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        Rugby, Warwickshire, England - 1912

      

      

      
      Anna ran along the dim hallway, cursing the young scullery maid for sending her on a useless errand. Or was it a prank? She thought she’d heard muffled laughter before Cook had bellowed at her to get out of the kitchen.

      In the past, she had considered any kind of service beneath her middle-class upbringing, although her mother, prior to marriage, had been a lady’s companion on a grand estate. When Anna had been offered the position of assistant lady’s maid to Lady Chartwell, a high society lady who travelled the world, she’d accepted.

      Anna dreamed of seeing the world. The prospect of adventurous travel to unknown destinations fit right in with Anna’s vision of life and was definitely preferable to marriage. She was ecstatic at the prospect of travelling in style to the Continent and the British Colonies; Australia, New Zealand or even India, where she might see Uncle Bertie.

      She gave a long sigh, shrugging off her annoyance at a silly maid’s prank. Daisy was young, cheerful and fun, despite the hard life she’d lived as an unwanted orphan. Anna liked her and usually felt sorry for the girl, but right now she was just mad.

      Hurrying back to the laundry room, Anna glanced down the passageway, looking for Daisy, ready to give her a piece of her mind. Her pranks were becoming annoying. She gave a sniff and wrinkled her nose. Frowning at the smell of burning, she shrugged, pushing the laundry room door open.

      The smell, now pungent, made her stop and stare at the ironing board. Feathery smoke floated upwards from around the hot iron. Horror gripped her and she swallowed the erupting bile. Without another thought, she grabbed the hot iron and pulled it off the dress, screaming in pain as the handle burned into her right hand. Her eyes fixed on the brown iron-shaped burn surrounded by the shimmering blue taffeta; one of Lady Chartwell’s finest evening gowns.

      “No! No!” Anna shouted, the pain taking her breath away. The iron dropped from her blistering hand, crashing to the floor.

      Sensing she was not alone, she scanned the room. A shadow moved from behind the boilers and disappeared. “Who’s there?” she called. Cradling her right hand while bolts of pain shot up her arm, she fell to the floor.

      
      First, she heard voices around her, but it was dark. She felt fuzzy and was afraid to open her eyes. Mrs. Simms, the housekeeper, was lightly tapping her cheeks, saying, “Anna, wake up. You fainted.”

      Anna remembered the dress and the hot iron. A nightmare, she thought. Who put the iron on the dress? Someone wafted smelling salts under her nose, forcing her to open her eyes. Not realizing Anna was injured, Mrs. Simms grabbed her hand to help her up. Anna screamed in pain and lay back down. Mrs. Simms gave a sharp gasp, seeing the injury on Anna’s hand.

      “Dorothea, go fetch Lady Chartwell and meet us in my sitting room.” Mrs. Simms tried to rouse Anna. Stroking her forehead to soothe her, she whispered, “There, there, Anna, we’ll soon have you better. Lady Chartwell will send for the doctor. She’ll know what to do. Silly girl. You know better than to pick up a hot iron without a potholder.”

      Anna lay there, keeping as still as possible with her eyes closed, hoping everyone would think she was in a faint. Dorothea must have been close by when she fell. Perhaps she was the shadow. Anna knew she would take pleasure in informing Lady Chartwell of the burnt dress.

      Mrs. Simms’ touch felt comforting, but it was not enough to quell Anna’s churning stomach and racing heart. She was her ladyship’s favourite, much to Dorothea, the lady’s maid’s annoyance, who was constantly reprimanded and a target for Lady Chartwell’s short temper. Anna had no doubt that in a few minutes she would experience that temper for something she had not done.

      “Anna, what happened?” Mrs. Simms asked with a frown. “Come, my dear, wake up. Her ladyship never comes down here. We have to get you to my sitting room.”

      Terrified, Anna did not move. Perhaps if she stayed there in a faint, it would go away. And what had happened? Anna recalled the morning’s events. After Dorothea had dressed Lady Chartwell, they had discussed appropriate attire for the duke’s ball, which was to take place that evening. Dorothea had carefully gone through the wardrobe and held up an elegant silver gown, a beautiful one for such an occasion. Anna had suggested the blue taffeta, just as lovely and appropriate, but then had gone one step further. Lady Chartwell was not the most handsome of women, but she loved compliments. Anna had mentioned that the peacock blue taffeta matched her eyes. Lady Chartwell agreed, relishing in the compliment, and had curtly dismissed Dorothea’s choice of the silver gown. The hateful look on Dorothea’s face, coupled with her thrusting the gown into Anna’s arms with instructions to get it cleaned and pressed, had told Anna she was upset. But how upset?

      She remembered reaching up to hang the gown on the linen rack and placing the iron on its trivet by the boiler to heat. Daisy had stood in the doorway watching her, before announcing that Cook wanted to see her. Was Daisy playing a prank, or had Dorothea set the whole thing up?

      Anna’s eyes shot open as a high-pitched scream assaulted her ears. Lady Chartwell had come down to the laundry and was standing by the ironing board next to Dorothea.

      “It’s ruined!” She turned to Anna, who was now standing on wobbly legs with Mrs. Simms guiding her to a chair. “You wicked girl. Wicked, wicked girl. You ruined my finest gown.”

      “Ma’lady, I didn’t … It wasn’t me. Cook called me to the kitchen. The iron was on the stove. Someone moved …”

      “Don’t you lie to me. Dorothea told me what happened. Get out of my sight. You are fired and don’t expect a reference. You stupid girl.”

      “But … but … I didn’t do it.” Anger rose inside Anna. She was many things, but not stupid and not a liar. She knew who was, and glanced at Dorothea, wishing she could slap the smirk off her face. “Lady Chartwell, please believe …” Once again, she was cut off.

      “Get her out of my sight. Come Dorothea, we have another gown to select.” Lady Chartwell wafted her hand deliberately close to Anna’s face.

      Tears streamed down Anna’s cheeks. Her mouth open to speak, no words came out as she watched Lady Chartwell and Dorothea march out of the laundry room.

      “Mrs. Simms, please believe me. I did not burn that gown. Daisy saw me put the iron on the trivet. The dress was hanging on the linen rack.” Anna put her hand over her face and sobbed.

      “There, there.” Mrs. Simms rubbed Anna’s shoulder. “When her ladyship has calmed down, I’ll explain. It looks to me as if it is a prank gone wrong. I don’t think you are to blame for the dress being burned. But I’m afraid you have made an enemy in Dorothea. Playing favourites with her ladyship made her jealous.”

      Anna nodded with a sob and mumbled, “Thank you.”

      Mrs. Simms shook her head with a quizzical look. “You are too highbred for service and much too naïve. Did your family come on hard times?”

      Anna’s eyebrows shot up in surprise. “Oh no. My family is fine. My father is Chief Accountant at the railway yard.” Anna brushed away the last of the tears. “Papa wants me to marry. I want to have adventures and travel. I’m an independent woman.” Anna lifted her nose in the air.

      Mrs. Simms laughed. “Oh my! Such airs and graces. Anna, I like you and I admire your tenacity, but oh my goodness, you have much to learn. If you don’t come down off that high horse you’re riding, you will have more than a jealous Dorothea to deal with. Mark my words, service is not for you, and you are sadly mistaken if you think you will travel with her ladyship.” Mrs. Simms gave her a look that told Anna she knew what she was up to. “Marriage might not be so bad. If you choose wisely, a gentleman will give you exactly what you want.”

      Anna wanted to argue even though Mrs. Simms’ words had some truth to them. It was just that she was determined to get what she wanted and it was not marriage.

      “Now, let me look at that hand.” Anna stretched her arm forward, wincing as she opened her fingers. “Hum, it’s already started to blister. Cook will know what to do. She’s used to treating burns. We’ll talk to Daisy at the same time.”

      “No, not Cook,” Anna shouted, tears brimming in her eyes once more as her determination turned to fear. “Cook was angry with me for going into the kitchen.”

      “Hush child. I’ll deal with Cook. Follow me.”

      Cook looked up from the chopping board as they entered the kitchen. “Mrs. Simms! What can I do for you?”

      “Anna has burnt her hand on the iron. Could you take a look at it?”

      Cook shrugged, giving Anna a look of indifference until she saw the hand. She frowned, her expression changing to concern. “You had better come into my office.” Calling over her shoulder she said, “Daisy, bring me a bowl of warm water, soap and a piece of butter from the larder.”

      Daisy looked nervous as she answered. “Yes, Cook. Did you say butter?”

      “I did and be quick about it.” Cook shook her head. “This is nasty. What happened?”

      “Someone left the hot iron on Lady Chartwell’s gown. It was burning the fabric so I grabbed it.” Hoping for understanding, Anna nervously bit her lip.

      “It’s always someone else’s fault,” Cook said with sarcasm. She gave Anna an accusatory stare, making her pull back and gasp as Cook caught her hand. “You need to own up to your mistakes. And what has Daisy got to do with this?”

      “We can talk about this later, Cook,” Mrs. Simms stated firmly.
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