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Edwin Mudd grasped the heavy brass ball of the knocker and allowed it to fall against the door with a ringing thud. A fortnight, and everything had changed so utterly, he thought. He would never have imagined even knocking at such a door, never mind the fact—

The door swung open, and the young lady on the other side curtsied, one of those small, polite curtsies. Edwin kept his gaze on her eyes, as was proper, but he couldn't help but notice the swatch of creamy flesh at the open neck of her dress.

"Hello," he said, as casually as he knew how. "I am mister Mudd—that is, Edwin Mudd. The..." His voice trailed off and he couldn't seem to get it going again.

"Of course," she said, smiling sweetly and curtseying again. "Please, come in."

She was unselfconscious about her dress, it seemed, which suggested that it was considered normal. Edwin had never been far outside of London, except for those two years up at Cambridge; certainly he had never been so far outside of the city as the train to Poole had taken him.

One would expect the servants in houses in the city to be the more stylish and daring, he thought as he stepped through the door; but here was a serving-girl with a frilly apron only at her waist, and her blouse and dress both open at the neck. On her second curtsey, he had stolen a glance, and yes, the curves of her chest were clearly visible in the opening of her smock. Unusual, to say the least.

"Ah, Mister Mudd," a clear voice rang in as he began to take in the front hallway. Two stories high, two or three old-style portraits on the walls, a vase of flowers on the side table, big round rug in the middle of it. Nice but not opulent, which was a relief.

He cast about and found the source of the voice; an older woman, perhaps fifty, perhaps not, in a black dress that was thankfully not as unconventional as the serving-girl's. She was quickly descending the staircase. The girl who had let him in had disappeared in the meanwhile.

"Hallo," he offered, not certain whom he might be addressing. "That is I," he added, just in case there was any confusion on that point.

"Of course," she said, finally reaching him and extending a gloved hand to him. He took it gravely and bowed slightly. She was smiling broadly.

"I am Dame Mary," she said gravely. "May I call you Edwin?"

He had no idea how rich people addressed each other, and was glad he didn't have to suggest something himself. "Of course," he agreed readily.

She stepped back and regarded him closely. He was suddenly acutely aware of the shabbiness of his suit—his best suit, but shabby all the same. The worn bits of felt on his hat. The dullness of his face, even, when compared with hers.

For she was quite radiant, despite her age; her skin fairly glowed with health and energy. There was colour in her cheeks, and a faint smile remained on her lips. Her dress was modern, too, as far as Edwin knew, closely-cut and delicately beaded, doing little to hide the large bust it contained. 

"Well, well," she said, still gripping his hand, squeezing it slightly. "The new Lord Marchmount. The new man of the house."

<br />

<p style="text-align: center;">* * *

<br />

She was one of those women, Edwin was pleased to discover, who seemed effortless in her ability to inspire small talk. Throughout their luncheon, she peppered him with friendly, engaging questions; what sort of work had he done before he learned of his inheritance? Did he find it interesting? Had he spent any time in the country? What did he think of this new ship, the Titanic, about to launch? Did he travel often by train? Did he enjoy the views of Dorset on his journey into the province?

When she chanced on an uncomfortable subject—for instance, when he was forced to admit he did not ride or hunt—she merely smiled and suggested that he would soon learn, or not; it did not matter, as he was now owner of the house, the estate, and indeed most of the village of Marchmount. It was all so pleasant and cheerful, Edwin's many concerns and trepidations as he travelled to the house simply dissipated.

It did feel odd, of course, lunching in the large dining-room, just the two of them. Edwin also noted that the serving-girls were all attired as was the one who answered the door: the daring open-necked dresses, and—he observed without, he hoped, obviously doing so—hemlines that were significantly higher than their knees. 

"If you would like," she suggested as the last of the china was cleared from the table, "I might give you a tour of the house and grounds. Not that you won't get to know it soon enough, but it would be nice, I thought."

"Very nice," he said.

"You've seen the great hall and the dining-room, then," she said, standing up. "Let us begin with the study, and work our way around the ground floor."

Study, library—yes, apparently they were different rooms—parlour, drawing-room, breakfast-room, and ball-room. 

"It's rather small for a ball-room," she remarked, and Edwin was shocked.

"I don't believe I've ever been inside of a bigger room in a house in my life."

"Even the good houses in London are quite small," she said. He decided not to tell her that his poor flat in Cheapside would probably have entirely fit four times inside the room.

A serving-girl passed them as they entered the great hall again. "Amanda, this is Lord Marchmount," Dame Mary said. "Your new master."

Amanda was a small girl but the style of dress fit her that much more, in that her bountiful chest was presented to even greater advantage than that of the slimmer girl whom he'd met before. Her fiery red hair was tied back in a tight bun, but she wore no cap.

"At your service, m'lord," she said, and curtseyed slowly. "I am exceedingly happy to meet you," she added, her voice dropping lower. Edwin gazed deep down her generous cleavage, the milky flesh of her breasts drawing his eye inevitably towards her.

"Thank you, Amanda," Dame Mary said, and the girl disappeared. She turned to Edwin, a playful smile on her lips. "I see our style of dress for the servants has met your approval."

Damn—he'd been caught. "I don't—it's just that I haven't—" he sputtered helplessly.

"Come," she said, and took his arm. She guided him into the drawing-room, and gestured towards the chesterfield. He sat, and she took the chair next to him, her knee almost touching his.

"You might have noticed that the servants here have a distinctly..." Her hand traced a small circle in the air as she searched for the word. "A distinctly modern style to their dress," she finished. 

"It was hard to ignore," he admitted.

"Quite. And I should begin by assuring you that they dress slightly differently when there is company at the house who would find their attire at all scandalous."

"Seems prudent."

"Indeed. You see, the former Lord Marchmount—my son, Andrew—"

She stopped speaking, and Edwin remained silent. The man had died only a few weeks ago, and the wound was doubtless quite fresh for her. He could voice his condolences after she finished her thought.

"He was an unconventional master," she said at last. "Perhaps if he hadn't taken the lordship so early in life; perhaps if he had married; then he might have simply carried on as every other well-bred man in the country. But..."

She trailed off again, and Edwin again waited politely for her.

"Like you, he was quite happy to be surrounded by the exposed flesh of his servants," she said, and Edwin felt his anger rise at the unwarranted accusation.

"Indeed not!" he cried. "I don't know what you're—"

"Please, my dear," she said, raising a hand. "It is quite natural for a man to crave healthy young flesh. In fact, it would be more unnatural not to enjoy a view of such a vibrant young lady's bust as Amanda's."

Her frankness was as bracing as a bucket of ice-water thrown upon him. Could this really be true? Was this some manner of test? Or a cruel game?

"The former Lord Marchmount had three rules that were iron-clad in this household," she went on. "Secrecy, of course—the servants are bound for life to keep the unusual practices in the home a secret, to avoid scandal both for the family and for themselves. Second is compliance; they are to comply with requests and demands of any kind without hesitation or fear." She looked closely into Edwin's eyes. "And I assume you understand what I mean by <i>requests</i>."

He thought he did
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