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    Chapter One
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    I wonder if you would believe me, were I to tell you…if I told you the story of how my husband and I first met. It wasn’t through a mutual friend; we didn’t meet at the wedding of a relation, nor was it in a rainstorm where my hat was blown off my head and he was conveniently there to catch this wayward garment! It was nothing at all like that. However, how we came to be was…very…unique. So I wonder…will you believe me?
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    I should start at the far beginning, all right? Righto then; my name is, by legal protocol, Margaret, but as I can’t abide that, I go by “Meg”. So, it’s Meg Stewart; and in the year of nineteen-hundred and twenty-three, I, at the age of twenty-three, was working as a maid in our great city of London. I had been in service since the age of sixteen but even before then I was no stranger to the idea of servitude. My father, (God rest his soul), had served the city as a police constable, while my mother, (again God rest her soul), had worked as a seamstress during their marriage and was a maid prior to that. Both of them died when I was still quite young…mother from pneumonia, and not three months later, father was killed in trying to stop a tavern brawl…and as neither had extended family, for the most part it was my grandmother who raised me.


    A widow since long before my time, to me Gran had forever owned a boardinghouse. I still hold satisfaction in recalling how 143 Beachem’s Square was quite the pride of the surrounding homes and similarly respectable boardinghouses, tucked behind their black Victorian gates with the occasional weak minded tree squeezed in between the close buildings, if you were lucky. We had kept the compact, three-story, whitewashed house meticulously clean inside and out, for as Gran was accustomed to saying, “After all, no prospective lodger is going to seek out rooms from a place that looks slovenly from without”. And I had often cheekily replied, “Leastways, not anyone we would want”!


    There was far more behind my grandmother’s fastidiousness though, besides wanting to impress neighbors or win lodgers. Gran upheld a conviction that we were extremely fortunate by having this house, with its multiple little fireplaces that provided unusually hearty warmth across pleasantly airy rooms, and in her eyes, the greatest means of showing gratitude for anything, was to take untiring good care of it. Therefore, through her I learned very early on, so as to become second nature, not simply how to make someplace look attractive but how to properly care for it as well. Unaccountable though it may sound, as a child I actually quite enjoyed painting walls and covering emerging cracks or holes with malleable, clay-like plaster…it was the closest I could ever attain toward artistic pottery making. To my twelve-year-old self there had been something marvelous in the self-reliance born after Gran taught me how to fix plumbing. And across the years, we surely must have refashioned portions of the main stairway half a dozen times, for it knew such use, and Gran couldn’t abide the sound of a single creaking floorboard, while she also had mortal dread of a loose banister.


    Whereas other grandmothers may have spent time guiding their granddaughters in music lessons, embroidery, deportment or baking, one of our most welcomed activities when leisure time permitted, was to hunt among the little secondhand shops and perhaps buy a discarded dresser or wooden chest, refinishing and touching up whatever old and battered furnishings we found till they were handsomely ready to meet life anew. She taught me how certain colors or the shape of a chair could influence the entire impression of a room for better or worse, and each day I was surrounded by these examples of her instinctive talent to make every space inviting, despite how sparse or humble the furniture or decorations may have been.


    We did get along famously together, and for the most part, she was always kind and accommodating to our boarders. Oh, but didn’t the dear girl have a stubborn streak if tested once too often! Her friends were aware of this, and any who had ever been her boarder knew, as I did, her word was law for the lot of us. In light of this, there was an irony in seeing this strong woman at once master…yet servant.


    True, while owning the house and boasting the “ultimate power”, (so it impressively seemed to me), of offering our roof to one person just as someone else she’d ordered packing left through our main hall…up to that day…the day before her death, Gran had tirelessly striven in every way she knew to make our place a home to these ever revolving strangers. She cooked hearty breakfasts and late suppers, very often for differing, finicky requests, (though she did charge extra for the meals, shrewd girl), did their teeming loads of laundry, and put up with the personal issues they brought along as inevitably as their physical luggage, while tolerating each party’s numerous eccentricities…though she drew the line at pets.


    But she’d held little choice in all this, as our sole means against, well…full destitution, had been our guests’ continual satisfaction. So our “independence” was a pure matter of perspective.


    Yet even so, our greatest moments of enjoyment were through the house itself, doing dozens of small things to make handsome our “little kingdom”, as Gran called it. We hung prints cut from fashion catalogues upon the walls beside secondhand paintings, (any of the sea were her favorites as she never saw the real thing), while in every room and available tabletop with a corner to spare, were bouquets of the silk flowers we made. One never knew when a new lodger might be allergic to the real thing, yet of more importance than this, silk flowers were one of the few things Gran could bestow that had been something my mother knew.


    I had been much like Gran in my devotion to our boarders’ whims since it was only she and I running the house, with the aid of a part-time maid who lacked any personality and couldn’t appreciate my burgeoning clever humor, (but then none around me did), so I had labored as strenuously as many an adult. And thinking back on it now, it rather seemed as though my present self – this “servant”, this person void of a last name’s dignity, this “Miss Margaret”, was dogging my childhood steps with all the unavoidable foreboding of a cold.


    Everything I learned was through a servant’s tasks; I learned to spell by writing dictated shopping lists while Gran swept back and forth between scrubbing pans, preparing bread and mending clothes. I was taught science through the reactions of laundry soap to water, and took to business matters by way of assisting with the rent ledgers, eventually taking over such responsibility in full after Gran’s eyes grew weaker. I learned fractions and measurements by way of assisting in the kitchen, though Gran realized early on that seasoning food and baking were disastrously not my forte and so had wisely relegated me to the more safely methodical tasks of readying ingredients and canning.


    As my sturdy, eleven-year-old, gangly arms hefted stacks of neatly folded bedsheets, helped in moving boarders’ trunks up the stairway, and sweeping ashes from out the fireplaces, Gran had bemusedly started to call me, first, “her newspaper reporter” as I forever trailed behind her, then with all endearment, her “little maid”. It wasn’t that she had been “grooming me” for a certain life, goodness no, but work was our family creed, the main sphere to our existence. She insisted more upon this course throughout the years, putting more stock in it than even in my marrying, which was fine by me. It was just that in her limited scope as a working, middle-class woman, to be a maid or governess was the loftiest height I could aspire toward. And for good or ill, on the day of her funeral, already in my one best suit…an old dress of my mother’s Gran had resown and made stylish time and again…I’d marched to a reputable employment agency to capitalize on the sole inheritance she’d left me.


    Two days later, I was successful, and leaving the house which Gran had kindly willed to her oldest, teary-eyed friend, I set out for my first job, all at the age of sixteen.


    I’ve rather run off course, haven’t I? Oh well, when I get to talking about Gran, there’s just no help for it. At least that’s what Darling, my husband, would say with a smile. And I would return with a matching curve of the mouth…that he’s to blame!


    Anyway, between the ages of sixteen and twenty-three, I served two households. As those three years at the first job were completely uneventful and really have nothing to do with anything, no more need be said…however, I will have to give a word to that second post…


    They were a wealthy family, the Beadons, with the patriarch of the house being a prominent banker, whose pomposity seemed somehow epitomized by his generous girth. In the five years I served under that roof, I exchanged less than twenty words with the man…though I could have said so much more each day, as he strutted about the house before leaving for the bank or each evening as he sat in his gentleman’s chair, smoking the most wretchedly awful smelling cigars you could imagine! They were expensive; he payed more for one of those…things than many saw in half a year’s worth of wages, yet worse than that, their smell would permeate the entire house, even “our realm” below stairs, (and goodness knows Mr.Beadon never ventured there), and would linger long after he had left for his office or club, along with a fine ash that littered the floors we had just devoted the last two days to cleaning, as the man was incapable of using an ashtray!


    The banker’s two eldest sons, by the inescapable maneuverings and control of their mother, had succeeded in marrying into equally respectable families and unimaginatively taking up the careers she’d chosen for them. The youngest son was safely stowed away at Eton and then…there was the third son. I’ll have more to say about him shortly.


    And last, but far from least, there awaits Mrs.Beadon on my horizon, who in the end, was the real master.


    She was close to the same age as her husband’s fifty-worth years, yet she would have thrown a conniption if anyone ever countered her peacockish makeup of the times and in vogue, yet wholly uncomplimentary hairdos as accenting anything but the face of a late thirty-year-old woman. And had any dare to note the prominent figure she thought to have cleverly concealed beneath the looser dresses of the day…she would have fallen ominously still, rearing up to her full height, with eyes expanding, her jawboned face puckering like she’d just swallowed a fruit pit. Ah, but my fellow colleagues and I knew that face of disapproval well…for even when we did everything right, she still found ways to be dissatisfied. Mrs.Beadon was priggish, condescending and quite obsessed with controlling the lives of all who crossed her path, going so far as to even select the clothes the staff and I wore on our days off!


    Now I have nothing against someone who, to a certain extent, wants their house run to particular standards, but the way she repeatably issued the most obvious instructions, as though none of us had a clue what we were doing! And even after this trial to one’s patience, she would still send forth her second-in-command, (in truth her chronic spy), the dour faced housekeeper, Miss Marden, to “supervise”. For you see, that was the most ridiculous thing of all…Mrs.Beadon hadn’t the first inkling of what went into sustaining a home.


    Would she have known how to buff out shoe-prints while not damaging the maple floors or that you have to wipe silver polish along the cutlery and serving platters a certain way or it will smear? Could she have even made the crisp corners to a bed?! No…without her staff, the trying woman wouldn’t have survived a day under her own roof.


    And yet for five years, this is where my life had “paused”…each day, even the occasional holiday seeming like, “The same note of music being played over and anon”, (those are Darling’s words), filled by the same conversations with the same people. And though I was rarely out of motion, completed important tasks, (and I did a smashing job with everything for I was no slacker), at the end of each day there stirred a nagging, mounting impression that nothing had been accomplished and nothing of worth gained.


    But then, came the day when it all ended. And at the same time…it all began…

  


  
    Chapter Two
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    Everything really started on the first warm day of that year, so maybe the spring weather played a part in what happened. Having beaten the sunrise, my fellow cohort Lizzy and I were in our cramped quarters getting ready to meet another “stimulating” day.


    While I don’t recall much about the rest of the staff, Lizzy, I do remember. A year younger than myself, she yet boasted the charmed features of a seventeen-year-old. With brown hair and eyes, a few freckles and a rather pert, upturned nose, she had an impish sweetness that quite a lot of men were attracted to, alongside her wickedly good sense of humor and a fondness for gossip which nearly matched her love of sweets. She started off that morning the way she usually did with the lament, while looking to where I sat before the plain drab vanity, “I wish I had your hair, Meg, instead of my dull, ordinary brown.”


    “Hmm,” was my lone, preoccupied response while striving to copy one of the hairdos exhibited within the fashion catalogue spread before me.


    Darling says I should give a word about my looks here, so…


    Looking in the dressing table mirror you would have met a face that was quite…fetching, if I do say so, with a robust, healthy glow, (for how could you not have rosy cheeks when you’re forever scrubbing windows or standing over steaming platters of food!). You would have seen features rather more tapered than Lizzy’s, less girlish and more striking, (not to boast), along with brown eyes beneath naturally arched brows that caused me to look slightly haughty and droll, (so certain personages have noted), framed by slightly lighter and quite lovely blonde hair. In regards to figure, I was taller than some, agreeably slender, and with just the slightest curves right where I wanted, while the lips were good, neither too full nor thin.


    However, right then you wouldn’t have exactly witnessed me at my best…frowning, with pins pressed firmly between the aforementioned lips. Getting wholly fed up when, for the sixth time the same hairpin again popped out of place, (I’d only been working at the whole thing for fifteen minutes!), I yanked the pins from my mouth and turning to Lizzy, where she stood making her bed, demanded, “Don’t you think it’s going just a little too far, even for her, that Mrs.Beadon orders us to keep our hair long?”


    “She’s of the school of ladies who believe that a woman’s hair is one of her sacred attributes.” Lizzy then fell into a fine impersonation of Mrs.Beadon, where she seemed to be choking on the force of her disapproval, “‘The idea of women cutting their hair short as though they were men only proves what an ungoverned, degenerate age these young people are forming!’”


    “But what difference does it make if it’s long when we always keep the fool locks pinned up!?” I argued back.


    “‘It is the way it has always been done,’” Lizzy mimicked in a patronizing tone. “‘The female race, throughout history, has never found cause to argue against this, so there is absolutely no reason for notions of such absurd change now.’”


    With drollness I observed, “With that sort of philosophy, civilization as a whole would have certainly made a great deal of progress.”


    In her own, jokingly worried voice, Lizzy said, “Uh-oh, you’ve taken up your ‘caustic bow and arrow’. In the words of Miss Marden, ‘tsk tsk, such mannerisms are vastly undesirable in women.’”


    “Do you know she and Mrs.B. are both still convinced I dye my hair?” I stated.


    “No?!”


    “Really! It is insulting in the most absurd degree. But if anyone could tell such things…,” I added, wearing a cheeky grin with an air of conspiracy, and so, definitely gaining Lizzy’s ear. “That brings to light a hearty bit of gossip you’re sure to rave over.”


    “Oh do tell, old girl.”


    “Collins – you know, the new footman who’s filling in for Mr.B.’s valet while he’s caring for his brother down in Surrey – well, he walked in the other day a bit earlier than the master usually calls for…and the long held rumors of a toupee have been confirmed!”


    “Oh!” she squealed delightedly.


    “Didn’t I tell you? So…pay up, dear,” I rejoined, offering out my hand.


    “Drat; I knew I shouldn’t have listened to Jerry,” she pouted, grabbing up and rummaging in her purse to bring forth a stash…of unopened chocolate bars which she deposited against my waiting palm.


    “Is he your latest sweetheart? Silly lass, that’s what you get for letting a man think for you.”


    “It’s really not fair,” she noted with the same pout, regarding my lithe figure reclining sideways in my chair, as I unwrapped and broke off a first bite of sweet. “You virtually subsist on milk, marmalade, cheap chocolate which you win off the rest of us through the monthly betting pool, and nuts…yet you still keep a body like that! You have some nerve.”


    “I’m not out to gain friends or enemies or uphold some diet. I simply mean to enjoy the few foods I actually like,” I shamelessly replied.


    “The real pill,” I ruefully added, staring down at my fashion references as Lizzy came to lean over my shoulder, and longingly did the same, “is that unlike someone we both could name, I have the figure for these styles. And what’s more, I would look good in them.”


    “It is a pity, especially about the hair, because with your face, you would look positively marvelous with a bob, Meg!”


    “You’re too kind,” I politely demurred, enviously noting the magazine, where across pages lined with photos of the latest updo’s, were the newest, radical fashions in bobbed hair. Cut sleek and sophisticated or in slight waves framing the models’ faces, they were all indeed nearly as short as any man’s, as Mrs.B. had deplored. And it was something I’d wanted for myself for two years now.


    And then the wardrobes! Adorning the following pages, in full figured illustrations, were clothes that the world had never before imagined. Gone were the layered fabrics, the lace, the bustles, corsets, gone the puffed sleeves of time immemorial. The emphasis which had always been payed towards womanly assets was obsolete, as for the first time, perhaps in the entire history of this our human race, apparel was cut simply, and for the wearer’s comfort. For the first time since the War, many of the dresses, coats, sleepwear, and traveling suits sported bright colors and audacious patterns. Then, lastly…most scandalous of all, what had struck from the Paris runways the year before and was still causing shock the world over…skirts now ended right below the knee!


    “I can’t even imagine what it would be like to wear one of these,” Lizzy mooned, looking as dreamy-eyed as when she stood admiring theater billings boasting the faces of dashing actors.


    “How could you?” I posed sympathetically. “When our ‘keepers’ have us in drab, drapery-like things…dresses of such dull, hideous browns or greens and hats that droop so we can hardly see where we’re walking, all severely outdated finery that would perfectly befit some stuffy matron.”


    Quoting Miss Mardon now, with all her deep voiced, nasally command, Lizzy recited, “‘Ah…but you must never forget, a young woman who serves as maid in a venerable household, mustn’t ever draw attention to herself. To maintain respectability in all regards, girls must stay in the background in appearance and conduct, while keeping the continued good name of her employer foremost in her thoughts. Humility you would do well to remind yourself of, Miss Margaret,’” Lizzy even put the proper emphasis to my name, for Miss M. and Mrs.Beadon knew full well how distasteful my full title was to me, and rather gloated in this whenever possible. All the while, Lizzy was looking down her nose at me, tilting her head back, the whites of her eyes glaring in perfect replica of the original, though the effect of Miss M.’s hawk nose was rather lost while my roommate further declared, “‘I fear you show signs of growing far too gregarious’–


    “What was that?” Lizzy interrupted herself as a light scratching began to sound against the outside of our bedroom door. I drolly waited a moment, while chewing a second shard of chocolate, to see if the individual within the hall had the patience to continue or would leave. Hearing the sounds grow slightly more insistent, Lizzy and I stared at one another as I swallowed, then calmly said, “You may as well let him in or he’ll give us both the cold shoulder for a week.”


    Smiling at my odd, playfully dry treatment, Lizzy walked over and unlocked the door, (we were getting dressed after all!), and opening the entrance a crack…


    My Siamese cat stepped through. He looked perturbed, not only at having guessed my joke and not being at all amused, but it was almost as if he had heard every word of our recent banter and was made all the more cross by such small-minded insipidness.


    “Good morning, Lewis,” Lizzy, oblivious towards his restrained displeasure, cheerfully greeted as she knelt down to rub his ears, a contact he charitably endured.


    And as his discerning eyes wandered in my direction with a seeming air of obligation, I found my thoughts drawn back to the recollections of our first encounter which had proven quite memorably exceptional in its subtle way…perhaps, not so unlike Lewis himself…
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    It was a little over a year ago, in the height of autumn when the trees were awash in golds and burnished reds, the temperature had grown a touch chilled and the street vendors were just beginning to sell roasted chestnuts, one of the highlights of my year. I had been making the most of a day off, meandering through bookshops, window browsing in front of clothing boutiques and houseware emporiums, though the clothes were far beyond anything I could hope to afford or was permitted to wear, and to gaze at home furnishings was like salt to an open wound, and beyond the covers of books, I’d found few of the new works at all worthwhile. (I leaned more towards a complex depth and fluid execution, or good, rollicking adventures such as Robin Hood, and The Prisoner of Zenda or works by Robert Lewis Stevenson.)


    Around noon I had retraced my steps towards the park I usually frequented, a small, out of the way pleasant spot even in the dreariest of seasons. It was also convenient, since it was close to the Beadon’s and rarely bothered by gallivanting Casanovas.


    With a warm packet of fish and chips soothing my hands as well as my sulking temper, (I’d had the first of what was to become an emerging routine of minor rows with Mrs.Beadon just that morning on some matter), I was seated on a bench beneath a red leafed maple, overlooking a winding footpath, and…daydreaming, for the most part. At some point, my gaze had simply drifted towards my right and out of nowhere, I discovered this cat sitting stiffly beside me.


    He had payed little enough attention to me at first, to be sure, directing his bland gaze to the passers-by or towards the birds gliding overhead as they alighted upon the lawn for food beside slightly hysteric, hording squirrels. And yet I’d found myself studying him, which was the first of unexpected phenomenons, for cats were usually all one and the same to me.


    He certainly is rather a handsome fellow, I’d objectively thought, noting how he lacked the elongated, pinched face and lanky body Siamese commonly boasted. In fact, he was somewhat small and compact and watching as he sat there, I saw wonderful posture along with suggestions of grace and strength in his refined, unassuming limbs. While he didn’t boast a collar, the slight fellow had a healthy lean build and a sleek, well brushed coat, making it clear he did not make his home on the streets.


    His fur was somewhere between a deep colored champagne and a pale beige that became a dark, honeyed brown which dipped the end of his lazily swinging tail, the hue wrapping about his lower legs, (rather like spats really), down to very small, quaint round paws, and further coating the straight, alert ears and most of his finely molded face. In an unexpected fit of imagination, I rather fancied it was as though he wore a mask. But it was his eyes that captivated…of such an intense sapphire, any jeweler would have envied such beauty.


    And it was those eyes I eventually spied trailing subtly down to observe the temptingly greasy, aromatic food in my lap, and as I saw no harm in it, we split the lunch, I making idle conversation…of mostly complaints, I can’t deny.


    After this pleasing enough time together, in which my unusual companion appeared surprisingly attentive to my “woes”, with still holding other plans for the coming hours, I gave him a jaunty farewell and went my way. But for the whole rest of that day, anywhere I trekked…I had seen that same determined cat. If I came out of any shop, I would find him stationed two buildings over, seated rigidly upon the sidewalk or more than once, when I made ready to cross the bustling thoroughfares, he would already be on the far corner as though knowing my mind before I half did and was just waiting for me to catch up. Buying a modest bouquet of autumn flowers from a street seller, I had looked up to see him stepping with nimble feet along a stretch of black railing; in the theater when the house-lights came on after the film, I found him bored out of his wits in the seat next to me; riding the trolley, I knew I caught glimpses of him weaving in and among the other passengers and within the hugeness of Westminster, I met him curled up at the crossed feet of Shakespeare’s statue in Poet’s Corner.


    Come that evening, when I’d returned to the Beadon’s, while standing dawdling with a sense of reluctance against the servants’ door at the back of the house, before going in I had taken one last look behind me and sure enough, there in the small garden he had stood, his blue eyes winking in the strip of light from the open doorway and sparking through the gathering, fog-ridden dusk. Holding my gaze, he had stepped silently forward, and as I’d knelt down, he’d come to stop just before me. And without a word, we’d assessed each other.


    Finally, with my right elbow balanced atop my knee and my cheek resting against my hand, I confronted him in mellow curiosity.


    “You’ve made quite the effort today, sir. Tell me, is a cat’s life really so dull, you choose for amusement to trail a stranger all across the city, keeping track of them among thousands?”


    By the look on his face, he wordlessly and yet so vividly seemed to own it had been a tedious bore, and that he would have appreciated it had I not felt quite as compelled to wander so excessively afield.


    “Well,” I drolly mused to his humorlessly unimpressed stare, “better to be followed by an eccentric cat than a purse thief. But see here, just what is it you’re after? It surely isn’t a home, and I haven’t any more fish and chips to offer.”


    Before I could continue on in this one sided absurdity, the distracted, lusty voice of Mrs.Brockham, the cook, issued forth from the kitchen behind me. “Meg, is that you out there? For goodness sake, get in here, girl, you’re letting in a terrible draft! Nellie, that fool kitchen-maid of mine, fell sick this afternoon, so you’ve got a duck to clean, kippers to prepare, and the mistress is wanting all the staff together to discuss the dinner party for Saturday. You’re holding things up – are you listening?”


    Looking overhead to where I pretended to see stars within the murky sky, I could only contemplatively sigh, “I hate duck…and kippers…”


    My odd friend missed none of this, watching my changing face as the orders rained down; I suppose I must have lost something of my panache. But it was this…which seemed to decide something for him as his own features shifted ever slightly so most wouldn’t have noticed, his steady eyes losing some of their severity. And as if he’d been doing so for years, with all composure, as though the domain were his, this cat stood, walked past me…and trotted inside. He’s been with me ever since.


    I have come to learn that he doesn’t care for most any living thing, (such indifference is unparalleled), he will only occasionally allow caresses from myself, he humors Lizzy only because he has to, the Beadons don’t exist to him, (if I could be so lucky), and he’s strangely mute for a Siamese, or so my “expert” Lizzy tells me. But he more than makes up for such silence with an uncanny talent of always seeming to stare at someone, as though he can see right through a person…and isn’t half pleased with what he finds. He has one further peculiarity; of an evening, he’ll take off for the night-filled world, in foul weather or fair and not return till morning. But return he always does.
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    “Where do you suppose he does go off to every evening?” Lizzy now asked as she laced up her shoes.


    “Goodness only knows,” I shrugged amidst a last glance in the mirror, as with my hair finally tamed for another day, I started toward the tight closet where my uniform hung, just waiting to possess me. “Either he’s living one of his multiple double lives or is involved in some animal exploit, which I for one, needn’t know anything about.”


    “I still can’t believe it, even now. How ever did you persuade Mr.and Mrs.Beadon to let you keep him? The rest of us were in awe of you for weeks.”


    “Convincing a criminal jury couldn’t have been harder,” I replied, while eyeing my uniform, a tasteless affair in black, (which has never favored me), accented with an unimaginatively plain white collar and upturned cuffs, while the skirt was of such an uncomplimentary length, somewhere between lower calf and ankle, it only served to emphasize the dowdy shoes that inexplicably made the legs of any and all who wore them appear thick and ungraceful. Next came the starched white apron, whose predecessors of the past may have had a tad finer crispness, a certain comely style even, (though I wouldn’t have cared for all that lace about the shoulders), but these rather limp pieces were so simply cut to the point of being almost frumpish. And last of all, to top off, was a stiffly starched ring that fit atop one’s head like some sorry crown with a sharp, triangular shape in front that was very much like the paper hats children make. This maid’s cap was a little headpiece which for some reason I had always found myself extremely adverse toward, and not solely because it would make the most intelligent person look a dunce.


    “Yes, but why were you so set on him?” Lizzy posed. “I could never make sense of it. He didn’t need rescuing you once said, yet I’d never seen you so determined; you were risking so much.”


    “Oh…I don’t know…,” I mused, watching, as with measured tread, he strolled along the well-creased sheets of my small bed, and finding myself rather unwilling to admit it had felt as though he’d needed me a year ago. “I just kept insisting on all the advantages there are in having a cat around.”


    “And listing none of the disadvantages,” she added, with all her cheeky smile of a co-conspirator. “You certainly earned Miss Marden’s censure after that. Not only are you too savvy with words when you choose, but as our dear housekeeper scolded, ‘you dared to step out from your proper place!’. How scandalized high society would be…were they to ever learn that the Beadons once allowed themselves to be persuaded in any matter by an outspoken maid! Oh my!”


    “Hmm…my ‘proper place’, you say…,” I ruminated, while a frown blossomed upon my face as I tugged at the offending cap.


    Seeing that my humor had suddenly fled, Lizzy strove for the most serious air she could muster and asked, though it was still more out of curiosity than concern, “What’s the matter, Meg?”


    “What’s the matter, is that my ‘proper place’ can go and hang!” I declared, throwing the cap fiercely against the floor.


    “Careful with that, it tears and a new one will come out of your wages,” she cautioned, uncommonly practical, as she came over to retrieve it.


    But I waved her off as she made ready to hand the piece to me, while I impatiently retorted, “Oh, what does it matter. I would like to see this cap along with my pitiful wages and all they represent, sent down the Thames! For I am heartily sick of being a maid!” I fervidly proclaimed. “Blazes, but it feels good to say that aloud!


    “Service is all my family has ever been about,” I continued, “and there’s nothing wrong with helping people…but to a point! Within this semblance of a ‘true life’, I am seen as nothing but the gears to a house, with no mind, no voice.


    “You know I’ve a head for mathematics,” I prompted, descending on Lizzy, “and been motivated to seek a position after reading the newspapers boasting on the ever expanding, challenging world of business and trade. But will the men of these modern enterprises see such potential in me, once told this woman before them is a maid? No. The tepid interest that fluttered in those male eyes will completely dim, for now they won’t even see an errand-runner!”


    “Ah, so that’s where this displeasure is coming from,” Lizzy sympathetically noted in enlightenment, “your unsuccessful interview of last week.”


    “One in a mounting list. But no, this has been brooding long before that…last week’s failure only inflamed the issue. Look outside, it’s the beginning of a new season, in a fresh year…and yet where will December find me? Right here, in this very same spot. My life is adding up and so far I have precious little to show in it. I don’t want to grow resigned to this lot, to one day awake and believe others are right in claiming all I’m good for is polishing silver and dusting nicknacks, and that I am beneath these same people. And the worse part, the ‘fatal blow’ would be I would no longer mind, that I would be content, and feel it an honor to spend my life in someone else’s shadow. I have more to offer than that! And I do not intend to be perceived as only a servant for the remainder of my life, even if I have to emigrate to Australia and start a sheep farm to prove it!”


    “Don’t let’s be quite that drastic,” Lizzy said, humoring me. Turning to an encouraging tone, she said, “Consider this, you might still meet a nice man and get married.”


    “Oh hardly!” I burst out with a disgusted, scornful laugh. “So far I’ve yet to meet one man with enough original character to deserve any of my time. Were I ever, to even faintly consider a man…he would have to supremely exceed…‘nice’ and, as it is impossible in this fallen world of ours to breed a man who could meet all of my ideal standards, can you picture me entwined in matrimony to any of the men we have met? I didn’t think so,” I observed, as my droll grin matched hers. “No – ,” I professed with a thrust of the hand, “my ultimate goal in this life is most certainly not to simply marry and have my mundane world revolve around some man and his host of offspring!”


    “So all you want is to commit yourself utterly to some job? Precisely how would that be any different from now, Meg?” she good-naturedly challenged, while sitting down upon her bed to smooth her stockings.


    “No…that isn’t all I’m after,” I owned, considering whether to go farther. But, deciding it was safer than leaving my colleague’s imagination to run away with her, I uttered, “What I want, more than anything else…is a house, all my own…”


    From the foot of my bed where he lay curled into a fluffed ball, and to all appearances seemed to have already fallen asleep, Lewis’ ears…twitched, ever faintly, as they had whenever I’d spoken on this matter. Perhaps he was shocked and jealous I was finally broaching the coveted dream with one other than he, though this wasn’t likely.


    But I hardly noticed him this time, hardly addressed Lizzy, as my long envisioned, embellished other world, ignited, drawing me in. And slowly I began…


    “It wouldn’t be a large house – I’ve had enough of that sort for several lifetimes. But there would be two or three rooms to spare, so it wouldn’t feel cramped, though not so sprawling I couldn’t have the entire house, top to bottom, clean in two days, and in fact, enjoy doing so. It wouldn’t be some old, dilapidated place that needed patches in roofs and walls or new floors put down…but sturdy and dependable, modern as though the builders had just finished. There would be, at the very least, three full, large bathrooms…entirely to myself, while all across the house, upon every level, in every room even to the hall, there would be countless windows looking out to brilliant views. Because this isn’t an apartment flat, it isn’t even in the city, it’s too fine a home to be covered by London soot and fog. Rather, it’s in the country or by the sea. I could admire its outside walls beneath the fresh, bright coat of paint I chose, so handsome, that my home even stands out over the scenery, without the city’s dank air or as Shakespeare said, ‘The rankest compound of villainous smell that ever offended nostril’, driving me indoors. It would have…a railed porch…that overlooked a garden filled by flowers and…there would be an arbor…


    “Every room is well-sized, draped in the wallpaper or shades of paint along with the furniture and decorations that I alone care for. For there’s no one to govern me, none to impart their influence or leave trails of muddy shoe-prints, litter the tabletops with cigar ash or disorder these rooms with their messes of little things or leave dishes undone in the kitchen. There perhaps…I might actually take to cooking when the kitchen isn’t as loud as a train station. In that house, I am answerable to none save my own conscience. And on top of it all, there is indeed a perfect job, just waiting for me!”


    But to all my outpouring of heart, Lizzy only awarded a doubting, friendly grin and declared, “I had no idea you had such an imagination, Meg. Perhaps you should try writing fairy tales. But what on earth is a railed porch?”

  


  
    Chapter Three
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    A few moments later we were hurrying from our room and down the servants’ dimly lit hall along with fellow staff, and under the pretense of setting right my slightly crinkled cap, Lizzy leaned in close and, rather profoundly, murmured, “I don’t know whether you heard since you were on kitchen duty all last night, but during dinner Mr.Steven came home…and made an absolute spectacle with how drunk he was! He banged into the sideboard, upset that lovely bouquet Dorothy made on the end-table, and only laughed at the mistress’s scoldings that though he’d arrived in London this afternoon, he went off partying with friends instead of letting her know he hadn’t been run over and killed or something. I know he used to seem taken with your face, so just keep your wits about you. Because judging by what those of us in the dining room heard, it seems he’s developed into even more the rake than he was before this trip.”


    So the prodigal son returns, brilliant…, I thought with ever souring moods.


    I should explain. Mr.Steven was the third son I mentioned earlier, and from the first day I had encountered him, insisting his mother dismiss a footman for no other cause than Mr.Steven’s neglected dog had taken to the kind servant, I soon learned none could match the young master’s obnoxious arrogance. I didn’t know of another more spoiled male, and such behavior wasn’t discouraged by his parents, who had clearly indulged his every whim, although how any could find an aspect within his self-centered, coarse character to like is still a mystery to me. At only twenty-one, he had already dispensed with a generous share of his father’s money in the way of cards and liquor while showing no inclination towards a career, but finding life fulfilled so long as there be clubs, women to flirt with and that bloody, garish yellow motorcar he recklessly tore about the city. He nearly rivaled his mother in his flippantly lofty treatment towards the staff, and indeed, though the head-butler had served the family for Mr.Steven’s whole life, the young master could never have recalled the older man’s name.


    Fortunately, we had all been spared his demanding presence, as for the past year he had been on “the grand tour” of Europe, it having been Mrs.Beadon’s intention that her son expand his tastes and appreciation for the finer cultures. (Well, perhaps he did expand his knowledge, though I doubt much of this was gained in the museums and churches.) And while Lizzy was correct that in the last two years Mr.Steven had managed the impressive, exhaustive feat of distinguishing my face from the other maids, he had never attempted any familiarity. Perhaps she was also on the mark in believing I rather intimidated him, and not just because I was his senior in age.


    “You can be quite unpleasantly cold towards men,” Lizzy had once noted, an intended reprimand I proudly took for a compliment.


    Be that as it will, fate suggested itself to be kind to me, as due to the effects of the night before, paired with Mrs.Beadon’s tearful episode regarding some sketchy matter with a bawdy French dancer so I was told, the young master failed to surface from his rooms.


    But unsurprisingly, in the hour just after lunch…my good fortune flatly deserted me.


    I was predictably cleaning the study alone, and of course, was leaning considerably over the broad sidetable when a far too admiring voice lazily observed, “I can’t think of a finer view…to start off this wretched day…”


    Stiff with affront, I coolly straightened and turned to meet Mr.Steven’s watchful gaze, where he languidly, perhaps also a tad unsteadily, tilted against the doorframe. He must have somehow grown aware to the hints of high disapproval lacing though my governed, blank face, for he said with playful reprimand, “Well now, that’s hardly a pleasant look. Come, here I’ve been away for so long…you really should give me a warmer welcome home.”


    “Welcome back, sir,” I flatly mimicked, like some uninspired parrot.


    “Well, that’s a start. Though I had something more…of a kiss…in mind.”


    Against my raised brow I watched, with annoyed foreboding, as he casually, softly, closed the sole door in or out of the room behind him, and leisurely sauntered across the study toward me.


    And I saw that the past timidity he’d held respecting me, was now replaced by a quiet assertiveness which emanated with every part of him, from the intense probing eyes still clouded with drink, to the swaying of his figure and the tilt of his self-assured head. He was a boy, who fancied himself a “man”, because he’d wooed a few women. Perhaps such fools as those females would have found him handsome, but the tall, willowy build, the cleft chin and ruggedly hewn jaw, (made further unappealing by the lack of a shave), along with too long lashes and brown hair that looked as if he were already succumbing to baldness for all it was plastered to his scalp with an excess of hair-oil, such appearances had, and after what came next, never would be attractive to me.


    He leaned against a nearby chair, with his heavy gaze never once straying off me. For myself, I stood in profile to him, with my eyes staring ahead in precarious patience as Mr.Steven announced, “You’ve grown even lovelier, Meg. That is what you prefer to be called, isn’t it?”


    I wasn’t impressed, but could only wonder which of my colleagues he’d made miserable by extracting such information he had never bothered with in five years. As he saw neither blush nor flattered averted gaze, he coaxingly remarked in hurt tones while pressing provocatively across the chair, “Come Meg, aren’t you even the littlest glad to see me? Because I’m very happy to see you…,” then with his eyes trailing down my dress he added, “and I would love to see even more…”


    I did look to him then, with a disdain and repugnance I couldn’t, wouldn’t veil.


    “Mr.Steven,” I spoke frigidly, “for both our sakes, I will pretend to not have comprehended your…words. I might even forget this meeting, on condition that you leave this room…now, and oh so very quickly, before I get into trouble. So, if you don’t mind…,” and without taking my eyes from him, I started turning back to the table.


    But in an instant he was beside me and snatching up my wrists declared, “Oh, but I do mind.”


    “Let go of me, sir,” I growled past teeth gritted in high anger, wrenching against his constraining grip with more strength than he’d anticipated, as he was forced to tighten his clasp.


    “You think you can order me around still?” he playfully objected with a jarring chuckle. “Because after seeing you in every painting, every sculpture in those grand cities these past twelve months, you with your proud airs and coyness, I’ve let you drive your games, tempting me, long enough.”


    “I have…no idea…what you’re…babbling about!” and at the last, I stomped with all force upon his foot. Well, those bulky shoes of mine finally proved good for something for such a strike of pain forced him to jerk away and break his hold upon me as he leaned down to clutch his bruised leg. I took several steps back and descending into a dangerous, enraged tranquility, with a low, even voice I stated, “Mr.Steven, I will be generous a final time and tell you this once. Do not attempt anything towards me or I will make you sorely regret it.”


    He glanced swiftly up, with eyes intently searching my face as he countered, only the more intrigued, “Is that a challenge?”


    “It’s a full blooded warning!” I hissed.


    “Well, dear Miss Maid, if you’re that protective…,” he murmured, “than you must really have something worthwhile!” And he lunged and clenched his arms about me.


    “You bet I do! You despicable, little…!”


    Now before my father had died he’d taught me one of the most invaluable lessons of my life; first, that no man, had the right to force himself on me. And secondly, I have every prerogative to make this perfectly clear.


    And I did…with a skilled fist lustily slamming into the young master’s nose, after a hearty kick to a…certain other place that would provide him even more discomfort. As the sorry cad crumpled to the floor, an appalled high pitched voice – not Mr.Steven’s – screeched, “Miss Margaret! What on earth have you done?!”


    These ear-splitting tones were those of Miss Mardon who, passing through the hall and noting the closed door of the study, which by rule was to remain opened at all times except when in use by one of the Beadons, had consequently walked in on the last of our “exchange”. And in due course, I found myself in record time, led and standing before the large, garishly carved desk in Mrs.Beadon’s private study.


    “How dare you so strike my son!” she emphatically declared with huffing outrage. “The butler fears you may have broken my poor darling’s nose!”


    I have never cared for this room, I placidly thought, remembering, as my eyes roamed, every nook, every unattractive trinket and chair I’d had to maneuver around and tend, the somber colored purple walls hung with paintings either too large or lacking any beauty, that annoying goldfinch she kept in a gilded cage, who threw a loud fit, (nearly as obnoxious as Miss M.’s), and bit any one of us whenever his quarters needed to be cleaned. And although Mrs.Beadon clearly tried to be modern in décor, there was always something underlyingly incompatible in the patterns she selected for upholstery and the particularly unattractive collection of figurines atop the various tables. This room was more a declaration of Mrs.Beadon than any other within the house, (though don’t for a moment doubt she didn’t have a say in all of them)…perhaps that was why I disliked it so.


    “Hopefully, Ma’am, such physical disfigurement may serve to humble him,” I coolly suggested.


    “What!”


    I was almost as surprised as she, for my temper-born brazenness had brought to light words I normally would have only thought. Yet I found this madcap disregard quite interesting and was curious to see where it might lead.


    “Miss Margaret, you are beside yourself!” Mrs.Beadon decided, striving to curb an anger she doubtless saw as degrading to show before a servant. She gripped her hands before her ample front, being draped that day in a wrap-around dress of hideously muted puce, (which though of the newest fashion only looked clumsy upon her), accented with a trailing, limp string of tiny beads that put me in mind of spiderwebs being twisted round her. “You should be down on your knees in relief I am not having you arrested for assault and battery.”


    “Me, Ma’am?” I countered, with a dawning suspicion.


    “Indeed, attacking my son, in the manner of some…hussy. But then perhaps I should have expected as much, with your background.”


    “What is that supposed to imply?” I solemnly demanded with my eyes falling into a squint as they’re want to do whenever my indigence builds to a point I can’t be guaranteed to govern.


    But she was dismissive, refusing to acknowledge my words, and went on to state grandly, “You claim, Miss Margaret,”(oh, but she placed such special stress on my name this time), “you dare accuse Mr.Steven of making advances towards you and that was your justification for such…actions?” And she quite choked on the last inferred matter.


    “It is not a ‘claim’, but the honest truth. And your son intended far more than simple friendliness,” I amended, with a withering smile against her decorum.


    “Men are men,” she easily rejoined. “You must expect such behavior when in the privacy of their own homes, and what with spring approaching. But for you to have reacted in what was so crude, disgusting, and unnecessary a manner–”


    “Unnecessary? What would you have had me do?” I exacted with incredulity, and a shortening fuse. “Simply because he is a man and I am a woman working in this household, that ‘entitles’ him? Mrs.Beadon, I tried to make my aversion to your son clear in words, but he was so blinded with lust he left me no choice!”


    “Miss Margaret, I order you to hold that vulgar tongue this instant!” she exclaimed. Struggling for composure, she blustered, “Do you really think it wise to insistently profess, and with a clear conscience, that my son’s alleged pursuance was in fact unwelcomed…or unprovoked?”


    “You’re actually implying I wished for or encouraged his demeaning, revolting attentions?!”


    With high-handed judgment Mrs.Beadon stated, “Such has been attempted by saucy maids time and again, either with the intent of…financial appeasement or with the girl’s disgraceful, underhanded scheme to raise herself from her rightful station by forcing the accused man to marry her. Shameless, conniving little… But I never expected to find such a brazen woman, such ensnaring greed within my own house! And against my very son! But then…I suppose with your streaks of discontent over this last year, Miss Margaret, I should have prepared myself for trouble. I see now why you dye your hair, to more readily catch the eye of comfortably settled men. Do you not realize how fortunate you are, girl? When there are those who would give all they have for all you are given here. Yet what do I receive for letting you live under my roof, for providing you with food? Pure ingratitude!” she harshly intoned. “First, in your forward requests for extra days off so you could attend those worthless job interviews, parading about from one house of business to the next like some sort of – well, I shan’t say. See what you’re doing? Dragging me to your level. And then today…this!


    “However,” Mrs.Beadon announced in a stiffly formal and precise manner, “there is no denying, over these few years you have shown yourself to be…admittedly…a quite…efficient maid.”


    How hard it was for her to give that praise…


    “So I am willing to be charitable, Miss Margaret, and to overlook this misconduct, this…‘performance’ of yours and keep you on…with certain stipulations. Your days off will be suspended until I see fit to say otherwise; your wages shall be cut in-half, and this nonsense of furthering yourself in some other occupation will cease…permanently, so long as you remain in my employ. Furthermore, I fully expect you to rein in that noxious tongue, in fact you are not to speak unless spoken to; I shall notify the staff to disregard you otherwise. And…above all else,” she pronounced in majestic climax, “you will not hold interactions of any sort with the three young masters, you shall make all effort to avoid them. And be it strongly understood, you are to never ‘toy’ with any of them again…or you will be set out onto the streets. Well then, Miss Margaret,” she stated, elevating her head with an even loftier air of self-importance, “do you think you can manage to deport yourself as a proper servant?”


    For some moments after this winded speech I was mute. Not by fear or remorse as she’d clearly intended, but by a smothering fury, (of near ludicrous proportions), and an astonishment the likes of which I’d rarely known. I was growing lightheaded from it, my arms were falling numb as the innumerable insults pounded in my head; I’d been in no mood to be reprimanded, but to learn I alone was to be blamed and that my actions were solely inexcusable? But in a way what was worse, yes even worse than how she had painted explicitly the kind of woman she thought me to be, was her confidence, her supreme judgment that I was meant to stay in this servant’s lot, that I didn’t need more, that I had no right to want more.


    And something inside me, till then seemingly indestructible, broke…


    “Is that all you would require from me, Ma’am?” I at last spoke in a subdued note that was misleading in its meekness, and which she bought hands-down.


    Believing all was accommodating to her will, Mrs.Beadon primly answered, “Nearly. What is forthcoming before all else…is an apology.”


    “Oh, I wholly agree, Ma’am,” I replied in the same even, dark undercurrent. “An apology is very much in order.”


    “Well…,” she prompted, pleasantly expectant.


    “Well then…I’ll patiently wait here…while you retrieve such words from young Beadon, and on the way you can compose a good hearty apology of your own.” And with blithe audacity I settled myself on the edge of her desk.


    “What!?” she boomed forth.


    “Oh don’t you ever get tired of being offended!” I brushed off, for the wall had been breached, that interesting anger of before let loose, and as I don’t do things halfway, I figured I might as well go all out and enjoy myself for once. Beneath her bulging-eyed shock as the color mounted in her cheeks, I declared, “I’m not in the least sorry for hitting that degenerate cad in order to protect myself, as well as my honor. You say I’m ungrateful? Because I am not content with living off your temperamental ‘charity’, forever humoring you so I may earn the food and shelter which are my right? Because I don’t see it as the height of life’s fulfillment to clean your bathrooms while doing every other little thing so as to make your cozy, insulated existence the effortless, grating waste that it is? And for the last time this is my natural hair color! As if I would dye it for some man! And here’s another actual bit of truth for you, Ma’am…I know myself not to have been born solely for tasks it is long past time certain people like you learned to do for yourselves!


    “I haven’t much, yet I have lived my whole life valuing my honest word, and in knowing that I, as a woman, have never done any act I need be repentant of. And now you dare think you hold authority to besmear my good name, what I need to live by, what is truly mine, while you ignore the truth of that man’s actions? As a woman, aren’t you ashamed, of him, of yourself? But no, your antiquated diffidence towards men is more embarrassing, more sickening than your hypocrisy! I can’t believe you actually made excuses for him – the spring weather is to blame!


    “But while you, exasperating, tight-laced Mrs.Beadon, find your life’s enjoyment as you orchestrate all within your sights as if we were obedient pets…I will tell you something only once, and trust you’ll be able to remember it. If my life rested on it…if the fate of this very earth depended upon it, I would still have nothing to do with your first son, who is a greater bore than even one of your dinner parties, nor your second, who is so cold, unoriginal and limp in personalty I’d sooner hug a dead fish than exchange one word with him. And if it meant my death, I would still want nothing to do with that disgraceful, boorish, heathen excuse for a man you call Steven Beadon! Which by the by, sounds quite ridiculous without his middle initial, doesn’t it?”


    The room was suspended in a calamitous silence then, even the goldfinch seemed struck dumb. While for Mrs.Beadon, I never knew a person’s face could attain such flaming hues, nearly the same color as her horrid dress. As her puffing cheeks turned to a purplish tinge, so that I vaguely wondered for her heart, Mrs.Beadon gasped either for words or air, I couldn’t be sure. Unfortunately it proved to be words, as choking on her rage, she loudly sputtered so that she woke the bird from his stupor and he started screeching,


    “Wretch! How dare…I have never…in my life…been so spoken to, and that you, a servant, would go so far! You do indeed show your true colors at long last, deceitful, two-faced girl! Oh, I should have heeded Miss Marden’s warnings, and never hired one from such questionable stock!”


    My squinting glare upon her grew harsh, and again in that same chilled calm I’d shown young Beadon, I quietly prompted, “This is the second time you’ve made such a taunt. Why don’t you say what you’re thinking…if you’ve the courage.”


    Incensed only the more by this boldfaced prodding, above her bird’s continued shrieking, Mrs.Beadon heatedly proclaimed, “What I mean is someone like you! One who was raised in a boardinghouse, where goodness alone knows what sort of refuse was welcomed, what…things truly went on, and being the daughter of a police officer, a man surrounded by the lowest, most degraded filth of this city, and whom I doubt remained unsullied by it!”


    That…was the wrong thing to say.


    I slowly slid off her desk, its touch becoming loathsome, poisoned, and I stared down on her with such icy intensity the fire was snuffed from her own face. Falling quite pale, realizing her mistake, she even cowered in her plush chair, as leaning menacingly forward, my labor-chipped nails digging against the fine, varnished table, I spoke in seething tones barely controlled.


    “Only one void of any integrity would pull forth the dead, those unable to defend themselves, and speak ill of them just to injure the living. Understand this, do not speak of my family, do not think of my family, ever again. My grandmother would be appalled to hear such lewd innuendos, even were they not aimed towards her. She was more worthy of kindest regard, admiration and respect than you, Ma’am shall ever wring from others, no matter how hard you scrounge for it. And my father…is so above your petty, scandal-driven world, you can’t even see him! He was more a gentleman, by his irreproachable character, by the selfless nobility he endowed each day he was on this earth, by his fatherly protection and sage guidance, his daily bravery as he guarded this city…that your son hardly seems of the same species! My father’s, grandmother’s and mother’s lives were spent in honest work and upholding a good name which I carry…but upon my life, I will break in that pompous jaw before me if you ever plant another false word on them!”


    My temper mildly appeased, I suddenly stood straight up, realizing an irreversible decision had been formed for me and lay at the bottom of both tirades. And tearing pins from my maid’s cap and yanking off my apron so hastily and fiercely the waist strands nearly ripped, I pronounced with matter-of-fact relish, “I quit.” Pins, apron, that wretched cap and all they embodied, I threw from me, pounding them onto the table…where, unintentionally, but quite satisfyingly, they shot off against the quaint glass inkwell, sending its tar-like contents flowing, trailing forth…


    But all was not lost, the chair wasn’t ruined, the Indian carpet preserved, for Mrs.Beadon’s grand huffing bosom absorbed the blow. Her screech issued throughout the room and, I didn’t doubt, beyond the door I was then sallying towards.


    “Miss Margaret, come back here!” she yelled, and for some reason I found myself proud to have stirred such never before heard uproars from her.


    “I am not through with you, Miss Margaret!” her declaration soared through the hall as I opened the door.


    “Ohh, but I am heartily finished with you, Ma’am,” I said almost pleasantly as I looked over my shoulder a final time on that room, and on the fine painted sight she made at its center. “There are just two more things,” I couldn’t resist adding. “It’s ‘Miss Stewart’ to you now. And, as you’re so obsessed with people’s hair, you should know…that toupee your husband wears…is abysmally obvious!” And I sailed out and gave the door a resounding bang that sang across the massive foyer, made the windows rattle, and drove the cast of eavesdropping servants to jump.


    As they looked on curiously, approvingly, Lizzy hurried forward asking with genuine concern, (so I had inspired a day of many firsts it seemed), “Meg, what on earth is going on? The chaos of Mr.Steven being hurt, the doctor being summoned, the shouting just now – what’s happening?”


    “I’ll tell you what’s happened, I just quit.” How I savored repeating those words with an absurdly large smile as I marched past her to fetch my things from our room for the last time.


    Staring after me she blustered, “Meg, you’re joking. You couldn’t have…you did! Are you mad? With this economy, to leave a job – ”


    She didn’t get any further as right then the door to Mrs.Beadon’s office slammed back against the wall and the grande dame erupted forth, her dress now an even more hideously stained, dripping mess, yet her wrath was so focused upon me, she was blindly indifferent to her staff witnessing this spectacle.


    “Miss Margaret,” she shouted, “I want you out of my house within five minutes or I shall call the authorities!”


    Now that was a bit of irony, considering moments ago she had insulted one of their own.


    “And,” Mrs.B. added with all the tragic gusto of a judge issuing a fatal sentence, “I will personally insure you never work as a maid in this city again!”


    “You mean that?” I asked wide-eyed as I looked back to her.


    “I guarantee it,” she crowed, believing she had scared and tamed me.


    As a smile curved my lips, all I yelled in response was…,“GOOD!”

  


  
    Chapter Four
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    That afternoon found Lewis and I, with my two compact suitcases which held all my worldly possessions, standing at the heart of London in Trafalgar Square. While my one satchel held the ugly dresses I’d been made to buy, the second valise I’d taken extra care with as inside lay a box of photos I had never been allowed time to paste in an album, though it was hardly as if I had extra money to afford such a book; there were also Gran’s recipes and sewing kit and my father’s police cap safely wrapped in an old lace petticoat of my mother’s.


    For a city so generally inclined toward making the most out of the smallest of spaces in highly sensible fashion, the clearing where we’d paused with its smooth stones spanning underfoot, was surprisingly spacious and even managed to be attractive, firstly in thanks to an expansive, Romanesque-minded building overlooking a broad, vehicle-marked avenue and an agreeable strand of trees just beginning to muster spring buds while almost seeming to hold reservations towards fully braving the smog. The intended foliage was destined to compliment a wide colonnade whose two far-reaching ends culminated in matching stairways leading down to the square itself where sprawling twin fountains flanked at a near distance the readily spied and famed monument arising in proud honor to one of England’s finest military leaders. And as we lingered at the wide, four-cornered base to this towering, pillar-like form, leaning my arm upon one of the quartette of large, stone-carved lions that adorned each sharp corner, I gazed ahead toward the crowded, intersecting thoroughfares awaiting just beyond the rim of Trafalgar Square. The splashing of the fountains, the songs of the first spring birds as they perched on the sculpted war horse atop the monument high above me, were nearly lost beneath the tones of clamorous motorcars, ringing trolley bells, the pounding rhythm of wheels and horse hooves, and the numerous voices from crowds passing swiftly on their ways. It felt that I alone, amidst such bustle, was the only one with nowhere to be…this day…my life…fully my own.


    I then took in a breath, (which with London’s air was a high mark of bravery), and in it I conjured and encased the memories…the hierarchy of the servants, the rigid routines, “submission” with all those teachings to see others as my betters without true-hearted merit or reason, recalling myself becoming as lifeless as the specks of dust I had warred against for others’ sakes across five years, and after such tiresome yet dedicated efforts hour upon hour, I was rewarded with little else but ridicule. And then, after the lowly slurs of that day…no more. So, as I released the breath past my lips, my old life went with it, and I swore never again would a maid’s cap define me.


    Having finally broken with that confined existence, I found any and all ill moods I had long carried, “pop” and vanish, like a struck balloon…and in its place surged a sense of utter freedom quite unlike anything I had ever felt.


    Propping my hands atop my hips, (or what I could find of them beneath my limp, poorly styled overcoat of a cloudy, dirt brown), beneath the brim of a simple hat done in the shade of damp weeds, I presented to Lewis the most cheerful face I’m sure he’d yet seen upon me. To his composed, slightly uninterested look, I remarked, “Well, I definitely think this liberation deserves to be celebrated. And…,” glancing down to my skirt hem of dull green where it peeked above scuffed, work-worn oxfords, I added, “I know just where to begin…”


    [image: 1]


    A few hours later as I walked down avenues and passed other Londoners along the finer streets, you wouldn’t have known me from that morning. After a quick withdrawal from the bank of my miserly pooled wages, my hair was bobbed in the best of fashions, coming in tight waves about my face where I now wore just the proper touch of makeup, (because fate help me had I ever worn a smidgen while a maid). I had happily donated all my old clothes after the elation of a full-out shopping spree and I was now sporting a white blouse, with sleeves ending at the elbows, over which I had on a tasteful low-waisted vest in patterns of
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