherished the hope that one day she and Charlie would be together, marry and raise a family, but her dreams had turned to dust. Now, excited by this surprising new development, it seemed to Edie that anything was possible.

				With a spring in her step, she went back downstairs to finish polishing the silver.

				Christina Fairley pirouetted like an excited child, arms outstretched, skirts fanning out all around her.

				‘Oh Mama, I’m so happy! She agreed! Edith agreed to be my very own maid!’

				She came to a stop, cheeks flushed, turquoise eyes sparkling, a little out of breath, then twirled again.

				Lady Elizabeth gave a slight shake of her head, smiling. Nothing gave her more pleasure than to see her daughter happy, but as always the pleasure was tempered with a tinge of anxiety. Christina might be almost fifteen, but she still behaved as if she was much younger. Her exuberance and naivety worried Elizabeth a little, coupled as they were with her sweet and trusting nature. Growing up as the only child in a household of much older people, Christina might have been expected to be serious and a little staid, but in fact exactly the opposite was true. In many ways she hardly seemed to be growing up at all, and Elizabeth fretted that if it didn’t happen soon, she might well be taken advantage of, and badly hurt, if not worse.

				Something of the sort had almost happened already. Sam, the gardener’s boy, had behaved towards her in a totally unsuitable way while helping her to train Beauty, her King Charles spaniel puppy, and she had been putty in his hands. It had been Edith who had consoled her when Sir Montague had discovered what was going on and sacked the impertinent boy, Edith who had explained to her that such a friendship was just not right, and even downright dangerous. Somehow the young parlourmaid had connected with Christina where Elizabeth had been unable to, and from that moment on, Christina had transferred her affections to Edith. Although it was in its way just as unacceptable a relationship, at least Edith was a sensible girl, not an adventure-seeking young man. She was much closer to Christina in age, too, than anyone else in the household, with the exception of that foolish kitchen maid Flo Doughty, and Elizabeth was hoping that having her company would be good for Christina. She’d have someone to talk to and confide in, someone who would keep an eye on her and ensure that nothing like the episode with the gardener’s boy happened again.

				What Sir Montague would have to say about it, of course, was a different matter entirely, Elizabeth thought. He was a hard man, who resented spending a penny he didn’t have to, either on the coal mines he owned, the estate or the household. When it came to charity, he was cold and ruthless, as witness the way he had behaved towards the families of the men who had been killed in the terrible incident with the hudge at Shepton Fields pit fifteen years ago – an incident that would never have occurred if he’d been willing to spend the money needed to replace the hemp rope that lowered the hudge with a chain, as he should have done. Elizabeth had done her best to make amends, taking gifts to the bereaved and showing them sympathy, but nothing she could do or say had dissuaded her brother from raising the rents on the tied cottages, thus forcing the widows out of the houses they could no longer afford to live in.

				That rankled with Elizabeth, and always had. She didn’t much like her brother, but if she wanted to continue to live at Fairley Hall, she had to accept him for what he was – a pompous, overbearing bully who trampled on anyone who got in his way.

				That had included his poor wife Laura, and Elizabeth thought it was no wonder that she had come to such a tragic end. But Elizabeth herself was a very different proposition. She had long ago learned how to get her own way with her brother if needs be.

				The adoption of Christina was a case in point. When the poor wee mite had been abandoned in the porch of the Roman Catholic church on Christmas Eve, almost fifteen years ago, Elizabeth had been determined to take her in, though Montague had been totally opposed to the idea. The very suggestion had made him apoplectic, but Elizabeth had refused to bow to his wishes.

				‘Really, after what happened back in the summer, it would be to your advantage to show some compassion,’ she had argued, referring to the terrible incident at the pit, and when he still prevaricated, she played her trump card.

				‘Well, Montague, I intend to offer a home to that poor little baby whether you agree or not. If you refuse to have her here, then I will move to the cottage and live there with her. It’s up to you, but if you don’t want people to think even more badly of you than they already do, you’ll allow us to remain here, under your roof.’

				The cottage, set deep in the woods that bordered the grounds of Fairley Hall, had once been the assistant gamekeeper’s house, but with a much smaller estate staff these days, it was no longer needed. It was beginning to fall into disrepair, and Elizabeth would have been hard put to afford the necessary work out of the tiny allowance she had been left under the terms of their father’s will. But she was confident that the last thing Sir Montague would want would be for her to move in there with the baby.

				She was right: the threat worked, and with a bad grace, Sir Montague had eventually given in. The baby – they called her Christina because she had been found on Christmas Eve – was brought to Fairley Hall, a wet nurse, and later a nanny, engaged, and one of the bedrooms converted to a nursery. Elizabeth herself had taken responsibility for Christina’s education – no easy task, since the little girl had no interest whatever in learning her letters and numbers, though she loved looking at the pictures in the books Elizabeth bought for her, and weaving stories round them.

				‘That child has the most vivid imagination!’ Elizabeth told anyone who would listen. ‘I’m not sure it’s good for her. Fairies and handsome princes and beautiful golden-haired maidens are all very well, but sometimes she frightens herself so much with the goblins and monsters that she wakes screaming in the night, and Nanny has the most terrible time trying to get her back to sleep. She’s convinced they are hiding under her bed, or in the cupboard. They’re all so real to her, you see.’

				Also very real to Christina was her imaginary friend Ursula. She insisted a place be set for her at the nursery table, and little portions of food put on her plate. Throughout the meal, she would chatter in a made-up language that no one but she – and Ursula – understood, even pausing for Ursula to reply.

				‘It fair makes the hair on the back of my neck stand on end,’ Nanny said to Lady Elizabeth.

				Elizabeth wasn’t unduly worried, though. It seemed to her only natural that without other children of her own age to keep her company, Christina should invent a friend.

				‘She’ll grow out of it,’ she’d predicted, and of course, she was right. There had been no mention of Ursula for years now.

				Then, of course, there were Christina’s fantasies as to who she really was. Elizabeth had never tried to hide from her the way she had come into the family; she didn’t want her to hear it from anyone else, and Christina seemed quite excited at the thought that she could be whoever she chose. Perhaps her father was one of her fairy-tale princes, and her mother one of the fair maidens! Or she had been left in the church porch by the fairies! Her wild imaginings knew no bounds.

				Although these days her speculation as to who she really was was more realistic, in many ways the years had done little to change her. She was just as she had always been, sweet-natured, sunny-tempered (most of the time), gentle, loving and almost fey. The down-to-earth Edith could only be good for her, Elizabeth thought. She’d be far less lonely with a lady’s maid to talk to and confide in, and hopefully some of Edith’s good sense would rub off on her. If it didn’t, she wasn’t at all sure how Christina would survive in the harsh world that awaited her when she became a woman.

				‘Now, you are not to breathe a word of this to anyone until I’ve had the chance to tell the staff myself,’ she said sternly. ‘If you do, I may have to think again.’

				‘Oh I won’t! I won’t!’ Christina promised, her eyes big and earnest in her elfin face.

				But Elizabeth was not certain she’d be able to keep it to herself for long, no matter how good her intentions.

				It would be wise, she thought, to gather the servants together at the earliest opportunity and tell them she had asked Edith to take up the duties of lady’s maid.

				The news, of course, caused quite a stir below stairs.

				Nellie Saunders was every bit as put out as Edie had known she would be, and Quilla Brimble tight-lipped and disapproving, as if her standing in the household had been diminished somehow by Edie becoming a lady’s maid too, even if her charge was only Christina.

				‘You’ll find her a handful,’ she sniffed, as the staff, having finished serving the family’s dinner, sat down around the long scrubbed-wood table in the servants’ hall for their own evening meal.

				‘I’m sure we’ll get along fine,’ Edie said. ‘Miss Christina is as sweet as a nut.’

				Quilla sniffed again, helping herself to the juiciest piece of meat on the serving dish. In her opinion, Miss Christina was ‘not all there’, as she put it when she talked to Jeremiah Dando, Sir Montague’s valet, the only member of staff she considered her equal, apart from Percy Stevens, the butler, and Lilian Parker, the housekeeper. But those two were as thick as thieves, and utterly loyal to their employers. Quilla knew better than to breathe a derogatory word about Miss Christina to them.

				‘I don’t know why you were asked and not me, Edie,’ Nellie said. Her cheeks were flushed with indignation as well as the heat in the kitchen. ‘I’ve been here a lot longer than you. It should have been me.’

				‘The trouble with you, Nellie, is that you chatter too much,’ said Martha Davey, the plump and motherly cook. ‘You can’t keep a secret to save your life, and Lady Elizabeth must know that as well as we do.’

				‘That’s not true!’ Nellie protested, but of course it was. Nellie liked nothing better than listening at doors and gathering titbits of information that she could gossip about. ‘No, it’s favouritism, that’s what it is, and it’s not fair. Why should Edie get a raise up and not me? I think I shall start looking out for a better position, one where I’m appreciated.’

				‘You’ll be lucky to find anything better than this,’ Mrs Davey said tartly. ‘Working for Sir Montague and Lady Elizabeth, that’s a real feather in your cap.’

				‘All the more reason why anyone would be glad to take me on,’ Nellie retorted. ‘And in any case, me and Teddy will be getting married soon as we’ve got enough saved up, and then they can stick their stupid job.’

				Mrs Davey snorted at that, shaking her head. Nellie had been engaged to Teddy Vranch, who worked for the council as a road sweeper, almost as long as she had been in service at Fairley House. Teddy was known for a wastrel, and spent most of his hard-earned wages on beer and betting on the horses. He didn’t seem in any hurry to take on the responsibility of a wife.

				‘And how am I supposed to manage all the extra work when Edie’s lording it upstairs?’ Nellie demanded.

				‘You’ll just have to work harder, and not spend so much time gossiping,’ Quilla snapped. ‘In any case, Lady Elizabeth made it quite plain she’ll be employing another maid – or weren’t you listening, for once?’

				‘I know just the girl for the job,’ Mrs Davey said with satisfaction. ‘My brother’s daughter Alice. Will you put in a good word for her, Mrs Parker?’

				The housekeeper nodded. ‘That I will, Mrs Davey.’

				Reg Deacon’s face brightened. He’d been down all day, thinking that her new duties would mean he’d see less of Edie – though of course that was far better than if she’d lost her job, as he’d been afraid she was going to. But a new maid . . . well, she might prove a lot easier a nut to crack.

				‘Is she pretty, Mrs Davey?’ he asked eagerly.

				‘She is. And she’s much too good for the likes of you, Reggie,’ Mrs Davey retorted.

				Edie smiled to herself. It would be a load off her mind if Reg found a new object for his affections.

				A bell jangled on the board to one side of the door. Sir Montague, ringing from the drawing room – Lady Elizabeth and Miss Christina would almost certainly have retired to Lady Elizabeth’s sitting room as they did every evening after dinner.

				‘What does he want now?’ Mrs Davey said irritably. ‘Can’t he let us have our dinner in peace?’

				Reg made no move, but Percy Stevens pushed his chair back and stood, as attentive and uncomplaining as ever. He had been at Fairley House since he was just a boy, rising through the ranks from footman to butler. Light from the overhead gas lamp gleamed on his pink and shiny bald spot, which was amply compensated for by thick pepper-and-salt sideburns. Sir Montague’s wish was his command.

				‘His brandy decanter’s empty again, I shouldn’t wonder,’ Mrs Davey said archly, and he threw her a disapproving look before disappearing out of the door.

				Truth to tell, he was not sorry to escape the endless chatter of the women, and he wondered, as he so often did, how it was that any of the goings-on in this house over the years had remained secret. There wasn’t much the servants missed, nothing much they didn’t know. But Quilla Brimble was always tight-lipped when it suited her own ends, and Mrs Parker – Lilian, the housekeeper – shared his unquestioning loyalty, and between them they’d managed to keep things from the others.

				He only hoped they could continue to do so.

			

		

	
		
			
				

				Chapter Two

				Friday was Edie’s afternoon off, and as usual when luncheon had been cleared away she put on her best bonnet and set out for home, bursting with the news of her advancement, and hoping against hope that Charlie Oglethorpe might be home from London. He visited his mother, Dolly, regularly, and she felt certain he was about due for a visit.

				For as long as she could remember, Edie had had eyes for no one but Charlie.

				When she was a little girl, he’d been close to a grown man, a big hulking lad already working as a carting boy at Shepton Fields, and with a reputation for being able to handle himself. In fact, though she didn’t like to admit it, it had been worse than that – she had vivid memories of him and his gang setting on Billy Donovan – the ‘Didiky’, as they used to call him – who lived further along the rank of the Ten Houses. But after the terrible accident at Shepton Fields, Charlie had changed. He’d been lucky not to be in the hudge when it went down – his pal Frank Rogers had been one of those killed, along with Jack Withers, Paddy Donovan, Billy’s father, and John Day, all close neighbours. And it had been Charlie who had run home that dreadful morning to deliver the awful news.

				‘From that day on he were like a different boy,’ May Cooper, Edie’s mother, always maintained. ‘Grew up all of a sudden, he did. That’s what staring death in the face does for you, I suppose.’

				The immature loutishness had been outgrown almost overnight, it was true, but the wild streak remained. Charlie was still not above using his big fists when the occasion arose, though now it was not about tormenting lads who couldn’t fight back, but rather in their defence, or if he perceived something as downright wrong. He still had a fiery temper that he got from his father, Ollie, but he also had the big heart that he’d inherited from his mother, who had been delivering babies and laying out the dead in the Ten Houses and beyond ever since she’d lived there.

				Something about him had attracted Edie long before she’d understood the meaning of love between a man and a woman. After the pit tragedy, he’d always had time for her, and for Kitty and Lucy Day, who’d lost their father that terrible morning. If a wheel came off the trucks they used for a doll’s pram, he’d fix it; if he happened to catch them up on the long road home from the town of High Compton and saw that they were looking tired, he’d give one or the other of them in turn a piggyback. Once, when they’d lost their ball in the weeds and long grass that had gone wild in the Days’ garden with nobody to tend it any more, he’d fetched his father’s scythe and hacked it all down. And even after the Days had moved away to live with Algernon Pierce, he’d continued to be nice to Edie.

				‘When I grow up, I’m going to marry Charlie,’ she had confided to Lucy Day, her best friend, and her five-year-old heart had warmed at the thought of it.

				Through the years, the childish adoration had subtly changed, little by little, and by the time she was fourteen, she realised she was in love with Charlie. He had by now grown into a strongly built young man with hard muscles that rippled in his arms and across his back – visible when he went shirtless in warm weather across the track that led along the back of the houses on his way to the privy. It was scarred now with black coal dust from years of crawling in the narrow faulted seams where he still worked as a carting boy far beneath the green fields, but in Edie’s adoring eyes those scars only lent him an aura of romance, as did the wildness that had brought Sergeant Love to his door more than once, much to Dolly’s dismay.

				He was also known to be a bit of a one with the girls – Edie sometimes saw him walking out with one pretty young woman or another, and once she caught a glimpse of him kissing one of them in the deep shadows at the corner of the terrace. She’d wanted to cry then, and felt sick with a jealousy that burned as fiercely as the fires that sometimes started in summer on the railway embankment when a spark from a steam engine caught the undergrowth alight. They continued to smoulder for weeks, those fires, creeping along underground in the compacted coal dust that formed the embankment before bursting into flames once more, and so it was with Edie. She’d try to bury her feelings for Charlie deep, but they always erupted again, though she knew it was hopeless. Charlie would never look at her the way she wanted him to. He’d never kiss her the way she wanted to be kissed. To him, she was still a little girl, with none of the charms of the young women he walked out with. And even if by some miracle he did notice her, her mother would never allow it. She could just imagine the fuss it would cause. ‘You’re far too young to be seeing a boy at all,’ May would say, ‘and certainly not one Charlie Oglethorpe’s age.’

				Everything changed, though, in the year that Edie was seventeen. She’d been working at Fairley Hall for three years by then, and no longer looked like a child. She’d lost what May had called her puppy fat, and her breasts had developed, firm and full above a small waist and curvy hips. Her features had become more defined in her heart-shaped face, a tip-tilted nose that was more cute than beautiful, a well-shaped mouth that she dared to stain with just a touch of rouge on her days off, and long, thick lashes that framed her hazel eyes. She brushed her hair religiously every night before going to bed so that it fell in lustrous waves to her shoulders and still gleamed even when it was pinned up beneath her maid’s cap. Young men were beginning to notice her; she’d seen the admiring glances and been gratified, but still she gave a fig for no one but Charlie, and still she dreamed about him, though she believed it could never be more than that – an impossible dream.

				And then came the day of the Foresters’ Fete, which was held every year in the field that was also the home ground of Hillsbridge football club.

				Fairley Hall was more or less equidistant from the twin towns of South Compton and Hillsbridge. It was Edie’s afternoon off, and she arranged with Polly Britten, a friend who was also in service, and also had an afternoon off, to meet there. By the time she arrived, however, Polly had met up with a young man, Thomas Yarlett, who had been in their class at school, and was too busy flirting with him to have any interest in Edie.

				After a while, tired of feeling like a gooseberry, Edie wandered off alone. She was standing near the swing boats, feeling a little fed up, when she saw Charlie heading in her direction with a couple of pals. As they passed, the two lads with Charlie began whistling and calling out to her, and the colour rose in her cheeks, already pink from the unexpected encounter.

				‘Leave her alone!’ Charlie admonished them.

				They laughed and ignored him.

				‘Hey – you all on yer own, darlin’?’

				‘You can have a swing with me any time!’

				‘Leave her alone, I said.’ Charlie’s tone was belligerent now. All too often this was a precursor to one of his violent flare-ups, warning anyone within earshot that he meant business.

				‘Keep your hair on, Charlie,’ one of the lads responded, and the other asked: ‘What’s she to you, then? Never seen you with her, though if I had, I’d have called you a lucky bugger all right.’

				‘She’s a neighbour, and a good kid. Just lay off her, OK?’

				They laughed and went on their way, but Charlie came over to her.

				‘Don’t take any notice of them, Edie. They’re just playing silly buggers.’

				‘I know that!’ she replied pertly, though her cheeks still felt hot.

				‘So what are you doing here all on your own?’

				‘I’m not. Or at least I’m not supposed to be. I was meeting Polly Britten, but it seems she’s got better fish to fry.’

				‘So you are on your own. You didn’t oughta be. Things might get rowdy later.’

				‘I can take care of myself,’ Edie retorted. ‘I’m not a little girl any more.’

				‘No, I can see that.’ Charlie grinned. ‘When did you go and get all grown up, Edie?’

				Her cheeks flamed again, but she lifted her chin.

				‘When you weren’t looking, Charlie Oglethorpe.’

				He laughed outright now. ‘You’ve got the cheek of the devil, too.’

				‘And what if I have?’ Edie was determined not to let him get the better of her.

				‘Well,’ Charlie said. ‘How do you fancy a go on the swing boats?’

				Edie’s heart gave a gigantic leap, but she hesitated for what she judged to be just about the right length of time. Then she said, as if it couldn’t matter less to her: ‘I suppose there’s no harm. If you’re offering.’

				A small queue had formed. Edie and Charlie joined it, and Edie swelled with pride that people should see her standing there beside Charlie, for all the world as if they were sweethearts.

				At last it was their turn. Charlie paid the boy in attendance and they climbed into one of the gaily painted boats. Edie wished they could sit side by side, but of course they couldn’t; the boat needed to be balanced. But at least sitting opposite Charlie she could look at him, at his roguishly handsome face and the muscles flexing in his arms as he pulled on the rope to get them going.

				Harder and harder he pulled, higher and higher they went, until they seemed to be flying through the air in great swooping arcs, way above the heads of the people passing by, and the field and the football grandstand away on the far side seemed to be on the point of turning upside down.

				‘Charlie, stop! That’s enough!’ Edie cried, as he yanked on the rope, taking the swing boat so high she thought it would go clean over the top of its wooden frame.

				Charlie only laughed. Beads of sweat, from both the exertion and the hot sun, rolled down his face and inside the open collar of his shirt, and the more Edie screamed, the higher he swung the boat.

				‘Hey – that’ll do!’

				The man who owned the attraction had returned and was shouting up at them, and Edie half expected Charlie to ignore him. But to her surprise he eased off, and eventually the arcs became smaller and lower until the swing boat came to a stop, held firm by the showman’s brawny hands, big as Charlie’s own.

				‘You trying to wreck my ride?’ he asked gruffly.

				‘No, just having a bit of fun.’

				‘Not on my ride you don’t.’

				‘I thought that’s what they were for – fun.’

				‘There’s fun and fun. And don’t be so bloody cheeky,’ the man grunted. ‘Now get out of it and don’t come back.’

				Charlie climbed out easily on to the wooden platform and reached back to help Edie. She clutched his hand, dizzy now, and feeling a little sick, as if her stomach was still describing crazy arcs, and the ground felt unsteady beneath her feet. She held tight to his hand – how wonderful it felt! – and as she went down the wooden steps clutching the handrail with her free hand, his arm went round her waist, supporting her as she wavered.

				‘I reckon that calls for a drink,’ he said. ‘What about it?’

				Edie did not need asking twice. She nodded wordlessly, and together they walked towards the refreshment tent.

				‘You’re wicked, Charlie Oglethorpe,’ she said when she got her breath back.

				He grinned. ‘So they say.’

				‘You could have got us both killed.’

				‘In a swing boat? I don’t think so.’

				‘Well I do! You frightened the life out of me.’

				‘Go on with you. You loved every minute.’

				‘I did not!’

				‘Yeah, you did. You can’t fool me.’

				It was hot and crowded in the refreshment tent. Charlie bought a lemonade for Edie and a beer, foaming in the glass, for himself, and they took the drinks outside, where chairs and tables had been set out on the grass.

				‘So,’ he said when they were sitting down, ‘how are you getting on these days? What’s it like working for Sir Montague?’

				Edie pulled a face. ‘He’s a bit of a one. Will have everything just so. But Lady Elizabeth’s nice. It’s all right really.’

				‘The rank’s not the same without you. You’re missed, Edie.’

				Her heart gave a little fillip of pleasure. He missed her!

				‘What about you?’ she asked to cover the moment. ‘You’re still down the pit, I suppose?’

				‘Where else would I be? Marston’s a lot better than Shepton Fields, but one seam is much like another.’

				‘Still carting?’

				‘Still carting.’ His tone was grim. ‘They’ve got more than enough colliers and not enough carting boys. But I won’t be doing it for ever. I’ve got plans.’

				‘What sort of plans? There’s nothing much round here but the pits. Or farm work.’

				Charlie sipped his beer, which left a rim of foam round his mouth, and stared into the middle distance.

				‘Me and some of the lads are talking about trying our luck in London if you really want to know.’

				‘London!’ Edie felt her stomach fall away all over again.

				‘One of these days,’ he added, and she breathed again. He wouldn’t really go. It was all talk.

				‘The dancing’s started,’ Charlie said as music floated towards them from the other side of the field. ‘That’s early! D’you fancy a turn?’

				‘Oh – I can’t dance! I never learned how . . .’

				‘Come on. There’s nothing to it. I’ll show you.’

				He took Edie’s hand, leading her across the grass to where a makeshift dance floor had been laid out and a man with a piano accordion and another with a set of drums were playing jolly music. Then he put his other arm around her waist, turning her to face him.

				‘You’re s’posed to hold on to me like this.’

				He placed one of her hands in the small of his muscular back and lifted the other so it stuck out at an angle. Edie felt as if she’d died and gone to heaven, and her first self-consciousness quickly ebbed away as Charlie propelled her around the dance floor. When her feet went in the wrong direction or got in the way of his, she giggled.

				‘Charlie – I’m useless! I’ll never get it right!’

				But he only laughed.

				‘Practice makes perfect. You’re doing fine for a first go.’

				Sure enough, after a while she thought she might be getting the hang of it, but in any case, she didn’t much care. Being in Charlie’s arms was all she could have wished for.

				Too soon, though, it was over, and Edie realised it was time she was getting back to Fairley Hall.

				‘I’ll walk you,’ Charlie offered.

				‘Oh, you don’t want to do that!’ she objected, though of course she was very much hoping that he would.

				‘I want to make sure you get back safe,’ he said. ‘Don’t want louts like those so-called pals of mine bothering you. Did you ought to look for that friend of yours, tell her you’re going?’

				Edie shook her head. She’d seen no more of Polly all afternoon, and suspected she and Thomas Yarlett might well have snuck off somewhere they could be alone.

				Charlie walked with her all the way back to Fairley Hall as soft dusk fell, holding her hand and only letting it go when the house came into sight at the end of the long tree-lined drive.

				‘We ought to do this again sometime,’ he said. ‘Get your dancing up to scratch.’

				Edie couldn’t believe it. She’d spent the whole afternoon with her idol, and now he was asking her out! She felt as if all her Christmases had come at once.

				‘If you’re prepared to risk it,’ she said, a little cheekily.

				‘When’s your next day off?’

				‘Not until next Sunday. And Mam will expect me home.’

				‘Oh well, at least that’ll give my toes a chance to recover,’ he said lightly. ‘I’ll see you then.’

				And so it was arranged. They’d meet and go for a walk if the weather was fine. It would be – it had to be! Edie thought.

				That had been the start of it. Except that in reality, nothing had really started at all; things had just gone on in much the same way.

				At first Edie was perfectly satisfied with the affectionate, casual relationship. She looked forward to the times when she saw him and they went for a walk, or sometimes, if she had a Saturday evening off, to the dances that had been started in a local hall, run by a mysterious and glamorous woman who went by the name of Madame Caroletta. She arrived each week from Bath, or maybe it was Bristol, Edie was never sure, wearing extravagant gowns and dancing shoes and with flowers or feathers in her hair, to run what amounted to classes. Edie learned the old-time waltz and the quickstep, the veleta and the St Bernard’s waltz, which involved a lot of stamping of the feet but was a pattern of simple steps and twirls that weren’t difficult to memorise. She was quite light on her feet, Madame Caroletta said.

				The part Edie liked best was having the chance to be in Charlie’s arms, but it was about the only chance she got. Though he always saw her safely home and gave her a cuddle and a goodnight kiss or two, he never seemed to want more, which, very soon, Edie certainly did. She longed to see him more often, longed for him to take her somewhere where they could be really, truly alone, and kiss her and kiss her until her cup was full instead of half empty and leaving her aching for more. And she began to hanker after some sort of commitment from him too.

				‘I see you’ve got a young man, Edie,’ Mrs Parker, the housekeeper, said one night when she’d spied Charlie walking Edie down the drive after an evening out.

				Edie had flushed with pride to hear Charlie described as her young man. It made the relationship sound a lot more serious than it really was.

				‘Just you be careful,’ Mrs Parker warned her, her tone stern. ‘It looked to me as if he’s a good bit older than you. You don’t want to end up in trouble, do you.’

				‘Oh, he’s not like that!’ Edie said quickly. ‘And I’ve known him ever since I was a little girl. We lived next-door-but-one to one another.’

				‘All young men are like that, given half a chance,’ Mrs Parker retorted. ‘Just you mind yourself, and don’t let him take advantage.’

				‘I won’t, Mrs Parker,’ Edie said meekly, but she was thinking she’d given Charlie plenty of chances and he’d never taken one of them.

				It wasn’t, of course, that she wanted to do what Mrs Parker was suggesting she might. Although little thrills ran through her when Charlie held her hand, and especially when they were dancing or having a bit of a cuddle, she knew the dangers of going too far. She didn’t want to end up in disgrace as some girls did, and the shame of it would kill her mother. But oh, she did so want the sort of kissing session that Charlie always stopped short of!

				She had a horrible suspicion too that she wasn’t the only girl he was romancing. She saw him only once a week at the most, and sometimes not even then. She fretted that he was seeing someone else in the days when he wasn’t with her – after all, he’d always had quite a reputation that way. And perhaps he was getting all the kisses he wanted, and more, from that other girl, whoever she might be.

				She didn’t dare ask him, though. She didn’t want to risk upsetting the pattern of their relationship, and she was too afraid of what she might learn. Better not to rock the boat, she decided. As things were, she was at least partway to what she wanted most in the world. If she scared him off and he stopped seeing her altogether, Edie didn’t think she could bear it.

			

		

	
		
			
				
				Chapter Three

				And so it went on, with Edie clinging to the hope that Charlie would come to realise she meant as much to him as he did to her and take their relationship a stage further. Until the awful day when he told her that he and a couple of pals were off to London.

				He’d never mentioned it again since that first day at the Foresters’ Fete, and Edie had decided nothing was going to come of it. Then one day Charlie told her, quite casually, that they intended to leave the very next week.

				‘Oh Charlie, you can’t go to London!’ she gasped, horrified.

				‘Why not?’ He seemed quite oblivious to her distress. ‘I’ve had enough of pulling putts of bloody coal day after day. There’s all kinds of work to be had in London.’

				‘But . . . it’s such a long way!’

				‘Couldn’t be far enough for me. There’s a whole world out there, and I’m going to see some of it while I’ve got the chance.’

				‘But what about me?’ The words were out before she could stop them.

				Charlie looked puzzled and a little dismayed.

				‘You don’t want to go to London, do you?’

				‘No, of course not!’ Though I would if you asked me. The words were on the tip of her tongue.

				‘I don’t suppose it’s any place for a girl. It’s different for us. We can doss around until we get settled. I’m quite looking forward to it.’

				Tears were pricking Edie’s eyes. ‘But how will I get to see you? Oh Charlie, don’t go! Please don’t go!’

				‘Hey, Edie . . .’ Charlie was nonplussed and lost for words.

				Edie clung on to his arm, all pride forgotten. ‘Please, Charlie! If you go to London, I’ll die!’

				‘For goodness’ sake!’ he spluttered.

				‘I love you!’ she burst out before she could stop herself.

				Charlie stiffened. ‘Don’t be so soft, Edie!’

				‘But it’s true! I do! I’ve always loved you! Don’t you feel anything for me? Anything at all?’ she wailed.

				‘Well – of course I do. I really like you. We’ve had some good times. But I’m not ready to get serious about anyone . . .’ He was clearly embarrassed and shocked. ‘You’re a good kid, Edie. We’ve always been friends, haven’t we? Nothing’s going to change that. But hey . . . I’m ten years older than you.’

				‘What does that matter?’

				‘Look, I’m sorry – I never realised that you . . .’ He huffed breath over his upper lip. ‘We can still be friends, can’t we?’

				Friends. Tears stung the back of her throat, burned in her eyes. Was that really all she was to him – a friend? Someone to share good times with? But it was better than nothing. Anything – anything at all – was better than nothing. It left her something to cling to.

				Somehow she swallowed all the things
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