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From the desk of Sarah Richmond

Excerpt from Only A Lady Will Do


“O, woe is me to have seen what I have seen, see what Isee.”


Ophelia in Hamlet by William Shakespeare


Chapter One


North Staffordshire, 1900

The back door to the scullery flew open and Mrs. Broadstreet barged in, prancing across the freshly washed slate, muddy boots and all. Her breath came in gasps as if she’d been running. When she saw Tillie, she stopped, straightened and glared.

Tillie couldn’t tell if the lady’s high color was from exertion or anger.

“What are you doing here?” the lady of the house demanded.

Where else would a scullery maid be at this time of day?

“Well?” Mrs. Broadstreet’s tone sharpened, and her eyes hardened into two chunks of coal.

Tillie couldn’t move her tongue to answer.

Mrs. Broadstreet was dressed in her riding costume, a dark green jacket with a black velvet collar, and a black skirt. The riding crop that she smacked against that skirt made Tillie flinch. It wasn’t the sound, which was akin to laundry snapping in the breeze, but the intent that had Tillie shaking uncontrollably.

“Answer me!”

“Tillie Partridge,” she croaked, not at all what she’d been asked but it was all she could think to say. She punctuated her reply with a wobbly bob. She hadn’t much practice curtsying, to tell the truth, really none at all so few times had she encountered Mrs. Broadstreet in her three months of service to the family.

“Fetch Mr. Hawes. At once,” Mrs. Broadstreet hissed.

Tillie’s knees trembled.

“Oh never mind. I’ll find him myself.” Without another word, the lady departed up the stairs, boot heels clicking on the wet stone.

Her heart pounding, Tillie staggered into the servant’s dining room and collapsed into the nearest chair.

“What’s wrong with you?” Edna, the snooty parlor maid, asked.

Tillie told her and the others what’d happened.

“Maybe her horse gave her the old heave-ho and she needed Mr. Hawes to chase after the nag.” Edna snickered, having a laugh at their employer’s expense.

“Hush, will you? Mr. Hawes will hear you.” Mary, the second parlor maid, looked around the room as if the wily butler would any second pop out from a hiding place.

Effectively cutting Edna’s laughter short.

Robert, a footman, smiled. His smile revealed a broken front tooth and two perfectly delightful dimples. “Don’t you fret none, Tillie. The family is short-tempered with all of us.”

“It’s true,” Mary agreed. “It don’t mean anything.”

Tillie appreciated their assurances but it was more than the lady of the house’s sharp manner that made her quake in her shoes and her knees tremble. Her greatest fear was that she’d be dismissed for the slightest of reasons and without a reference. And with no references, what would she do then?

“A spot of tea will sort you out,” Mary filled a cup for Tillie.

Tillie thanked her and took the cup with shaking hands. She took to fright as easily as a rabbit but the tea steadied her some.

“There’s talk a gent has come to court Miss Penelope.” Edna smirked.

“Never,” Mary gasped. “The young miss is only eighteen.”

“Old enough for her parents to want her to be settled with a good match.” Edna picked up her tea and cradled the cup in both hands.

Because she’d been here the longest, she always knew what was what.

“I suppose that’d be every parent’s wish,” Mary conceded.

“What do you think it’d be like being courted?” Tillie found the very idea of a suitor taking a fancy to her so romantic.

“I’m sure I don’t know,” Edna said.

They all laughed, even Edna, who would have a job attracting a man with her sour disposition.

“You stay clear of the blokes until you’re older,” Robert said.

“I’m all of thirteen,” Tillie replied defensively even though she knew Robert was only trying to protect her. Ever since she’d arrived at Southwell Castle, Robert had treated her like a little sister.

Cook entered the room and sniffed. “You all better get back to work. There’ll be no idling about ’cause Mrs. Crown is away.” She turned to Tillie. “You’ll need some fresh water to take care of them muddy footprints.”

“Give me a minute to finish and I’ll help you fetch a bucket of water.” Robert ate his last crumb of food and downed a glass of fresh cider.

Edna raised her nose a notch. “May I remind you the family will be wanting you upstairs now that they’ve returned from the hunt?”

Robert wiped his mouth with his serviette and stood. “I ain’t forgot.”

Tillie stopped a quick retort about minding her own business before it escaped her lips. As the youngest and newest maid, her opinion didn’t count for much. Besides, Robert did have his own work to do.

“You go on, Robert,” she said with a smile. “I’m able to haul a bucket full of water.”

As the two parlor maids cleared the tea service from the table and Robert checked his appearance in the glass above the mantelshelf, Tillie grabbed the heavy bucket in both hands and headed outside to empty the dirty water in the grassy verge that had once been a moat that surrounded Southwell Castle.

The bright sun heated her face, one of those last of the summer kind of afternoons. The trees were already dropping their leaves, all gold, crimson, and orange.

Maybe this wasn’t the life she’d hoped for but you wouldn’t hear a grumble out of her. The options for a girl orphaned at infancy and with no family to speak of, were the poorhouse or service, and glad she was to have this job.

The soft ground oozed mud with each step and if she wasn’t careful, she’d slip and fall and that’d be a fine mess.

While treading carefully, she heard a cry and looked up. A half dozen ravens circled the moat. A chill passed through her, and she wondered what they were after.

Thinking she’d take a look, she trudged over to the edge of the moat. The birds scattered into the pine trees on the other side. She shaded her eyes. A flash of crimson from down below gave her a start.

The soles of a pair of boots caught her attention and long legs in fawn-colored breeches and a scarlet riding jacket. A gentleman had fallen to the ground and lay still as a statue sprawled among the rocks and nettles at the bottom of the moat.

“Sir, are you all right?”

The gentleman didn’t answer. A splotch of dark red stained his white cravat. On closer examination, she saw a trickle of pink foam had bubbled from the corner of his mouth. His eyes, half-open, stared at the sky.

Tillie did the only thing she could think of doing: She ran. When she reached the path, her toe caught on a stone and she tumbled forward. She gasped as her legs buckled and she reached out with both hands to catch her fall. Tiny pebbles bit into her palms, tearing flesh.

She had no time to worry about a cut or a bruise. She stood, swiped off the bits of gravel, and scurried up the rest of the path.

Closing the door behind her, she paused, her pulse galloping, her breath coming in pants.

She found the two maids in the kitchen.

“Where’s Mr. Hawes?”

“What’s it to you?” Edna shook her head.

“I must see him at once.”

“He’s still upstairs in the parlor, I reckon, serving the family their drinks,” Mary answered.

“It’s what’s done after they return from their ride.” Edna shot Mary a knowing glance. “You’ll just have to wait for him to finish.”

Tillie didn’t wait. She bolted out of the room and up the stairs. As much as she feared this family, it didn’t hold a candle to the sheer terror she felt now.

She shoved the heavy baize door open with her hip. There wasn’t anyone in the hall, not even a footman. She knew the way. Her duties included cleaning out the grates in all of the fireplaces every morning.

Tillie continued down the hall, past the dining room with its glittering chandelier, past the library, and the study used by Mr. Broadstreet. She heard voices coming from behind the next door.

Taking a deep breath, she knocked. Mr. Hawes opened the door and glared in a way that made her feel small. She shouldn’t be here and yet her news couldn’t wait.

Mr. Broadstreet, dressed in tweeds, was standing next to the fireplace. The others, presumably, were changing their clothes.

Her employer had a fleshy face that went with his considerable girth. His mustache was neatly trimmed and waxed.

He didn’t address her, which suited her fine.

She bobbled a curtsy, not at all what she’d wanted to do, but it seemed necessary.

“Yes? What is it, Tillie?” Mr. Hawes didn’t hide his displeasure.

“If I may speak to you, sir.” Tillie’s voice squeaked.

“I am occupied, as you may have noticed.”

“Yes, sir, but I’ve something important to tell you.”

“Take care of her, will you Hawes?” Mr. Broadstreet sounded annoyed.

Mr. Hawes bowed. “Very good, sir.”

Relieved beyond measure, Tillie retreated, Mr. Hawes in her wake.

“Tell me what this is all about,” he said.

The butler glowered at her like some immense beast. The discipline and conduct of the servants fell into his capable hands, and he’d been embarrassed by her intrusion.

“I’ve just come from outside,” she said.

“Well? What of it?”

Tillie gulped. “There’s someone in the moat. I think he’s badly injured or maybe even dead.”

Mr. Hawes grabbed her by the wrist and squeezed. “What are you about, young miss? Let’s not have any of your lies.”

“I’m telling the truth. I swear.” She tried to pull away but he was stronger.

“Who is this person?” He spoke so gruffly, she feared she’d be sacked no matter if she told the truth or not.

“I don’t know, I swear I’ve never seen him before.”

Mr. Hawes saw the cuts and a smear of blood on her hand, and he let go. She rubbed her wrist and found the courage to meet his gaze.

The lines in the butler’s face shifted.

“Show me,” he said.

They passed through the green door and descended the steps into the servant’s quarters, Tillie walking a step ahead.

Mary and Edna stood up straight at Mr. Hawes’s arrival. He ignored them.

Tillie hurried through the scullery and out the back door. Mr. Hawes was close behind her as she navigated away from the path. When they arrived at the edge of the moat, he stopped, breathing hard.

“Well? Where is he?”

Tillie blinked as she scoured the rocks. She couldn’t believe what she was seeing. The gentleman was gone.

“I don’t understand.” She pointed to the place where the gentleman had been. “He was there. I saw him. I did. I’m sure he was unconscious or worse.”

She looked around her. There were footprints and matted grass but they could have been made by anybody, including herself. They walked along the moat until they reached the potting shed and circled it. They even looked inside.

They searched the garden but didn’t find any broken posts or trellises. The herbaceous border was intact. No evidence anyone had been in the garden since morning when Cook had picked fresh dill for today’s luncheon.

A part of her was relieved. Whoever had been in the moat hadn’t been as seriously injured as she’d thought. The gent must’ve fallen off his horse and been stunned for a moment. Recovering his wits, he made his way into the house.

The rest of her knew she was in big trouble.

The butler inhaled noisily. Fear gripped her and she braced for her dismissal.

“I don’t know what you saw,” he said, “but there’s nobody here now and so we must conclude that there’s been no harm done.”

She was grateful beyond measure he believed her. Relief flooded into her she wouldn’t be sacked after all.

“Still, I think it best we don’t mention this to any of the other staff.”

“Yes, sir.” She could keep a secret. Just you watch and see.

The butler turned and ambled back to the house. Obediently, Tillie followed.


Chapter Two


The staff was informed as they sat down for supper that Robert had been dismissed. Mr. Hawes, who naturally would be reluctant to share any information about the family’s affairs, had given no reason. He’d spoken very sternly, however, the way he did when making pronouncements that displeased him.

Tillie helped herself to a thick slice of brown bread and passed the plate to Mary. What had happened to put Robert in such disfavor? What could he have done that he hadn’t been given a warning instead? Couldn’t Mr. Hawes at least have waited until the morning?

They ate with their heads down and without speaking. The parlor bell rang, and Mr. Hawes pushed back from this chair and rose from his position at the head of the table. Without another word, he went to attend to the family’s needs, leaving the rest of them exchanging glances.

Edna pulled a face. “What do you suppose Robert is about?”

“I’m sure I don’t know,” Mary replied.

They both looked at Tillie. She hadn’t anything to add. She had no idea what happened upstairs when the family was present.

Of course, she kept quiet about seeing the stranger in the moat.

“Poor Robert. Too handsome for his own good,” Edna said.

Cook, who’d taken the housekeeper’s place at the other end of the table, put down her fork. “What do you mean by that, Edna?”

“I’ve seen how Miss Penelope looks at him, all flirty, she was. Not how a proper young lady should act around a footman, if you ask me.”

Cook scoffed. “You’re daft, you are.”

Edna, ever so quick to think the worst, replied with a snicker. “Probably got caught giving the young Miss a proper education.”

“You don’t say!” Mary’s eyes were wide as saucers.

The kitchen maids tittered. The first footman cleared his throat.

Cook crossed her arms and gave each of them such a fierce look they turned docile as sheep.

“Mark my words, he’ll have a job finding work,” Edna continued. “The potteries won’t take him. Not when Mr. Broadstreet owns them.”

“He’ll have to go farther afield, that’s all,” Mary said.

“Let that be a lesson to us.” Edna forked a piece of boiled potato into her mouth.

Her remark gave Tillie’s insides such a turn. If Robert could be dismissed without so much as a by-your-leave, what might she expect?

Her thoughts were crowded with misgivings. It wasn’t like Robert to be messing about. As the oldest child from a large family who depended on his wages, he was ever so careful to do exactly as Mr. Hawes instructed. Robert always did his best and, as far as she knew, made no trouble.

Thankfully, there was no further speculation about the plight of servants who met the disapproval of their employers.

Weariness descended on her as she finished her supper. She’d be asleep where she sat before long.

“You look ready to fall off your chair, Tillie,” Cook said.

Tillie nodded. The day had been a busy one what with the family entertaining.

“Don’t think you’re the only one who’s been working hard,” Edna replied with a snort.

When Robert arrived wearing his Sunday clothes and carrying his battered case held together with a length of rope, Tillie couldn’t help but feel embarrassed. She hoped Robert hadn’t gotten himself into trouble making eyes at Miss Penelope. He was paying a heavy price if he did.

Robert greeted them with a broad grin, pretending nothing was amiss.

A button had come loose on his jacket sleeve. “Look at that,” Tillie said, “you can’t go off with a button about to fall off. What’ll people say?”

He fingered the dangling button. “Aw, it’s all right.”

She insisted he give over the jacket. Reluctantly, he shrugged it off and handed it to her. She found her sewing kit on the shelf next to the fireplace and sat down.

As Tillie poked the needle into the thin wool and attached the brass button to the thread, Robert watched the stairway, no doubt in anticipation of Mr. Hawes’s arrival.

Cook went into the kitchen and returned carrying a bowl of steaming potatoes and wedges of cooked cabbage, which she set on the table. She told Robert to sit down. “You need a hot meal in you, my boy. It won’t do to send you off with an empty stomach.”

Robert declined her offer. “You’re most kind, but I don’t have the time.”

“Have it your way,” she said with a frown.

“You know Tillie has work to do.” Edna scowled.

One day her face would freeze that way, Tillie was certain.

“There’s no harm in helping out a friend,” Tillie replied.

“When Mr. Hawes finds out, he’ll sack you too.”

“Who’s going to tell him?” Mary spoke up and then from the expression on her face, instantly regretted it.

Edna would be just mean enough to give the butler a full accounting but Tillie held her tongue. Picking a fight with Edna would only give her more cause to complain to Mr. Hawes.

Tillie worked faster.

“Are you almost finished?” Robert kept looking at the stairs.

“Almost,” she replied.

“Hurry, I think I hear Mr. Hawes coming.” Mary chewed her lower lip.

Tillie secured the button with a few extra stitches in the back and broke the thread with her teeth.

“Good as new, if I don’t say so.” She jumped to her feet and helped Robert into the garment.

To her surprise, his fingernails were uncommonly dirty.

She grimaced. “Where have you been, Robert?”

He jerked away from her. “It’s nothing.”

“Maybe you should wash before you go,” Tillie said. “I’ll fetch hot water from the stove.”

Robert shook his head. “Leave it be, Tillie. I’ll be all right.”

Tillie nodded and smiled. He could take care of himself, he wanted her to know.

“Of course you will, Robert, and you’ll find a good job. You aren’t afraid of hard work.”

He leaned closer and lowered his voice. “I’m off to the Queen’s Army, I am. Mr. Broadstreet has generously found me a place as batman to Colonel Darnell, a mate of his. I’m to join his regiment, the North Staffordshires.”

“Never,” Tillie said.

“It’s true.”

“What about your family?”

“Don’t worry about them,” He smiled. “They’ll be provided for. Mr. Broadstreet has promised.”

Tillie didn’t know what to think about Robert’s sudden change of fortune or why he needed to keep it from the others. This was, in her opinion, good news. The pay would be better and just as important, Robert seemed pleased with the new post.

Robert put on his cap and picked up his case. “Thank you, Tillie. You’ve been a good friend and I won’t soon forget you.”

“I won’t forget you.” His parting hurt and she wiped away sudden tears. Robert was her first real friend and she’d miss him terribly.

“Aw, don’t be upset. I’ll come see you when I’m home.”

For his sake, she showed him a brave face.

He looked back at the others. “Stand up for yourself. Don’t take any guff from this lot.”

Tillie nodded.

Edna and Mary waved good-bye. He saluted, and with one last smile, turned away from them and left by the back door.

[image: * * *]

After helping Cook with the cleaning up, Tillie excused herself. Beyond tired, she lit a candle and said goodnight to Mary who always read in the kitchen where the light was better.

“I’ll be there shortly,” Mary said, curled up in a chair. “I’m on the last chapter and I can’t put it down.”

Tillie nodded and plodded down the chilly hall. The room she shared with Mary was the last one in the women’s servant’s quarters. She changed quickly into her long nightgown and ran a brush through her hair. Her shoes came off last. The stone floor was like ice.

Blowing out the light, she watched the wick glow red and then die. The events of this afternoon still troubled her. Maybe she should’ve tried to help the man in the moat before finding Mr. Hawes. He’d been so still when she’d called out to him. Who could fault her for thinking he’d been badly hurt?

Who was he anyhow? How did he end up in the moat?

Knowing better than to borrow trouble, and perfectly willing to mind her own business, she crawled into bed and pulled her blanket up to her chin.

An insistent knock on the door made her sit up. “Who is it?”

“Mr. Hawes. Get dressed and be sure to wear a clean cap.”

Her heart was likely to pound right out of her chest, and she pushed back her covers and sprang from the bed. Where was he taking her at this hour? Upstairs, she feared, but why? She did her work and never caused any trouble.

Dressing in record time, she opened the door and presented herself to the butler. Mr. Hawes must have approved because he didn’t mention anything amiss. Instead, he moved off down the hallway with an air of efficiency, Tillie behind him.

They arrived at the parlor door of sturdy English oak. Tillie heard a woman’s voice coming from inside and dug in her heels. Mrs. Broadstreet. No way was she going in there. She’d collapse from fright.

“You’re not being punished,” Mr. Hawes said.

“Then why am I here?”

“Mr. Broadstreet wants information.”

“About what?”

“The man you saw in the moat.”

She should’ve known. Mr. Hawes had told him or perhaps the gentleman had complained. She was going to be sacked because she’d seen him and hadn’t stayed to help.

Mr. Hawes opened the door. She shook her head.

“Tillie, the master wants to talk to you and you’ve no choice but to obey.”

Her feet were like lead. “No, I won’t go in there. You can’t make me.”

“You must.” Mr. Hawes’s voice brooked no dissent, but she was certain his distress matched her own.

Mr. Hawes entered the parlor and held the door open for her.

Then it all became perfectly clear. “I’m not the kind that tells all I know if that’s what you’re thinking.”

“I thought no such thing.” The stalwart butler’s gaze softened. “Come along now and don’t keep Mr. Broadstreet waiting.”

Reluctantly, Tillie stepped inside.

Mrs. Broadstreet sat on the red settee. She wore a dark gray dress trimmed in taffeta and white lace at the sleeves and collar. Her husband stood by the fire, peering at the flames. Another man, much younger, sat in a chair opposite, his legs crossed. This must be their son, Anthony. He turned curious eyes on her. Only a lowly scullery maid, he must be thinking.

The other maids didn’t like Anthony. The lady’s maid warned Tillie on her first day of work to stay clear of him. The oldest son took liberties with the maids, and if they wanted to keep their jobs, they let him.

Even Cook took a dislike to him after he’d hidden a grass snake in the larder and nearly scared her out of her wits.

They didn’t have to tell Tillie twice. She kept her distance.

Anthony Broadstreet pushed his hair back from his forehead, showing a prominent brow. His mouth was cruel. Dressed the same as his father, he wore a black evening suit, white waistcoat, and tie, looking smart and tidy.

There was a younger brother, an officer in Her Majesty’s army posted in Africa. He hadn’t been home in several years, according to the talk below stairs, and was not likely to return soon. The two brothers didn’t get along.

To her relief, Miss Penelope and the houseguests weren’t there.

Mr. Hawes stood perfectly straight and waited for their employer to speak. Tillie stood by his side, her hands clasped in front of her to keep them from shaking.

Anthony lit a cigarette despite his mother being in the room. He’d gone away to school, Tillie had been told. It must have been where he’d learned such appalling manners.

Mrs. Broadstreet didn’t even spare her as much as a glance. This lack of curiosity Tillie found confusing.

Looking her over, Mr. Broadstreet thrust his hands in his pockets. “I’ve been told you were out in the back garden this afternoon where you came across a young man who appeared to have been injured?”

She lowered her gaze. “Yes, sir.”

Surprisingly, Mr. Broadstreet didn’t reply in anger.

“Who was this man?”

“I don’t know. I’d never seen him before.”

Through fluttering lashes, Tillie regarded Mr. Broadstreet with growing anxiety. He turned to his wife. She’d gone quite pale. The mention of such things in polite company would distress a lady.

“Are you sure you’d rather not go to your room, my dear?” Mr. Broadstreet asked.

Mrs. Broadstreet pressed a lacy handkerchief to the corner of both eyes. “I’m quite all right. Please continue.”

His concern for his wife’s delicate nature surprised Tillie. She hadn’t expected him to be a considerate man.

Mr. Broadstreet directed his attention back to her. Touch wood this interrogation would soon be over.

“Did you see anyone else?”

“No, sir.”

“How about in the garden?”

“No.”

“Are you sure?”

“Yes, sir.”

“Did you tell anyone what you saw?” Mrs. Broadstreet appeared to have recovered from her distress. Her color had returned.

“No, Ma’am.”

“One of our guests took a rather nasty tumble this afternoon and would be embarrassed if anyone outside of Southwell Castle were to find out,” Mr. Broadstreet explained. “I’m sure you wouldn’t want that, would you?”

“No, Sir.”

Anthony Broadstreet scoffed. “She wouldn’t dare tell a soul.”

“I won’t ever say a word.” Tillie was eager to reassure all of them. “I’ll be quiet as a mouse, I will.”

Mr. Broadstreet held up his hand to silence her.

Tillie swallowed her next words. He turned back to look into the fire.

Was she free to go?

She took a step backward, ready to flee.

Mr. Hawes cleared his throat, a reminder that she would leave when permission had been granted.

The heat of the room added to her discomfort. Beads of sweat formed on her upper lip, and she had no handkerchief to wipe them off.

Mr. Broadstreet put his hand in his vest pocket and took out his watch. He consulted the hour.

He was going to sack her, she could tell.

He returned his watch to his pocket and faced her. Not in an offensive way, but in the manner of a kindly gent.

“I’m prepared to give you money. A tidy sum, in fact, in exchange for your silence on this matter.” He moved away from the fire. “Five hundred pounds should be sufficient to start a new life in America or Canada. Maybe even Australia. Wherever you please.”

What was this? They were sending her away?

“Mr. Hawes will make all the arrangements. You’ll leave tonight.”

“But…I promise I won’t say a word.” She nearly choked as tears threatened.

Mr. Broadstreet closed the discussion by sitting down in a high-back chair. His son smirked. He seemed amused. Mrs. Broadstreet reserved her gaze at her husband.

Mr. Hawes turned on his heel and Tillie followed. She waited as he closed the door.

Tillie couldn’t believe what Mr. Broadstreet had told her. She’d expected to be sacked, but this? How could she leave England? She didn’t want to go to any of those places. Had she heard correctly? Five hundred pounds?

Mr. Hawes, head bowed, started down the hallway.

“I told them all I know,” she said, behind him. “You know I did.”

“I have no doubt.”

“I’ll not speak of any of this ever again.”

“I know.” He picked up the pace.

Anger flushed her cheeks. “Then why send me away?”

“For the sake of the family, it’s best that you leave us.”

“What have I done?”

“Don’t argue, Tillie. The decision has been made.”

“I’ve done nothing wrong.”

He scowled.

“I’m begging you, sir.”

She understood the need for Mr. Broadstreet to protect the family’s good name. It wouldn’t do to have their reputation sullied by idle talk from a scullery maid. Except she hadn’t seen anything more than an injured man who had been able to find his way back to the house.

Her pulse throbbed at her temples. She quickened her pace to keep up with the butler. “I can be trusted. You know I can.”

“Tillie, that isn’t the issue.”

“Then what is it? What has happened?”

“The less you know the better off you’ll be,” he said.

“What does that mean?”

He quelled her riotous heart with a frown. He’d been generous in letting her speak plainly, but he wouldn’t tolerate what he would regard as insolence.

They arrived at the baize door.

“Pack your case,” Mr. Hawes said stoutly. “You’ll leave in one hour. I’ll send for a cart to be brought around to take you to the train station.”

“A train to where?” She couldn’t believe this was happening to her. She didn’t even know how to buy a train ticket.

“Liverpool. You’ll take the first steamship available.”

“What if I refuse?”

“You must go, Tillie.”

“I don’t want to go. Please, sir, you must help me. I don’t want to live anywhere but here in England. Southwell Castle is my home.”

He wasn’t persuaded. “You can start a new life in another country.”

“I can’t,” she pleaded. “I won’t know anyone.”

“Tillie, you’ll make new friends.”

What kind of friends might they be, she wondered.

Tillie didn’t want to go to America or Canada or Australia or any other place. She didn’t want to go live among strangers in a foreign land.

“I’ll run away,” she said.

“Don’t talk nonsense. Mr. Broadstreet is giving you a princely sum. You’ll have more money than you could ever save working a lifetime here at Southwell.”

“Fie on his money.”

Mr. Hawes looked to the heavens.

She wouldn’t apologize for her cheek.

“There’s nothing more to be said.” His tone put a full stop to any further objections.

In despair, Tillie accepted the truth of the matter. She’d come to the end of her stay at Southwell. Her efforts to belong to this place had failed utterly.

Again, she’d be sent out into the world to drift alone.


Chapter Three


London, 1910

Claridge’s had been the most sought after hotel in London for almost a century. Favored by royals and wealthy Europeans, it was now the residence of Mrs. Tilda Ferguson of El Paso, Texas.

London was more than Tillie’d imagined, better than she’d ever dreamed. Noisy, bustling, ladies in high fashion, and gents in top hats, the sights and sounds of the city about took her breath away.

The hotel manager brought her to a spacious suite of rooms with tall windows that let in plenty of light. A pretty sitting room had been decorated in delicate pink and bold fuchsia. He opened the door to the bedchamber and waited for her to enter. She swept inside feeling very much like a lady to the manor born.

A marvelous four-poster bed covered with a pink counterpane trimmed with embroidered roses delighted her. Two upholstered chairs in the same pattern flanked a welcoming fire. She even had her very own W.C.

“Are the rooms satisfactory?” The manager clasped his hands together.

“Very much so,” Tillie answered.

He nodded, looking pleased. “If there’s anything I or any of the staff can do to make your stay more enjoyable, you only have to use the telephone.”

Feeling peckish, Tillie asked if he’d have someone bring up a pot of hot cocoa and a plate of biscuits.

“I will see to it at once.” Bowing, he exited.

A knock followed only moments later.

She opened the door and found a liveried porter gasping for breath. He carried a load of cases and hatboxes under each arm. She instructed him to set them next to the gilded chair with the curved legs.

The porter did so and she opened her reticule and bestowed upon him a shilling. She believed in paying for good service and the lad had earned every penny.

“What is your name?” she asked.

He stood at attention but kept his eyes averted. “Bertrand, Ma’am.”

“Thank you for your help, Bertrand.” He bowed with such gallantry, Tillie had to smile, and he closed the door behind him.

With a satisfied feeling that comes with having finally arrived, she unpinned her hat, laid it on the dressing table’s bench, and checked her hair in the looking glass. She barely recognized the woman looking back at her, a woman of three and twenty, dressed in an expensive traveling costume. She was so different from the girl who’d fled in confusion and shame almost a decade ago.

She’d been sent into exile, cast out, but now with her pockets filled with more money than she could ever hope to spend, she was welcomed with open arms.

Even though she’d agreed never to return to England, she’d taken the risk. Much as she loved the ranch with its wide-open plains, the clear skies, and sunsets that just about took her breath away, she’d missed hearing the King’s English, tea in the afternoon with a cup of proper Earl Grey, and an oatcake served on English chinaware.

Still, her conscience nagged her that she shouldn’t have come, so she wouldn’t stay long. After a few days of sightseeing, she would be off to Paris, Rome, and Venice. This time when she left England, it would be on her terms.

When you’re rich, you can do what you like.

Agatha opened the door to the adjoining room and stood in the doorway still in her hat and coat. With a nose too red and eyes watering, she looked nothing like the robust lady of the house who’d greeted Tillie the day she’d arrived at the Ferguson spread. Wearing britches and a man’s denim shirt, Agatha had given a wide-eyed English girl a fright seeing a woman dressed thus.

Agatha Ferguson had insisted on accompanying Tillie across the pond, declaring in her no-nonsense way that a woman Tillie’s age shouldn’t travel alone. Even though Tillie could’ve managed—she’d done it before—she’d relented because Agatha was like a mother to her.

Now Tillie wondered if bringing her was such a good idea. The climate didn’t seem to agree with Agatha, and Tillie feared the unseasonable cold would settle in her lungs as it had last winter.

Agatha looked around. “Ain’t this place something? Wait until I tell the ladies at the Cattlemen’s Association banquet about this swanky hotel. They’ll be pea-green with envy.”

“A feast for the eyes,” Tillie agreed. She ran her hand across the velvet upholstery of one of the chairs. “These chairs look too nice to sit in.”

Agatha opened her mouth to speak and was gripped by a fit of sneezing. When she finished, her face was the picture of misery.

“You should go right to bed with a hot water bottle,” Tillie scolded.

Agatha tsked. “Don’t fuss so. I’m as tough as a mule and twice as stubborn, as you well know.”

Tillie knew all too well.

Agatha pulled a fresh handkerchief from the sleeve of her blouse and gave her nose a good blow.

“Come sit by the fire,” Tillie said with affection.

Agatha sank into the chaise lounge and Tillie adjusted a pink pillow with gold fringe behind her back.

“Comfy?”

“Very much so, Tillie.” She snuggled into the warmth. “You always take good care of me. What would I do without you?”

“A hot cup of cocoa will soon put you right. I’ve already asked the concierge to send a pot to the room.”

“And biscuits, Tillie?” Agatha said. She’d taken a liking to English biscuits on the voyage.

“Of course.” Tillie sat down on one of the chairs. “Don’t forget to call me Tilda now that we are here in England. The English are more formal, as I’ve explained.”

Agatha smirked. “I won’t forget. I know you’re trying to make a big impression.”

Tillie wouldn’t deny it. She’d also added the Mrs. and posed as a widow. Calling herself Tilda Ferguson would garner her the respect Tillie Partridge never had. No one would believe a woman her age could come in possession of a fortune without the benefit of a father or husband. Some days she scarcely could believe it herself.

Agatha had agreed to go along with the invention, even though she didn’t give two hoots or a holler (her words) for what English society thought.

Tillie curled both feet underneath her, trying to relax.

“We must do some sightseeing before the light is gone,” Agatha said.

“Are you sure? Perhaps we should wait until tomorrow.”

Agatha frowned. “Don’t you go treating me like an invalid.”

Tillie wouldn’t dare. “All right, if you insist.”

“Oh, I do. Perhaps we’ll see the Royals? Wouldn’t that be something?”

“Maybe we’ll be asked to tea?”

Agatha’s eyes widened and then she chortled. “There you go again, Missy, you’re pulling my leg.”

“Only because it’s so much fun,” Tillie replied.

A knock at the door interrupted their conversation.

“That must be our cocoa and biscuits,” Tillie said and she rose to open the door.

A maid brought in a silver tray laden with a silver cocoa pot, cups and saucers, and a plate of assorted private cakes. She placed the bounty on a side table.

“Will there be anything more, Mrs. Ferguson?”

“No, thank you.”

The maid curtsied and departed.

Tillie inhaled the delicious aroma of cocoa as she filled both cups. “Will you have one of these cream cakes? They look delicious.”

Agatha didn’t answer. She’d fallen asleep. The poor dear. The trip had exhausted her.

Tillie picked up a cup and sat down. It’d been a tiring journey from Southampton, but the excitement of being in England coursed through her. She was restless with the desire to explore a city about which she’d heard many a story but had never had the chance to visit when she was a girl.

Her first order of business would be to pay a call on a bank manager to present her letter of credit. She needed English currency, and at the rate she intended to spend it, she would need a great deal.

[image: * * *]

Tillie put on the wide-brimmed hat with the ostrich feather pompoms and secured it with a diamond-encrusted hatpin. She buttoned up her coat made of the finest wool from Kashmir and adorned with red fox. The hat and coat would be sure to invite favorable opinions about the newly arrived American. No one would ever guess who she was.

These weren’t the type of clothes one wore around the ranch to do chores. Back home, they wore denim and flannel. When working outside, she put on sensible shoes, a pair of men’s leather gloves, and a plain bonnet without a single sprig of flowers. Sometimes she even wore a man’s leather hat to protect her face from the sun.

She closed her door as quiet as a mouse. Agatha would be cross when she woke up to find Tillie had sortied out on the city streets alone, but they beckoned to her.

Out on the busy pavement, she strolled toward Piccadilly Road. Leisurely, because the narrow cut of her skirt didn’t allow for very large steps.

What a splendid place the city was! Every manner of humanity bustled along the ancient thoroughfares. The noise of the combustion engine roaring by with such great speed gave her gooseflesh.

She was enjoying herself immensely. No one looked askance at a lady walking alone—unheard of in the days of the old Queen. They all had a destination and paid her no mind. Still, she clutched her reticule tightly and kept a close watch for any unsavory characters who might be following her.

The prettily decorated shop windows drew her attention. So many things to buy and she could have them all. No longer the foundling with few belongings, she could enter any shop she pleased, and with the expectation of excellent service.

Money had that effect on people, she knew, and she was in possession of a fortune.

As she turned a corner, a jeweler’s shop caught her eye. She stopped and peered at the display of glittering brooches. Just the thing, she mused, to indulge dear Agatha.

Tillie entered the shop. A clerk, his hair
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Apache License
                           Version 2.0, January 2004
                        http://www.apache.org/licenses/

   TERMS AND CONDITIONS FOR USE, REPRODUCTION, AND DISTRIBUTION

   1. Definitions.

      "License" shall mean the terms and conditions for use, reproduction,
      and distribution as defined by Sections 1 through 9 of this document.

      "Licensor" shall mean the copyright owner or entity authorized by
      the copyright owner that is granting the License.

      "Legal Entity" shall mean the union of the acting entity and all
      other entities that control, are controlled by, or are under common
      control with that entity. For the purposes of this definition,
      "control" means (i) the power, direct or indirect, to cause the
      direction or management of such entity, whether by contract or
      otherwise, or (ii) ownership of fifty percent (50%) or more of the
      outstanding shares, or (iii) beneficial ownership of such entity.

      "You" (or "Your") shall mean an individual or Legal Entity
      exercising permissions granted by this License.

      "Source" form shall mean the preferred form for making modifications,
      including but not limited to software source code, documentation
      source, and configuration files.

      "Object" form shall mean any form resulting from mechanical
      transformation or translation of a Source form, including but
      not limited to compiled object code, generated documentation,
      and conversions to other media types.

      "Work" shall mean the work of authorship, whether in Source or
      Object form, made available under the License, as indicated by a
      copyright notice that is included in or attached to the work
      (an example is provided in the Appendix below).

      "Derivative Works" shall mean any work, whether in Source or Object
      form, that is based on (or derived from) the Work and for which the
      editorial revisions, annotations, elaborations, or other modifications
      represent, as a whole, an original work of authorship. For the purposes
      of this License, Derivative Works shall not include works that remain
      separable from, or merely link (or bind by name) to the interfaces of,
      the Work and Derivative Works thereof.

      "Contribution" shall mean any work of authorship, including
      the original version of the Work and any modifications or additions
      to that Work or Derivative Works thereof, that is intentionally
      submitted to Licensor for inclusion in the Work by the copyright owner
      or by an individual or Legal Entity authorized to submit on behalf of
      the copyright owner. For the purposes of this definition, "submitted"
      means any form of electronic, verbal, or written communication sent
      to the Licensor or its representatives, including but not limited to
      communication on electronic mailing lists, source code control systems,
      and issue tracking systems that are managed by, or on behalf of, the
      Licensor for the purpose of discussing and improving the Work, but
      excluding communication that is conspicuously marked or otherwise
      designated in writing by the copyright owner as "Not a Contribution."

      "Contributor" shall mean Licensor and any individual or Legal Entity
      on behalf of whom a Contribution has been received by Licensor and
      subsequently incorporated within the Work.

   2. Grant of Copyright License. Subject to the terms and conditions of
      this License, each Contributor hereby grants to You a perpetual,
      worldwide, non-exclusive, no-charge, royalty-free, irrevocable
      copyright license to reproduce, prepare Derivative Works of,
      publicly display, publicly perform, sublicense, and distribute the
      Work and such Derivative Works in Source or Object form.

   3. Grant of Patent License. Subject to the terms and conditions of
      this License, each Contributor hereby grants to You a perpetual,
      worldwide, non-exclusive, no-charge, royalty-free, irrevocable
      (except as stated in this section) patent license to make, have made,
      use, offer to sell, sell, import, and otherwise transfer the Work,
      where such license applies only to those patent claims licensable
      by such Contributor that are necessarily infringed by their
      Contribution(s) alone or by combination of their Contribution(s)
      with the Work to which such Contribution(s) was submitted. If You
      institute patent litigation against any entity (including a
      cross-claim or counterclaim in a lawsuit) alleging that the Work
      or a Contribution incorporated within the Work constitutes direct
      or contributory patent infringement, then any patent licenses
      granted to You under this License for that Work shall terminate
      as of the date such litigation is filed.

   4. Redistribution. You may reproduce and distribute copies of the
      Work or Derivative Works thereof in any medium, with or without
      modifications, and in Source or Object form, provided that You
      meet the following conditions:

      (a) You must give any other recipients of the Work or
          Derivative Works a copy of this License; and

      (b) You must cause any modified files to carry prominent notices
          stating that You changed the files; and

      (c) You must retain, in the Source form of any Derivative Works
          that You distribute, all copyright, patent, trademark, and
          attribution notices from the Source form of the Work,
          excluding those notices that do not pertain to any part of
          the Derivative Works; and

      (d) If the Work includes a "NOTICE" text file as part of its
          distribution, then any Derivative Works that You distribute must
          include a readable copy of the attribution notices contained
          within such NOTICE file, excluding those notices that do not
          pertain to any part of the Derivative Works, in at least one
          of the following places: within a NOTICE text file distributed
          as part of the Derivative Works; within the Source form or
          documentation, if provided along with the Derivative Works; or,
          within a display generated by the Derivative Works, if and
          wherever such third-party notices normally appear. The contents
          of the NOTICE file are for informational purposes only and
          do not modify the License. You may add Your own attribution
          notices within Derivative Works that You distribute, alongside
          or as an addendum to the NOTICE text from the Work, provided
          that such additional attribution notices cannot be construed
          as modifying the License.

      You may add Your own copyright statement to Your modifications and
      may provide additional or different license terms and conditions
      for use, reproduction, or distribution of Your modifications, or
      for any such Derivative Works as a whole, provided Your use,
      reproduction, and distribution of the Work otherwise complies with
      the conditions stated in this License.

   5. Submission of Contributions. Unless You explicitly state otherwise,
      any Contribution intentionally submitted for inclusion in the Work
      by You to the Licensor shall be under the terms and conditions of
      this License, without any additional terms or conditions.
      Notwithstanding the above, nothing herein shall supersede or modify
      the terms of any separate license agreement you may have executed
      with Licensor regarding such Contributions.

   6. Trademarks. This License does not grant permission to use the trade
      names, trademarks, service marks, or product names of the Licensor,
      except as required for reasonable and customary use in describing the
      origin of the Work and reproducing the content of the NOTICE file.

   7. Disclaimer of Warranty. Unless required by applicable law or
      agreed to in writing, Licensor provides the Work (and each
      Contributor provides its Contributions) on an "AS IS" BASIS,
      WITHOUT WARRANTIES OR CONDITIONS OF ANY KIND, either express or
      implied, including, without limitation, any warranties or conditions
      of TITLE, NON-INFRINGEMENT, MERCHANTABILITY, or FITNESS FOR A
      PARTICULAR PURPOSE. You are solely responsible for determining the
      appropriateness of using or redistributing the Work and assume any
      risks associated with Your exercise of permissions under this License.

   8. Limitation of Liability. In no event and under no legal theory,
      whether in tort (including negligence), contract, or otherwise,
      unless required by applicable law (such as deliberate and grossly
      negligent acts) or agreed to in writing, shall any Contributor be
      liable to You for damages, including any direct, indirect, special,
      incidental, or consequential damages of any character arising as a
      result of this License or out of the use or inability to use the
      Work (including but not limited to damages for loss of goodwill,
      work stoppage, computer failure or malfunction, or any and all
      other commercial damages or losses), even if such Contributor
      has been advised of the possibility of such damages.

   9. Accepting Warranty or Additional Liability. While redistributing
      the Work or Derivative Works thereof, You may choose to offer,
      and charge a fee for, acceptance of support, warranty, indemnity,
      or other liability obligations and/or rights consistent with this
      License. However, in accepting such obligations, You may act only
      on Your own behalf and on Your sole responsibility, not on behalf
      of any other Contributor, and only if You agree to indemnify,
      defend, and hold each Contributor harmless for any liability
      incurred by, or claims asserted against, such Contributor by reason
      of your accepting any such warranty or additional liability.

   END OF TERMS AND CONDITIONS

   APPENDIX: How to apply the Apache License to your work.

      To apply the Apache License to your work, attach the following
      boilerplate notice, with the fields enclosed by brackets "[]"
      replaced with your own identifying information. (Don't include
      the brackets!)  The text should be enclosed in the appropriate
      comment syntax for the file format. We also recommend that a
      file or class name and description of purpose be included on the
      same "printed page" as the copyright notice for easier
      identification within third-party archives.

   Copyright [yyyy] [name of copyright owner]

   Licensed under the Apache License, Version 2.0 (the "License");
   you may not use this file except in compliance with the License.
   You may obtain a copy of the License at

       http://www.apache.org/licenses/LICENSE-2.0

   Unless required by applicable law or agreed to in writing, software
   distributed under the License is distributed on an "AS IS" BASIS,
   WITHOUT WARRANTIES OR CONDITIONS OF ANY KIND, either express or implied.
   See the License for the specific language governing permissions and
   limitations under the License.
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