CHAPTER TWO

The moment I wake, I am aware of all the work ahead of me. It makes the actual sitting up and leaving my bed harder. I try not to remember a time when I didn’t have to get up if I didn’t want to. 


“Fran, hurry up! We have to go!” I hear a girl running down the hall, and I my eyes grow wide with panic; I’m late.

I ready myself hastily, but I have no time to wash. I do the best I can, splashing my face and neck with water. Once I am properly attired in my crisp uniform with my coat over one arm, I swiftly descend the stair. 

The kitchen is a mass of activity, as it always is this time of day. Girls dart around, some shoving biscuits in their mouths and rushing out the door. Others sit at the table and eat their breakfasts leisurely. 

“It’s hardly a laughing matter, Whitney!” one of the girls snarls to another across the table. I pause to listen as I try to get my cap to stay on. 

“You’ve read too many novels, dear,” her adversary, I know her name is Whitney, says aloofly. “Dream all you want.”

“I will!” the other girl retorts. I look closer at her and realize that she is one of the maids that I work with at the Nathanial’s.

“What do they argue about?” I softly ask a woman standing next to me. She smiles deprecatingly.

“Danielle dreams of going to the General’s Christmas ball. Don’t we all.” A wistful look crosses her pinched face, but she covers it quickly before donning a cloak and exiting. 

We all have our unfulfilled desires.

The girls continue to bicker. The sound grates my ears and I too leave, practically running out of the door. I’ve wasted too much time, and it will be impossible to get to work before Jillian notices my tardiness. 

People are already milling about the streets. There are rough-looking men hauling crates filled with oranges, eggs, and bread. Small boys run about shouting out the headline for today’s newspaper. People gabble and shout among the shrill neighing of horses drawing carriages. Chickens in cages squawk, and the laugher of children rings out. 

Overhead, the clouds are heavy with what can only be another rainfall. The wind abruptly picks up, and I clamp my hand on my head to be sure that my cap does not fly away as I weave through the busy crowds. 

I put my head down against the cold blowing air and trudge to the Nathanial residence. People brush against me in their great hurry, not noticing me. One man pulls out his watch and stands looking at it. He doesn’t even move out of my way when I am in front of him. Impatiently darting around him, I hide a scowl. But as I rush along I have to smile with reluctant amusement. I am invisible, I think dryly. To everyone but Bart Penndel. How delightful. 

Finally, after being bumped so many times I could scream, I reach the town-house. As decorum calls for, I round the house to enter in the back door—the servants’ entrance. 

Once inside I adjust my hair. The household is already awake and the day has started without me. I selfishly hope that there is less work to do, seeing as how it has started without me. 

Grace turns from the stove where’s she’s preparing breakfast. “You’re late!” she warns. “Better hurry.” I nod and take off my coat, hanging it up on the hook next to my head. Straightening my apron, I rush out into the hall.

 “Rachel, where have you been?” Jillian approaches, her hands full of newly washed petticoats and drawers. I open my mouth to apologize.
“Oh, never mind. But this is the last time, because if you’re late again I’ll have a talk with the mistress,” she threatens. I swallow and nod. 

“Yes, ma’am,” I murmur with lowered eyes. 

“Good. Now, there is much to do today. Miss Nathanial is unhappy with the progress we’ve made on her dress and has demanded we finish it today.” Jillian leads the way out of the kitchen, and I obediently follow. 

“Take these while I climb up the stairs,” she orders, turning around to unceremoniously dump the silky garments into my arms. “Now, I want no errors on the dress. I have spoken to Madame Bouclé,” a curious note of distaste discreetly enters her voice, “and she says you are a satisfactory seamstress. Is this correct?” 

I am struggling with the pile in my arms, but I still manage a small, “Yes, ma’am.” 

“Good,” she says briskly, clutching tightly at the stair rail, and plodding on slowly. She’s wincing slightly, as if in pain. “All the sewing is taking place in the drawing room, seeing as all the bedrooms are in use and the master is in his study. Beatrice is sewing today, as well.” She glances sideways at me, and I am under the impression that Jillian has tried to do me a kindness by putting me together with my only friend. It’s common knowledge that Beatrice doesn’t sew very well. 

Once again Jillian doesn’t bother giving me time to speak. “You may all have supper when you’ve finished. Do not linger in the kitchen as you usually do. Grace has much more to do today than entertain the maids. The Nathanials are having company tonight.” She takes the pile from me, grumbling something about how short of notice she’s been given about the guests. 

“Yes, ma’am. I’ll tell them, ma’am.” I dip a curtsey, but Jillian doesn’t even see it. She has already turned around and is hurrying into Miss Nathanial’s room.

“Clean up the room after you’ve finished with it,” she tosses over her shoulder. 

I open the large oak door to thedrawing room and step inside. The room is aglow with soft oil lamps. Books align the walls, as they do in Mr. Nathnial’s study. There is little furniture besides two small chairs tucked away in the corner, and a large table in the middle of the carpeted floor. The table is littered with sewing supplies, and the silk fabric is in pieces everywhere. About six girls are working, chatting quietly. 

I approach, and Beatrice is the only one who looks up from her work. The others are intent on what they hold in their hands.

“Where were you?” she demands. I sit down next to her. 

“I got up late this morning,” I admit.  Several girls tsk and shake their heads, and my face burns with shame. These girls have grown up knowing work all their lives—to be negligent is considered grounds for disdain and worthy of dismissal. 
“Oh, don’t mind them. Here,” Beatrice hands me a bolt of the material. “Get to work. This is for a sleeve. These are Miss Nathanial’s arm measurements written down here,” she thrusts a piece of paper at me, “and here’s the material for the other sleeve. Harriet there is working on the bodice, and you two will work together on attaching them later.” 

A girl with frizzy blonde hair barely glances up. Beatrice holds up a model of the sleeve I am to make. 

“Will we be able to finish by the end of today?” I ask doubtfully, picking up some thread and finding a needle under all the various things on the table.What’s been accomplished so far is minimal, to say in the least.
“Of course.”  Beatrice bites off the end of her thread. She carefully sits back and studies her piece. She is struggling with her own project. If all is not well any one of us can be replaced. Mistakes are a luxury we do not have. “We’ve no choice,” she goes on. “The mistress will have our heads if we don’t. Her precious little Laura must have everything her heart desires.” Disdain fills my friend’s voice; we all have intense dislike for the youngest woman in the household. I turn to look up at the portrait of the girl over the mantel. It does her justice. She is umistakeably rich, pretentious in her extravagant gown, and her wide pink lips are pouting. One of her small, slightly pudgy hands holds a tiny white dog that I’ve haven’t seen since I’ve started work here.

“You shouldn’t say things like that,” one girl across the table says sharply. “Someone could be listening outside the door, and we would all pay the price.” She glares at Beatrice as she says this. 

Beatrice sniffs. “We all are thinking it. I’m the only one brave enough to say it.” Some of the other girls laugh at her cheek. The girl who spoke just purses her lips.

We work in silence for a time. I focus on not poking holes in my fingers and sewing the sleeve properly. If I were to make the slightest error of any kind, Miss Nathanial would surely see to it I am dismissed. She is not a mistress of considerate inclinations. I cannot afford to lose my postion here—it is difficult for me to lie at an interview about my background. I don’t want to do it again.
“What would you do if you could go to the ball?” a girl abruptly asks the room. “What would you wear?” I look up, and recognize the girl, Danielle, from the boardinghouse. 

A couple of the girls scoff.

“Really,” Danielle insists. “Just suppose.” 

Beatrice decides to humor her. She smiles kindly, and tilts her curly head to the side. “If I could go,” she says softly, “I would dance with every gentleman in the room, and have the finest gown there ever was. And maybe I would dance twice with Mr. Garret, just to make Miss Nathanial jealous.” 

All the girls laugh but the one sitting across from us. The scowl seems permanent on her sharp face. 

“What rubbish,” she snaps. “Why daydream? Things like maids going to balls only happen in fairytales. This is life, sadly, and it is doing us no good just to ‘suppose’.” Bitterness drips from every word. I feel her pain, her longing that she tries so hard to deny.

“Violet, there is too some good in it,” Beatrice says soothingly. “It gives us something to do on a rainy day when we’re shut up in the drawing room making a dreary old dress!” 

Once again some of the girls laugh. I admire Beatrice’s ability to lift the heaviness in the air. The girl called Violet shakes her head in disgust.

“Well I would flirt and make all the young men wait on me all night,” Danielle giggles. There are murmurs of agreement around the table.

A maid I do not know pipes up, “Have you heard of a Mr. Darren? He’s apparently more eligible than Mr. Garret. And far more handsome.”
I poke my finger with the needle at the sound of that name and wince. Mr. Darren… my stomach clenches, and I suck on the new hole in my skin.

“Nonsense. Who can be more handsome than Mr. Garret?” Danielle giggles some more. The sound grates on my nerves. I turn to the girl who’d first mentioned Rand Darren.

“Where did you hear that name from?” I ask quietly, now ignoring my throbbing finger. I catch Beatrice’s surprised look. I have never spoken to any of the other girls. 

“I don’t remember,” the girl answers with a careless shrug. She glances at me curiously but returns her gaze to the material in her hands. “It was a while ago, now. But he’ll be at the General’s ball.” 

I concentrate on the sleeve I’m working on again. I feel several eyes upon me. “Oh,” I say. Beatrice studies me from the corner of her eye.

“Shall we talk of something else?” she brightly suggests to the room after a pause. “There are other things going on other than boring old balls.” 

“Like what?” Danielle asks. 

“Oh! There was another murder last night!” The new maid named Heather squeals. As if it’s mere gossip and not someone’s life ended. 

“Another murder?” Violet echoes, slightly interested. “Who was killed?” 

Heather properly sobers. “Her name was Ann Samuels. She was a girl living in a boardinghouse down the street from mine. One of my friends went up to her room to wake her up, and found her dead.” 

“So what makes it a murder?” Violet asks with heavy scorn. 

Heather blushes at the obvious ridicule. “Oh, yes. Well, there were signs of a struggle in the room, and there was ‘a peculiarly small amount of blood in her’, according to the physician—” 

I hear some girls gasp and whisper loudly to each other. 

“What do you mean? Where had all the blood gone to?” Beatrice asks, a frown furrowing her brow.

Heather is pleased with herself; she’s gained the attention of the room. “Well,” she says self-importantly, “when the physician examined her, her veins were practically empty. And do you want to know to oddest thing about it all?” She leans forward. 

“What?” Another girl asks breathlessly. 

“Her body was still warm! And the physician said she appeared to have been dead for several hours!” 

“They can be wrong about those kinds of things,” Violet snaps. 

“Believe what you want,” the girl says with a superior air. But her face sobers again. “My friend said she can’t forget the girl’s face. Her mouth was frozen in a scream she never finished…” 

Several girls shudder dramatically. 

I have made it a point in my life to try to judge people as little as possible, as my father taught me. But I cannot help but feel a bit revolted at the attitude of the girls. They act as if a murder is a scandal, something to be whispered and gasped about. I suppose in a way it is, but not in such a way that it is similar to Mrs. Huffle leaving her husband for the milkman. 

The murder talk thankfully dies down. The subject of conversation moves on to more inconsequential matters, and after a time I pay no attention to the comments put in here and there. My unwanted thoughts are now filled with Randall Darren. His smile, his touch… I bite my lip. Somehow I push his image from my mind and manage to focus on what is in front of me. 

The hours pass in the small hot room, and the girls find other things to talk about. They speak of the upcoming horse races, the juicy pieces of gossip, and all the latest fashions. 

I finally finish the sleeves and Harriet and I work together to correctly attach both of them to the bodice, as shown in the book. The gown starts to actually look like what it’s supposed to. When Harriet and I have finished we hand what we’ve done over to the rest of the girls. I set my needle down, stretching my fingers. I notice my whole hand is trembling from clenching the tiny instrument so tightly. 

I watch as they attach the skirt with careful proficiency. More time passes, and to be useful I hunt for the needles hidden in the mess that covers the table’s surface.

“Done!” Danielle exclaims, sitting back in her chair and smiling with relief. 

“We’d better start cleaning, or we’ll be here all night.” Beatrice starts to gather up supplies, and everyone follows suit. All of it goes into a chest that I had not noticed on the floor. 


I hurriedly do my share of cleaning and straighten my cap.


“Do you need me for anything else?” I ask. My words are rushed; I’m dying to escape from this stuffy room. 

Beatrice waves her hands at me. “No, go ahead. I’m sure that Grace will need some help with finishing the supper dishes.” 

  I smile at her gratefully and almost run through the doors. 

