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      GRACE CAN JUST SEE THE BEDROOM DOOR HANDLE ahead of her. In daylight it’d be so bright her face would stare back from the brass. But it’s not dawn yet and barely February,
         so there’s just the night-city glow coming through the glass roof. Size of a schoolyard, it is, all that glass. There’s as
         much empty space in the hall of this house as there is in a church.
      

      
      She’s almost there now, made it along the passageway all quiet, and with a dead weight in her grasp. She’s not a big girl,
         either, is Grace.
      

      
      The handle is night-cold and turnip-big, fingers only just getting a turn. Slowly, Grace Campbell, for it’ll come, and Lord
         knows when. If you go quick through it the noise is quicker, though it’ll be a screech.
      

      
      A foot open the door is when it squeaks, but don’t you stop still, Grace Campbell, for the dead light’s coming in with you.
         Another couple of inches, that’s all. There it is, and still the bed’s quiet.
      

      
      She’s in; pull the door to or the draught’ll gush. A week she’s been here and she’s learning fast, though what could get through
         those shutters and weigh-a-ton curtains is beyond her. The door closed, it’s pitch, and damp from a night’s sleep. Let go
         the handle slowly now, oh Lord, what’s she in for, the latch might as well be a hoof on stone.
      

      
      
      There’s a noise to her left, a starched-sheet rustle. Grace stops and it comes again, a slide, a pat of a pillow.

      
      A light comes on, and Grace is in a room of heavy red and green creeper wallpaper. The room smells of dried roses, and she’s
         facing a wall of red velvet curtain that has seen better days. Lying in the curtained bed, blankets up to her nose, is a young
         woman hardly older than Grace. Her face, thinks Grace, is so dainty pale that you’d barely see it on the pillow if there wasn’t
         that hair all round, thick and brown and shining as though it is brushed all day and night. Grace’s own dark hair is pulled
         back and into her mob cap, so’s you can’t see it matches her eyes; they’re not like the pair looking at her from the bed,
         blue that could be ice or sky, who’s to know which. Puts a fear into Grace, not knowing.
      

      
      The scuttle’s near pulling her arm out now, worse when you’re still, even with how her arms are hardening. She can’t put it
         down, not on the carpet, ever, though there’s not a trace of coal dust left on the bottom. Though she can’t hold it for much
         longer and not put it down, she’ll drop it soon enough, and imagine the mess with that. Not to mention the riot she’d be read
         downstairs. Out it would be, almost as soon as she’d arrived.
      

      
      The worry’s enough to make her angry. Drop the scuttle why don’t you, Grace Campbell, tidy the sheets with your coal-smeared
         hands, and tell Miss Beatrice that if she’d went to bed at a reasonable hour she wouldn’t mind being woken now.
      

      
      ‘Good morning?’

      
      The very mildness of the words is water on her heat, almost so she forgets to bob, as well as she can, what with the scuttle
         and turning. ‘Ever so sorry, Miss Beatrice. It won’t happen again, the door.’
      

      
      Miss Beatrice sits up and her dark hair falls on to her nightdress, all white like an angel’s gown. She moves her head, hair
         like rain as it comes down.
      

      
      ‘The door squeaks. You can’t help it. Well, hardly anyone can. There is a trick to it but, but, I’m not quite up to leaping
         out of bed and giving a demonstration.’
      

      
      
      ‘Yes, Miss Beatrice. Would you like me to get it seen to?’ Grace almost has it now, talking all respectful as she’s supposed
         to.
      

      
      ‘No, I meant … Oh, don’t worry. I suspect it is an idea of Mother’s so that she can hear when I come in, and she’ll just find
         some other way.’
      

      
      There’s no waiting-up here, thinks Grace, not like Ma and Da’d do. Mind you, it wasn’t as if Grace was ever out at those hours.
         Three or four in the morning for Master Edward, she’d heard from the footmen, who’d be half gone having to wait by the door
         until he came in. You wouldn’t have thought that was proper, or that Lady Masters would have any of it.
      

      
      It’s Grace who’s waiting now, poker-straight, even if the coals are trying to bend her.

      
      ‘Please.’ Miss Beatrice tilts her head towards the fireplace.

      
      ‘Thank you, miss, I mean Miss Beatrice, miss.’

      
      Get it right, Grace Campbell, she tells herself and attempts another bob, a rickety one, though, but to the grate, quick.
         On your knees and reach right to the back, sweep like you’re icing a cake. If she doesn’t look like she’s just out the mine
         it’s a miracle then. Speck in her eye, and a big one, eye’s a river but shut it tight, for you can’t stop.
      

      
      Fire’s lit, and Miss Beatrice’s head is back on the pillow, eyes tight though the lamp’s still on. Scuttle half the weight
         now, it’s back to the door, tiptoe now.
      

      
      ‘What’s your name?’

      
      ‘Grace, miss.’

      
      ‘Grace.’

      
      ‘Yes, Miss Beatrice.’

      
      ‘I like that name.’

      
      ‘Thank you, miss.’

      
      ‘Where are you from, Grace?’

      
      ‘Carlisle.’ Somewhere Miss Beatrice has never been, Grace’s sure of that. At least not to Grace’s part of Carlisle. Not grand,
         her street isn’t, though the houses only joined to one other, and all new, even if the fresh red brick darkened almost as soon as it went up. And they’d had a maid once. Well, a tweeny. Then Ma said it
         was an extravagance, in the circumstances. Grace likes to think the girl has gone on to better luck.
      

      
      ‘Long way. Almost Scotland.’

      
      Grace nods, mouth shut in case her thoughts come out. Your impulses, Grace, Ma says. Hold them in and you’ll go far, we’ll
         be right proud of you.
      

      
      ‘Don’t worry about the door. I don’t usually wake. Maybe it’s because I hadn’t heard your step before.’

      
      Grace waits; she can’t walk on, not while Miss Beatrice is talking to her, not until she’s been told she can. That’s the rule
         she’s been given, even if Miss Beatrice has stopped talking and is just looking at her.
      

      
      Then Miss Beatrice says thank you, sweetly, as though she means it. Of a sudden there’s a warmth in Grace, the tip of a smile
         spreading on her and pride that is the first since she came to Number Thirty-Five last week. Out it comes, before the words
         are through her head even, ‘Cup o’ tea, Miss Beatrice?’
      

      
      ‘Is anyone in the kitchen yet?’

      
      What to say to that? If the kitchen maids aren’t in there by now, it’ll be their last day. She’s out of the room and back
         along the gallery, where she treads careful and quiet down the middle of the carpet, thick and red enough for a palace. A
         palace can’t be much grander than this house, with all the drawing rooms and saloons, they call them, opening into one another
         with doors near the size of the front of a house in those side streets Ma always told her to avoid. There’s a ballroom at
         the back, too, whole width of the house, and at the front there’s five windows, overlooking Hyde Park. Inside could do with
         a lick of paint, take a year to do it, it would, Grace’s guess, more even. Wallpaper needs doing too, only so much as you
         can hide behind paintings, and some of those paintings, well … Grace can feel herself blush. There’s a dozen of them where
         the people aren’t wearing any clothes at all.
      

      
      
      Grace hurries. There’s Lady Masters’ room to do, and her lady’s maid’s, and Master Edward’s. Mary is putting her hand to the
         big rooms. The large rooms suit Mary, she’s a big girl. In their bed at night Grace is hard pushed not to find herself up
         against all that thick blonde hair and a chest that the rest of her follows behind. Mary knows how men look at her, she does,
         and sometimes wiggles a little as she walks, as though her heart’s on her sleeve for the taking, which in a way it is, even
         for Grace. Let’s be sisters, Mary says to her in their bed at night, like there were no division between them, and Mary not
         second housemaid to Grace’s third and Grace doing the chamber pots.
      

      
      Pots! She’s forgotten the pot in Miss Beatrice’s room. Will she now have to do it in front of her, holding a vinegar rag stinking
         worse that what’s in the pot itself? Perhaps Miss Beatrice walks to the bathroom at the back, the younger ones, they surely
         do that. What an idea, putting Grace into the bedrooms when she is so new. Years of practice it must take to do it quiet,
         and there wasn’t a chance of that. Grace has to be up and running fast.
      

      
      So why’s she gone and offered tea to Miss Beatrice when she shouldn’t be doing tea now and it’ll make her late? She was soft,
         wasn’t she, after what Mary told her. Miss Beatrice, Mary said when they lay talking at night, had her heart right broken.
         Just the other day.
      

      
      Stories that Mary’s told, Grace shouldn’t believe half of them, but she’s a way of making things sound true, pushes any questions
         there are right aside. Even about the tall one, that she’d swum from her da’s dock – well, not his, but where his work is
         – right across the Thames and back again. In the East End, too, where the river’s wider, for that’s where she’s from, Mary.
         East End might as well be on the Continent for the distance it sounds away. Yes, says Mary, it’s another place, and lose yourself
         in it you do, before you can blink.
      

      
      It’s still night in the kitchen, downstairs under the street. All freezing grey cavern it is, ceiling only just above ground
         along the north side of the house. The windows are on the top half, being the only place that overlooks the pavement, and even that’s only on to a high-walled, not-so-wide street at the side that sees
         little light. Why it’s painted grey in here is beyond Grace. The rest of the floor, the housekeeper’s and butler’s rooms,
         the servants’ hall, even the passageways, are brown and yellow, and the colour gives a bit of brightness, yellow, warm, too.
         The kitchen is all black ovens and pots, the only softening the long bare wood table running the length of it. Seat thirty,
         it would, but the kitchen only crowd around one end of it, rest of it is piled high with choppings and stirrings.
      

      
      The oven’s heated an hour now, still coal dust in the air, though that could just be Grace’s own fingers, the smell stuck
         to them. Water’s already on, tiny bubbles there too. Grace and the kitchen maids are over the top, three frilly mob caps in
         a row.
      

      
      ‘There’s bubbles, that means it’s done,’ says Grace.

      
      ‘Hardly see them.’

      
      ‘It’s hot enough.’

      
      ‘Stew-tea, that’s all you’ll get. But it ain’t my job.’

      
      ‘No,’ says Grace, looking at the slag heap of greased plates.

      
      Fire or sink, Grace wonders as she climbs the stairs with Miss Beatrice’s tea on a tray, which is the better? Better she says,
         not good, for better was simply better than worse.
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      BEA GLANCES AT THE CARRIAGE CLOCK BESIDE HER bed. Not much after six thirty, no wonder it feels like the middle of the night. Her head is pounding. My God, it must have
         been three before she put her book down. Serves her right for picking it up when she came in, but it was sitting there, all
         navy and gilt, waiting for her as she reached for the light. Though you can hardly switch to sleep straight from the gramophone
         screeching and being flung around a drawing room. The chairs and sofas had been pushed to the side but, even then, it was
         too small for the crowd. They were all having a go at the foxtrot, which promises, if you get it right, to be a good deal
         more elegant than the turkey trot or the grizzly. And Bea likes to get it right, she likes the way she draws attention when
         she dances well. She knows that the men’s gazes are with her as she moves around the room, and she’s learnt to sashay as she
         walks, hips swinging, shoulders back and chest out. She’s good at biting her lips, too, to make them pink and slightly swollen.
         If she can still draw men, she reckons, she can withstand any hail of arrows.
      

      
      Three and a half hours’ sleep, however, is not enough. Bea closes her eyes again. She should not have said yes to tea. She
         had said yes, in that way of simply accepting something because it is the easiest thing to do without properly considering
         whether you want it. Bea resolves, equally weakly, not to do it again.
      

      
      
      Poor girl, all pale mob cap and cotton frills wavering in front of those curtains that really belong in a theatre. Although
         perhaps not a girl, for eyes all dark and eyebrows slightly too thick for a slip of a chin, and she had a curiously steady
         gaze for someone in the first week of a new job. It was a rather striking combination, or could be. ‘Unrealised’ looks, that’s
         the phrase. Maybe Bea would take her under her wing, and stir things up a little by making a swan of a maid. Funny accent,
         though, and her body’s tiny. But that’s not strange. ‘Lack of nutrition’ Mother proclaimed. ‘Appalling, but all that ends
         when they come to my house.’ Then she complains at the bill for food in the servants’ hall. At some stage in life, thinks
         Bea, you seem to be able hold completely contradictory opinions.
      

      
      Grace – all the way from Carlisle and her inevitable half-dozen siblings crammed into a small terraced house. Bea had scared
         her; damn, she hadn’t meant to do that. She shouldn’t have spoken to her. Bea can imagine all too clearly Clemmie’s reprimand
         in her profoundly irksome older-sister way. ‘They’re trying not to be noticed, Bea.’
      

      
      Bea’s head still hurts. Yesterday evening did not begin well. Mother insisted on accompanying her over to Edie’s. Rather a
         fuss, and a waste of time on everybody’s part as Bea is almost twenty-one, coming up for her fourth season, for God’s sake,
         and she quite wanted to drive herself. There is something about the thrill of a throttle that would have set her up for the
         evening. Though as Edie’s is barely a few hundred yards away, Bea would have had to pound up and down Park Lane a couple of
         times to pick up a decent speed. The side streets at night need to be taken at rather a snail’s pace, for people seem to step
         out in front of her at random. She could swear that there are more people crossing the street in the evenings, and that they
         do so far more carelessly than at other times of day.
      

      
      She had met Edie on the black and white tiled steps of Miss Wolffe’s, about to be ‘finished’ and coached in the art of debutanteship.
         The languorous Edie, half-opened eyes and full lips, had cracked a line about being readied for market, and Bea had fallen for
         her on the spot.
      

      
      Until then Bea had spent most of her childhood being governessed down at Beauhurst with its cacophony of garish red-brick
         towers. Edward, her darling just younger brother Edward, was her only companion, while Clemmie looked down upon them from
         her self-aggrandised position of eldest. Bea and Edward were allowed to run around the beech woods, crawling inside the rhododendron
         bushes to sit in the tangle of their branches, from where they held council of their secret societies. They were always running:
         chasing each other through the bamboo maze and down the gravel paths of the high-walled nursery garden. When it rained they
         plucked the vast rhubarb leaves and used them as umbrellas as they rushed back to the house, where they chased each other
         yet more, along the endless yards of passageways.
      

      
      The only other people of Bea’s own age she had met were Mother’s friends’ offspring and by the end of the first week at Miss
         Wolffe’s, Bea felt she had known Edie all her life. However, at a party the very evening after they had both been presented
         at Court, the floppy-haired Tony de Clancy asked Edie to dance. He placed his pale cheek next to hers and Edie was gone –
         for a while. Then slightly to Bea’s surprise, Tony had drifted back to his clubs and Edie to Bea. However, it is, quite frankly,
         jolly convenient, for, being married, Edie counts as a chaperone.
      

      
      Still, there was the question of reaching Edie’s, and last night Mother argued, or rather pronounced, for arguing suggests
         allowing room for another person’s opinion, that going about alone in the daytime is one thing, but alone when dressed up
         for the evening is quite another.
      

      
      Thus, the small tidal wave that is Mother rushed into the car beside Bea, bearing the flotsam and jetsam of enough jewellery
         for a duchess’s ball.
      

      
      
      ‘You must look happy, Beatrice.’

      
      ‘I am happy, Mother.’ Bea’s fingers dug into the cushioned leather.

      
      ‘Well, you don’t look it.’

      
      ‘I will when we arrive.’

      
      ‘I would be lying to you if I didn’t say that you will be being’ – Mother hesitated – ‘observed. If you appear to be moping,
         people might think you will never recover and marry.’
      

      
      You can’t say I didn’t try, Bea thought. Good God, even after a lifetime, Mother’s hypocrisies don’t fail to irritate her.
         ‘What about the beliefs of your suffrage cause, that women should be independent?’
      

      
      ‘Our suffrage cause. And independence is relative, Beatrice. Once you have a husband, you are at least independent of the need
         to find one.’
      

      
      ‘Yes, Mother,’ Bea said, failing to muster any enthusiasm. However much she wanted to declare that she was now jolly well
         going to lead an independent life, agreeing was the swiftest way to put an end to this conversation.
      

      
      ‘And, Beatrice, marrying is the only way in which you will escape me.’

      
      Bea bit her tongue to stifle its reply. She kept it bitten until, after ten eternal minutes in Edie’s drawing room, during
         which Edie assured Mother that she, personally, would drive Bea home at the end of the evening, Mother at last left, near
         jangling her way down the stairs even though she had not admitted to any plans other than returning to dine alone. But Mother
         is an evangelist for keeping up an appearance.
      

      
      Bea wraps around her a silk dressing gown as thick as her curtains and pads barefoot over to the windows where she heaves
         down on the curtain pull. The shutters, too, might as well be lead. The bar’s low enough, but it’s only because she’s learnt
         how to swing them open that she can push them out.
      

      
      Outside it’s still pigeon grey, even over the park, but people are already standing on the top of the omnibuses that float up the avenue between Bea and the trees and grass beyond. Bea presses
         her cheek against the glass; it is cold. Pulling her hair back from her eyes, she wonders whether ‘Grace’ could do her hair
         for her, but it’s not a good time of day to waylay the servants. They’ll bob and smile in the passage but still be bursting
         to get to wherever they’re taking their broom, or whatever they’re carrying. Damn, she really should not have said yes to
         the tea.
      

      
      Look, a taxi, they’re all but invisible at this hour, nearly all of those who can afford to take them are asleep. The delight
         of a curving street, however, is that she can see almost the length of it from inside the house. It’s stopping at Bleasdale
         House, home to a pair of eligible young men towards whom Bea is too often thrust. Now, that’s not an elegant exit from either
         of them. Her mind races as to where they might have been. Damned unfair sometimes, being a girl. Not that she’d want to do
         any of that, but being stuck in people’s drawing rooms is so, well, limiting.
      

      
      Bea walks back to the side of the bed, slips her feet into a pair of velvet slippers and, tightening her dressing gown, walks
         out into the gallery; she will have the tea when she returns. Light is beginning to come in through the glass dome at the
         top of the atrium and she leans out over the balustrades. Two floors, forty foot below, a pale cotton and mob-capped figure
         scuttles noiselessly across the marble floor. Bea treads carefully on the thick carpet, quite deliberately like a servant.
         It is not ‘done’ to worry about being heard and she enjoys this oh-so-silent rebellion against convention. Looking down from
         her perfectly pinned and willowy height, her elder sister Clemmie, chin as ever raised, tells Bea that it is common to behave
         in this manner. But we are common, Clemmie, Bea teases back, all that railway money, however little may be left, is ‘trade’.
         This is the twentieth century, Clem, things are about to change.
      

      
      Bea tiptoes on through an archway and down a set of stairs hidden in a gap in the wall of gilded bedroom doors. Looking down
         the wide carpeted steps she feels a wave of temptation to clatter down them and swing around the corner like her eight-year-old
         self. But she resists, and descends noiselessly.
      

      
      At the back of the first-floor gallery is a pair of doors taller than the windows in Bea’s bedroom. Bea takes a breath, stiffens
         her stomach and pushes them open to enter a room far higher than it is wide. The ceiling is two storeys above her and the
         shuttered windows on either side are sixty foot tall. The room is dark. There’s not yet enough light outside to make its way
         through the shutters, and it’s the only room in the house with no electricity, though you’d’ve thought it was the one that
         needed it most. When there’s a crush in here, there are more silk stoles flapping about below the candles than in a flock
         of, of … seagulls.
      

      
      It reeks of beeswax, as if the next dance were tonight, not more than a month away. Bea’s twenty-first birthday that isn’t
         her twenty-first birthday because one hardly wants, says Mother, to draw attention to the fact. Would look like we’ve given
         up on you having a wedding – it’s a little unfortunate that your birthday is such an appropriate date to have a dance. Before
         Easter, before the Season, it’s not just the fashionable crowd, Mother pointed out, but more interesting people are likely
         to come. But there’s only one thing Mother means by interesting: the people who can make things happen, so that she can tell
         them what to change. Someone, she says, has to bring this country up to date.
      

      
      At the far side of the room is another pair of double doors. Bea glides across the waxed floor towards them and swings them
         open to stand in semi-darkness, surrounded by barely gleaming ghosts of marble faces and torsos. She walks to the side of
         the room and runs her fingers across the panels to find a curtain cord and then pulls down with all her weight. A box of daylight
         appears above her head, brightening the walls and revealing a large table of topographical lumps and bumps in the middle of
         the room. She pulls down again and winds the cord around a thick brass double hook then puts her hands on her hips and breathes in deeply. Seven more blinds to go. Must be as good as an exercise machine.
      

      
      The museum is awake. Aristotle, Plato, a Venus or two stare from the tops of their wooden pillars. Spreading along the walls,
         each one a good three or four yards long, oil panoramas of cactus-strewn deserts, bubbling swamps and mountain ranges, are
         all waking up. Tiny figures of men bent double with pickaxes, or over ladders of iron being laid on to the ground, wriggling
         into life just in time. For in every case an engine, steam puffing, is somewhat improbably tearing in from the edge of the
         frame.
      

      
      Above the fireplace is a portrait of a bushy-eyed man towards the end of his life, a half-smile on his lips. He’s a listener
         who never frowns or butts in but sits there patiently until Bea has talked herself to conclusion. On the table in the centre
         sits a map of his world, covering Australia to the Arctic Circle, but the mountains have always been Bea’s favourites. It’s
         a close call as to which she likes the most. Really it should be the Rockies or the Andes, for those are the ones she can
         at least reach to run her fingers over, but Bea likes the Carpathians. Not just because they’re out of reach, but because
         people so often forget them.
      

      
      Might she have gone there with John? John and his dreaming porcelain face had offered Bea a life beyond the drawing-room limits.
         No prison of a rural manor – that was his elder brother’s – no ties to anywhere at all. She and John had talked of life among
         artists and writers, and of travel. Not just of Paris and Venice, Vienna and Prague, but the vast open spaces of North America,
         Africa, Siberia even. They would climb mountains and camp. He would draw animals rarely seen, she would write accounts of
         their travels and become a new Isabella Bird. However, they had not gone. Or rather, Bea hadn’t gone.
      

      
      She wonders for a minute whether it is these thoughts that are giving her a headache, rather than the lateness of last night.
         She turns back to the map, and runs her fingers over the lines that cross it, the lines that make it different to any other
         map. Thick, black, they are so out of scale that the width of each single one swallows whole cities in its path. They cross swamp and
         desert, tunnel through mountains and cross vast countries. Australia, America, India and even China, there is not a continent
         left across which her great-grandfather, the man looking down from the fireplace, did not build a railway. And then he, William
         Masters, came to London, and built this mansion in which his dynasty would live according to the social rules of the wealthy
         – whom he had joined. It is curious, Bea often thinks, that he founded an empire by breaking great boundaries of nature, then
         came here and willingly let his family be bound by a set of small-minded conventions – from which it does not appear very
         easy to escape.
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      IT IS SUNDAY, GRACE’S SECOND AT PARK LANE. SHE has been to church with the other servants and now she’s sitting a foot away from Michael on a wet wooden park bench. They
         are looking at muddied grass that stretches for yards and yards, as far as the lake. In front pass families, couples and even
         the odd person alone, all bundled up to their chins against the chill and damp.
      

      
      Grace’s calves are cold. The air is coming in through the bottom of her skirts and she envies Michael’s trousers, even though
         he’s jiggling his legs away in them. Maybe Grace should turn up in a pair. And what would he say to that? Michael, with all
         his wanting to change the world, might just be impressed.
      

      
      In a minute or two he’ll turn his face to hers, all dark eyebrows and jawbone, that dimple on his chin and skin already browning
         in the winter sun. They’re both dark. Where’d that come from, others asked back home, the Campbells look a family of gypsies.
      

      
      ‘My hands are freezing,’ says Michael. His hips go forward and he’s slouching back on the bench, hands in his pockets. Then
         he fixes his black eyes on Grace’s with a stare. He wasn’t angry when they were small. He’d tease her, my Gracie, tie her
         plaits into one, then persuade her to run round the corner and down one of the small streets to peer into Mrs Biggs’ backyard.
         They’d climb up the wall to look over at the privy with the door falling off, and they’d laugh almost too much for their feet to carry them home. Grace doesn’t like to think of that laughter as gone. She’ll get
         it back; if she can get anything, she can get Michael’s sweetness back. She’d like to knot all that resentment into a cloth
         and throw it away. Mind you, there’s a lot more she wants to get, besides.
      

      
      ‘Look at you, in your gloves. Quite the lady. Proud of you, I am.’

      
      Michael pulls his mouth back, lips stretched but it’s not really a smile. He glances down, away from her. He seems, as ever,
         so torn this way and that that sometimes Grace thinks he looks as if he might burst into tears, though she knows he won’t.
         More likely to punch someone, is Michael. She wants to reach out and put an arm around him, but he’s not one for being touched
         any more. He does love her, though, she knows that. She’s only been in London a month but he spends every Sunday with her.
         Grace pulls her gloves down over her wrists. Underneath, her hands are red and sore.
      

      
      ‘You’ll be looking after me soon,’ Michael continues, softening with it.

      
      ‘But not with you in the law, Michael.’ She’s quick back.

      
      ‘No, Grace, I’m just a clerk in barristers’ chambers. There’s no going higher than that for the likes of me.’ He turns to
         her, and for a moment it’s almost the old Michael. ‘But you’ll show them, Grace.’
      

      
      And as he nods back over his shoulder to the edge of the park, Grace thinks, Yes, I’ll show them.

      
      The park looks different on Sundays. Not that Grace gets much time in it during the week; still, she sees it out the window.
         On Sunday the weekday walkers and all their frills and silks and canes are at some country house and it is the people who
         work who come to the park. The men wear long tweed coats and bowler hats, the women in bonnets. Grace wears a blue one she
         came down to London in.
      

      
      ‘Is that new?’ Michael asks.

      
      Grace hesitates. She’s tempted to say yes to impress him. One more tiny lie wouldn’t make much difference. But she shakes her head.
      

      
      ‘Well, there’s no money to waste,’ he says.

      
      They reach the Serpentine, as Michael tells her the lake is called, and he walks ahead of her on the path around it, eyes
         forward, a horse pulling at its reins. Grace’s shoes are beginning to rub and she hobbles a little, almost as if she were
         in one of those skirts that Miss Beatrice wears. Michael doesn’t notice. That revolution, Grace thinks, the battle’s taken
         up all his head.
      

      
      ‘Penny for your thoughts,’ she tries, for that’ll start him talking again.

      
      He doesn’t reply, so she tries another question.

      
      ‘What are you up to in the evenings?’ She always tries to nose around, check there’s no woman’s got her claws into him. That’s
         not in her plan, some woman who will take him away. In her plan, she and Michael will share a house and, not married, Grace
         can go on working in the office she wants to be in. Then think of all they could send home. Grace’s chest puffs out just at
         the thought of it.
      

      
      But if Michael gets a sweetheart, Grace, well, she’d … she’d push her into the Thames. Grace’s heart lifts for an instant.
         Then she holds her breath, can’t believe she’s had thoughts like that. On a Sunday, too. Is that Hell for her? Grace turns
         her head away from Michael. It’s not as if she’s being straight with him either. It’s hardly as though there’s nobody to look
         at in Number Thirty-Five. Then she stops herself. She can’t think that.
      

      
      ‘You know I study in the evenings,’ he says.

      
      ‘Trying to change the world?’ she teases. ‘You sound like the sermon this morning.’

      
      ‘Brief and to the point?’

      
      ‘Michael!’ How can he say such a thing, straight after church on a Sunday? Then it occurs to her that he might not have gone,
         the thought of it a weight in her stomach, and she can’t not ask.
      

      
      ‘How was yours?’

      
      ‘Non-existent.’

      
      
      ‘Ma will have a fit,’ says Grace, thinking that the number of things that Ma mustn’t know is growing.

‘Then don’t tell her.’

      
      ‘I mind.’ No church is the beginning of a slide. That’s every family’s fear, falling towards rags. What she and Michael are
         doing in London, part of it, is working so that they don’t all fall down into one of those dirty terraces. And when a family
         starts falling there’s none that dares come near it for fear of falling too.
      

      
      ‘Oh, I was out looking for God in my own way.’

      
      ‘Say your prayers, Michael, promise me that.’

      
      As he tells her, ‘Off then now, sister,’ he reaches over to squeeze her hand.

      
      The pressure of his fingers pushes the wool of her gloves into the cracks in her skin and she flinches. If he notices he doesn’t
         say anything at all.
      

      
      Next morning, the rain’s coming down and Grace is by the tradesmen’s entrance, trying to get the floor clear of muck. Third
         time today, and Mrs Wainwright, her salt and pepper hair pulled back from her wide face so tightly that it’s a wonder she
         can speak at all, said to get up from dinner and finish by one o’clock just as though Grace hadn’t done it at all. Mrs Wainwright
         being housekeeper, Grace has to up and to it, lickety-split. Weather like this, just one pair of shoes and there it is again,
         wet city filth and spreading in every direction. You’d’ve thought the others were doing it on purpose, walking over it again
         and again, trying to prove Grace is not up to it. They’re still at it, too, about the way she speaks. Not that they have dainty
         voices themselves, but Susan, who thinks herself Queen Mary even if she’s only first housemaid, holds her spike of a nose
         to ‘talk like Grace’, and even Mary, friend that she’s supposed to be, has to stifle her giggles. Changing to speak like they
         do, though, would be giving in; Grace is not going to give in any further than she has done already, just by being here.
      

      
      
      Mary and she are working it out all right, even though Grace is below her. Grace is still two years older, and they can all
         tell that. Mrs Wainwright likes Grace, Mary says. Not that Grace would know it for Mrs Wainwright is always over Grace’s shoulder,
         asking why she isn’t doing the next thing, and it’s as hard as getting something done proper, remembering what she’s to be
         doing after. The morning fires, Grace has the measure of now. It’s nerves that make the clatter. The silver, that’s something
         else altogether. Grace had never held a piece of silver before she came here. Their only silver spoon sits in a box on the
         mantelshelf. To sell it, Ma says, would be selling the fact that my ma was lady enough to own a silver spoon. Now Grace has
         to worry about all the cutlery you can imagine, not to mention the bowls and serving dishes, and pots and shakers, and the
         photograph frames. You don’t even have to touch them for them to dullen black and need as much elbow as a loom worker.
      

      
      Grace laughs to herself at this. None of them are doing that, Ma says, not after it was her mother’s family who had owned a mill. There’s a thousand places to sink to before being trapped at the looms.
      

      
      But at least the looms do as they’re asked, more or less, thinks Grace, as she works away at the floor. There’s none of this
         who’s saying what to whom, and not knowing what’s around each corner. Who’d’ve thought that men and women in service would
         have such a high opinion of themselves. It is almost as though, wherever you’ve come from, if it earns wages then service
         is a Step Up, and don’t you forget. They all know, there’s not much hiding it, that Grace hasn’t been in service before. Grace
         wonders if they assume that her family has fallen already, which Ma would say was true. Lord, let them not find out where
         she thinks she can go, or about her lessons with Miss Sand. Then it’d be all about Grace’s hoity-toity ways, no matter that
         they’re as keen as anyone on their manners and who hands what to whom when. More than once, Susan has said that it’s not some
         charity, being in service. Particularly not here, at Thirty-Five Park Lane, and working for a family that’s a household name. How Grace has persuaded Mrs Wainwright to take her on is beyond any of them.
      

      
      The only other servant that’s down from the table is the one Grace would like to see. Who wouldn’t want to look at Joseph,
         all six foot that he is, just like one of those statues in the museum of a room at the back of the house, except he’s all
         in the black and gold braid of his livery. Though underneath he must be almost as white as the marble itself … Grace Campbell,
         what are you thinking? She’s shocked herself and feels herself redden. You finish your mopping now, Grace, and keep your mind
         on his sandy hair and green-brown eyes, bits you can see.
      

      
      Second footman, he is, Joseph, but as calm and steady as if he were the butler himself. At least he’s calm and steady with
         Grace, makes her feel that if she tripped he’d catch her before she fell. He smiles at her as though he’s pleased she’s come
         to the house and Grace hopes that she’ll find herself alone by the piano in the servants’ hall with him again. Last time he
         relaxed into his Somerset accent and it made Grace feel less of an outsider. ‘I’m just a farm boy,’ he whispered to her, and
         Grace giggled.
      

      
      Now she knows he’s up in the dining room. Three for luncheon, even though Lady Masters isn’t due back until that evening.
         It’s Master Edward’s guests, that’s all they know, and Master Edward was in late last night, Joseph told her when they were
         doing the china that morning. Those large platters are hard to hold with one hand while she scrubs with the other and she
         doesn’t know which is worse, bacon fat or egg. When she’s talking to Joseph, it’s that much harder to keep her mind on the
         job and hold on tight to the plates.
      

      
      ‘I let him in at five o’clock in the morning,’ Joseph told her, his blond hair bobbing above Grace, leaving her eyes level
         with the shadow of roughening on his chin. She can never quite bring her eyes to his, and he has teased her for this. ‘You
         won’t turn to stone, you know, Grace,’ but that just makes it worse.
      

      
      Five o’clock in the morning, though, Grace doesn’t want to think where he’s been, and on a Sunday. What’s more, a gentleman, as even Grace knows, shouldn’t be spending a Sunday in London.
      

      
      Joseph comes down from the dining room. All in a rush he is. She can’t not look up as he passes, and he calls to her.

      
      ‘There’s a cart. It’s stuck. In the rain. It’s blocking the road. You can see it from the dining room.’

      
      ‘You’ll be caught,’ she wants to shout after him but it is too late, he is gone.

      
      His footprints cut a trail over Grace’s neatly scrubbed flagstones, but she doesn’t turn a hair. She washes them away and
         reaches for a dustpan and brush to take up to the dining room. Crumbs from breakfast, she can say for a reason to be up there,
         even though she’ll be asked why she hadn’t cleared them before.
      

      
      Grace is on her way upstairs when the doorbell rings. Half past noon, she thinks, maybe a quarter to one, servants’ dinner
         will be finishing downstairs and they’ll all be about. Grace listens closely. If Mr Bellows is already in the butler’s pantry
         then she’ll have to pass, and he’ll ask to see where the crumbs are. Not a sound, and she’s quick into the dining room. Even
         before she allows herself to look out of the window she kneels down to beat some dust out of the rug to put in her pan. Now
         she looks, and outside she can see Joseph fill the gap between two men who’ve already wedged their shoulders against the rear
         of the cart. The water’s falling out of the sky as though there’s taps up there, and it becomes hard to see anything but a
         row of white cotton sleeves on wet white arms straining as if they might burst.
      

      
      Is he sweet on her too? Grace heaves the thought out of her mind. No, Grace, you can’t think like that, you need to keep working,
         and send money home. Sweethearts are for other people.
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      EVEN BY MONDAY LUNCHTIME, THE WHOLE CITY SEEMS to have ground to a halt in the rain, as though it’s some rare event, and it’s ten to one and she’ll have to change before
         lunch. Her gloves, plain winter grey, look like a zebra’s coat, and she’s bound to have traces of soot on her face, no doubt
         even in her nostrils. It has been worth it, though, for travelling by train with the window open had added to the sense of
         escape. Clemmie and Tom’s small house party at their echoing house Gowden, consisting of Tom’s ruddy-faced friends ‘Bertie’
         and ‘Flipper’, had certainly needed fleeing from.
      

      
      Yesterday morning when, after an unauthorised walk alone across the fields after church, Bea returned to the relentless damp
         of her sister’s house, an already changed Clemmie had been standing half frozen in the cavern of the hall, the telegraph in
         her hand. She looked her sister up and down, her gaze resting on the mud and leaves on Bea’s boots before she reluctantly
         handed over the brown envelope.
      

      
      Bea tore it open. Any news, anything at all, meant a possible opportunity to leave early. It would have to be jolly bad news
         to be worse than another four days of hunting, shooting and school stories. Clemmie gave Bea at most half a dozen seconds
         before snatching the message from Bea’s hands. She stared at the paper as though it were an insult.
      

      
      
      DARLINGEST SIS, it read. AM RESCUING YOU. BE UP HERE ONE SHARP TOMORROW. PROMISE A GRAND SURPRISE. EDWARD

      
      Clemmie tore the paper in half and threw it on to the floor, the words rattling out of her, ‘I am going to so much trouble,
         Bea, all on your behalf. I give up. Enjoy life as a single woman. I mean, no wonder …’ she breaks off, and Bea feels a sharp
         jab in her ribcage.
      

      
      ‘No wonder what, Clemmie?’ she challenges her. ‘That John behaved as he did?’

      
      Clemmie takes a breath and looks away.

      
      ‘Oh, for God’s sake get changed out of that walking dress. We’re all starving. And being late drives the servants mad. Anyway
         I suppose that maybe this means Edward may at last have found something to do.’
      

      
      ‘Clemmie, he’s barely been out of school for a year.’ Defending Edward is a reflex for Bea, even if she’s pushing out of her
         head thoughts of how he may be spending his time.
      

      
      ‘Yes, and he’s barely been home since then. A few hours between dawn and noon, and half an hour to change for the evening.
         He should join the cavalry. It would transform his life.’
      

      
      ‘How can you say that? What if the war comes?’

      
      ‘Everyone is always waiting for some war to come.’ And Clemmie turned to walk out of the hall.

      
      ‘Cavalry officers dance every night too, Clem.’

      
      ‘If only it was just dancing, and at least he would be doing something during the day. He’s hardly going to listen to one
         of us,’ Clem shouted back, over her shoulder.
      

      
      Bea, alone in the cold front hall, bristled. Edward, dear Edward, would surely listen to her, once she had brought herself
         to broach the conversation.
      

      
      The taxi turns into Curzon Street bringing Bea within spitting distance of Park Lane. She can even see the walls of Number
         Thirty-Five when the taxi stops. In front, blocking the width of the road, is a coal cart which should have finished its rounds hours ago. For God’s sake, hurry up.
      

      
      Bea pulls down a window and leans out into the rain. The cart’s horse has turned, or has been turned, more like it, at too
         sharp an angle and the wheels are slipping on the cobbles. It can’t be just because they’re wet. Must be oil. Whatever fool
         left that behind will find his engine conks out jolly quick.
      

      
      The end of the coalman’s whip is reaching right up to the beast’s shoulder but the rear wheels of the cart keep slipping back
         into a rut between the stones. The horse whinnies, and the coalman lashes more. The rain is coming down hard now, the cobbles
         darkening. If Bea walks she’ll be drenched. She’ll have to dry off as well as change and that will take yet more time, and
         then she will have let Edward down. Oh, bother it.
      

      
      The taxi rattles and Bea’s driver grunts with displeasure alongside his engine, but he is not getting out to help. Not in
         this weather. However, as she waits, from the mews on her left appear a small group of men in shirtsleeves, clearly ready
         to be soaked and blackened.
      

      
      The men glue themselves to the back of the cart and begin to push. The motor behind Bea’s taxi is less patient, and hoots.
         Bea’s driver grinds his foot down on the accelerator in response. As the taxi shakes, the smell of petrol rises and Bea begins
         to feel nauseous. She decides to find a point, or a line of points, on which to fix her gaze to steady herself. From here
         she can see the north wall of the house, as far as the main bedroom floor and, across it, she notices a jagged crack pushing
         up and down right across the house. It is the first time it has caught her attention, yet it is already wide enough to see
         at fifty foot off.
      

      
      The coal cart has been pushed forwards several times and each time it has slid back, but the man counting down to the heave
         is again punching the air in front of him, and they are going at it once more. Another motor, maybe two, has joined both the
         block of traffic behind and the chorus of horns. Bea looks at her watch: five to one. Edward is quite capable of teasing her with a day’s silence if she is late, and Bea is not altogether relaxed
         as to what his surprise might be.
      

      
      Bea decides to walk the few yards she has left to go. She asks the driver if she can borrow his umbrella, saying he can pick
         it up at the front when he drops her case. She climbs out into the rain. Taking a step at a time on the wet cobbles, she steadies
         herself on her heels. As she passes the cart it moves up, out of the rut and on. The men behind it, dappled black from forehead
         to waist, turn around and slap each other on the back, then, noticing Bea, dip their foreheads in her direction.
      

      
      Bellows opens the door solemn-faced, no doubt appalled at Bea’s arrival on foot. He has a curious knack of acting as though
         your behaviour has let him down. Bea smiles, but obtains no reaction. Thank God Edward doesn’t play poker with the man, he’d
         lose the house.
      

      
      By the time Bea descends from her room washed and brushed, the door to the yellow drawing room – the morning room, Mother
         likes to call it, even though they all point out to her that it faces the afternoon sun to the west – is open. It has stopped
         raining, and from the gallery Bea can hear the sound of Edward’s voice. When she turns into the room she sees, beyond Edward,
         a long lean frame in chiffon and wool, one elbow on the chimney piece and a cigarette in her hand. Her father’s sister, Celeste,
         is standing there as if her elbow had never left its marble perch – even though Mother banned her from the house a decade
         ago.
      

      
      Bea doesn’t see Celeste often. Celeste’s circle is, Clemmie whispers disapprovingly, ‘Bohemian’. Still, Bea knocks into her
         at the odd dance and, perhaps once or twice a year, indeed barely a couple of months ago, meets her for a rather excitingly
         surreptitious lunch. To be fascinating, Bea thinks, a woman needs to have secrets, and her lunches with Celeste are at least
         one. So please, Bea says to herself, be damn careful, Celeste, and don’t let on.
      

      
      Celeste has her gaze upon Edward, who has pulled himself fully upright. Of course he has, thinks Bea, for Celeste has a disarming
         way of looking at you intently that makes the rest of the world vanish. Celeste blows a smoke ring as though she is inhaling
         both him and the whole room into her possession. The web of Celeste’s spell is almost visible, and it seems somehow churlish
         to break it, but Bea can’t spend all afternoon in the doorway. She coughs, and the two of them turn towards her. A Cheshire
         Cat grin stretches the dark circles under Edward’s eyes.
      

      
      ‘See, Bea darling,’ he declares, ‘a terribly grand surprise, and a delightfully wicked one, too.’

      
      ‘You make me sound like a piano, Eddie. Can’t I be a, well, delicious surprise instead?’ Celeste replies. She turns to Bea.
         ‘Darling, glorious to see you. It feels like years.’
      

      
      Bea must learn, she thinks, to lie as effortlessly as Celeste.

      
      Celeste blows another smoke ring and leans her shoulders back in a near-coquettish way. She beckons Bea across the room. Bea
         doesn’t move; she is hardly going to leap into her aunt’s arms in front of Edward.
      

      
      ‘Celeste, how perfectly glorious to see you. You haven’t changed a bit.’

      
      Bellows coughs. It is his turn to be standing in the doorway.

      
      ‘We’d better go in,’ Bea continues. ‘Monsieur Fouret—’

      
      ‘Heavens, is he still with you? I am surprised your mother hasn’t returned him to sender on account of some transgression
         or another. Or simply for being French.’
      

      
      Celeste takes a final puff of her cigarette and throws it on the fire. The three of them walk out along the gallery and into
         a dark green-walled dining room peppered with views of Venice. ‘Copies,’ Edward periodically says to Mother, who bristles
         at the word. ‘It’s true,’ Edward insists to Bea. ‘How else do you think Father is supporting the casinos of Europe?’
      

      
      
      They sit down, Bellows, James and Joseph pushing the chairs in behind them. Celeste runs an eye around the room. ‘It is certainly
         a trip back in time.’
      

      
      After the game terrine has been cleared, Celeste leans across the table. ‘So, Eddie darling. Who, or what, is the subject
         of your attentions?’
      

      
      ‘Oh, Celeste,’ he laughs. ‘The world, but not his wife. Good God, they’ve killed a cow for us. Ladies, you cannot leave until
         it has all been eaten.’
      

      
      ‘Well, we’d better stretch the conversation out,’ replies Bea. Monsieur Fouret, she thinks, is waging war upon my waistline.
         She takes a large helping of cabbage which, miraculously, is steamed not buttered.
      

      
      ‘All right then, Sweet Bea. Let me fill Celeste in on our various diversions.’

      
      ‘Diverting I hope they are,’ says Celeste.

      
      ‘Well I, of course, am seriously considering rising at dawn with the cavalry, instead of staying up until dawn at the card
         tables.’ Bea does not find this as amusing as her brother does. ‘Clemmie and Tom,’ he continues, ‘are squeezing the family
         into Gowden.’ Ha, thinks Bea. ‘Sweet Bea is being an ardent huntress of husbands.’ Less funny again.
      

      
      ‘Don’t tell me,’ replies Celeste, who has eaten nothing. ‘Your mother is giving a series of lectures on how women must resort
         to violence in order to remain at home and avoid the responsibilities of having a voice.’
      

      
      They all laugh. Bea doesn’t want to laugh but she does, downright cheek on Celeste’s part, sitting in Mother’s house, but
         on the nail. Mother could, quite possibly, surrender a limb rather than follow Celeste’s Mrs Pankhurst, and burn down a building
         for the vote.
      

      
      Then a stroke of sadness crosses Celeste’s face; she’s looking around at the room
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