CHAPTER THREE
The next two days of my life are filled with preparations for the ball. It is supposed to be the social event of the season, and everyone dashes around busily, doing this and that, trying to please our mistress and her daughter. 


I personally thought the gown turned out beautifully, but Miss Nathanial and I do not think the same. She moaned and cried over the loss of the material, saying that the dress we labored over for almost two full days is not fit for a serving girl. The sleeves are too long, the bodice is too big, do we thing she is a cow? 


We had in fact carefully taken her measurements before making it, but I have to confess, after catching a glimpse of her in the dress, that it is a touch too big around the waist and her arms are just a little short for the sleeves. The gown that we had labored over for hours is inadequate, and I attempt to shove down the frusteration the rises within me. 

I suspect that Miss Nathanial has been lacing her corset tighter to look thinner lately, and that is why the measurements are different from her present size. It serves her right the dress doesn’t fit.

For once mistress does not bow to her daughter’s wishes in getting new material and having a whole new gown made. She has one of our better seamstresses tuck some material in and pull some out, until the gown does not look completely hopeless. 


I admit I have a mean satisfaction when I see Miss Nathanial sob all over her pillows in agony. She constantly whines to everyone that she will be the laughingstock of the ball. 

I hope so. 

The day for the ball, Christmas day, dawns cold and foggy. It is truly fit weather for the sort of Christmas I am certain to have.  

I am turning up a lamp in Miss Nathanial’s room to shed light so that I may see the surfaces that need to be dusted, and am just beginning to scrub the top of the dressing table, when Beatrice pokes her head in the door. “Rachel! No time to dawdle! We are to see the Nathanial’s off!” She approaches me, straightening her apron, and loops her arm through mine. She propels me through the door and down the stairs to the foyer, where the family awaits.

Wealthy people have always and always will make a fuss when they leave, making their exit as grand as they can. My family was no different, and the one I now serve is also no exception—even if they are not as wealthy as some people.

“Doesn’t mistress look lovely?” Danielle whispers to me as I move to stand beside her. 

On the outside she does. Despite the woman’s stern countenance, the pale green of her gown softens her figure and even her face. The color also distracts the eye from her severe frown. The master and his son look quite noble in their coattails as well. Miss Laura Nathanial, I am reluctant to notice, does not look half-bad either. 

“Thank you all for your help,” Mr. Nathanial says kindly. He nods in our general direction. “I hope you enjoy your Christmases.”

“You also, Mr. Nathanial,” Jillian replies courteously. “And you too Mr., Mrs., and Miss Nathanial.” 

Mrs. Nathanial sniffs in her dignified way and Miss Nathanial just smiles happily, fluttering her hands around in excitement. The younger Mr. Nathanial nods disinterestedly.
“Goodbye, and enjoy the ball,” Jillian bids sincerely in a final farewell. The butler, John, opens the door for them, and the family sweeps extravagantly out of the room and into the night air. 

As they leave I can hear Miss Nathanial saying, “Why didn’t Mr. Garret come here first, to ride with us?” 

I am lingering near the door and happen to catch the mistress’s answer. “He rode with his aunt tonight. She’s feeling ill again,” she says. 

As they are stepping into the carriage I catch the elder Mr. Nathanial cast one longing glance back, as if he is wishing the evening to end quickly, so he can get back to his study. Oddly, I feel a stirring of pity for him, before John closes the door again and Jillian orders us back to our duties. 

“Oh, do you think that Mr. Garret will look wonderful tonight?” Danielle clasps her hands dramatically to her breast, gazing up at the ceiling in adoration. 

Beatrice snaps her fingers in front of Danielle’s glazed, dreamy eyes. “When does he ever not look wonderful? Stop your daydreaming and let’s finish tidying up Miss Nathanial’s room. I want to get home.” Danielle comes back to our world reluctantly, and they both leave me standing in the foyer.

Neither moving nor blinking, I gaze at the door in envy, trying to imagine what the rest of the Nathanials night will be like. 

They will draw up in front of the General’s home in their elegant carriage… bright lights will shine everywhere… perhaps there will be a fountain in front, and the water will plunge in glowing waterfalls…. the ladies will get out of the carriage, one gloved hand taking hold of the footman’s, and hold up their skirts with the other… once descended the gentlemen escorting them will bow, and graciously offer their arms… they elegant couples will enter a large, dazzling ballroom… the staircase will be decorated with holly and figs, and their scents will headily fill the air... they’ll be announced…everyone’s eyes will look up towards them… Mr. Garret will gracefully ask Miss Nathanial to dance…they will waltz, and her gown will brush against the floor slightly, making a soothing sound…. swish…swish…swish…

Jillian has finally noticed me. “Rachel! How many times do I have to catch you not doing anything? Come, there’s work to be done! You will not go home to properly celebrate Christmas until you’ve finished.” She chases me away from the door. 

There’s always work to be done. Even if I were to finish, I’ve no one to celebrate with—or any desire to celebrate anything at all.

In the mistress and master’s bedroom I help Violet turn down their bed. I am tempted to throw myself across it, to selfishly enjoy the plushy warm invitation I see there. The bed reminds me of my old one; it seems so long ago.

The Nathanial’s do not realize how blessed they truly are. Tonight they will come home, contentedly sore from a long evening of dancing, and John will take their gloves and coats.  They will come upstairs and find their beds prepared and waiting for them. Servants will come, undress them, and put on their soft nightwear. Then they will drop in their beds and sleep until they desire to wake up, hardly conscious of the fact that we maids will still be cleaning around them.

When they do eventually wake, there will be a stack of waiting presents under the tree in the parlor. Shining and expectant, beckoning with welcome. Miss Nathanial will most likely get a pair of stylish new gloves and a promise of a new winter wardrobe—if Mr. Nathanial will risk the expense. Then, after all the presents have been opened, causally abandoned in the parlor, there will be a hot, steaming breakfast already prepared for the family, laid out beautifully on a red and cheerful tablecloth. 

My stomach rumbles as I imagine the steam rising off of the golden buns, the tempting and juicy preserves, and the water dripping off of the cold glasses of milk. 

“What are you thinking about?” Violet asks me. I’ve stopped moving, and she’s probably heard my stomach. I look up at her, surprised she cares enough to ask. 

“How fortunate the Nathanials are,” I answer truthfully. 

Violet snorts. “They may be living well now, but wait. One day Mr. Nathanial will make a wrong decision, seeing as how they’re so close to ruin now, and their wealth will come crumbling down around them. Just you wait. Mrs. Nathanial and her sniveling daughter will be working beside us soon.”  Resentment fills her voice.

I frown, disturbed. I do not hate the family so much that I want ill luck for them, as she seems to. I would not wish the same fate of mine onto someone else—however deserving two of the family members may be. Besides that, I would need to find a new postion somewhere, and for me that is not a goal easily undertaken.
“I suppose,” I murmur in answer. I will not voice my true thoughts, because I don’t want to get on Violet’s bad side. One more person detesting me would not make my life any simpler. 

I think of Amy and her mocking smile as she looked at me.

*  *  *  *  *

All around me there are festivities. The streets aren’t empty tonight; there are swarms of well-wishers and carolers scurrying every which way. The venders are eager to sell the rest of their holiday products, and they call out tempting offers that any person with money would take—and any thief with enough desperation would dare to steal.  The murders seem something imaginary and distant. Walking more quickly, I try to block out the merry sounds all around me.


“Merry Christmas, Victor!”


“Hark the herald angel sings, glory to the newborn king…”


“Celebration at the Golden Crown, eh, Marie?”


“Peace on earth…”


“Hot wine! Come and taste some delicious hot wine!” 


“Wait! Madame, wait! You forgot a present!” 


“And mercy mild, God and sinners reconciled…”


“I love you, Catherine!” 


“Gloria…”


It’s no use; all their voices and laughter and joy leaks through the mittens that are clamped over my ears, and I can hear each and every one of them. Quickening my pace even more, I take my hands off of my ears and brush past the group of red-clad carolers. The bells they shake in their hands vibrate through the air and rise above every other sound to be heard. More than anything else I want to get away from all of the merriment that I cannot have. 


Once I see the boardinghouse, relief fills me. It will more peaceful inside, I think with fatigue. 
I am wrong. It is just as mad in here as it is out there. Young women are exchanging gifts, giggling girlishly with delight, calling out to each other. Many have stayed here for the night instead of going to their families, as I had thought they would. 

I stand in the foyer awkwardly for a moment, hopeful that someone might see me and give me a gift. Tell me merry Christmas. No one does. Not even Sarah; I can see that she is busy in the kitchen making eggnog for everyone, as tradition calls for. It’s odd that I feel so alone surrounded by hordes of loud girls. 


I trudge up the stairs, and shut myself in my room like every other night, not bothering to take off my coat or mittens. I flop down on my bed and lay on my side, curling into a ball. Squeezing my eyes shut, I permit myself to picture the faces most familiar and painful to me. Father. Mother. Amy. None of them are within my grasp. 


Rand Darren’s face also comes to mind. I sigh and push it away. Merry Christmas, I think listlessly. Merry Christmas to one and to all.

*  *  *  *  *

I place the month’s rent into Sarah’s plump hand, feeling something in me loosen a little. I did it this month. I remember Father telling me that no woman could make it on her own, and I hope he is looking down at me right now and seeing how wrong he was. I am strong, just as he wanted me to be.


Sarah thanks me and tucks the precious money away in her apron pocket. I nod and brush past some girls to go up the stairs and into my room. Everyone is quieter today, recovering from the rowdiness and goings-on of last night. Some of the girls have headaches—someone scandalously slipped alcohol into a few cups of the eggnog. 

Having not had any of the dangerous eggnog, I have been able to sleep in this morning and had managed to sleep most of the night, in spite of the noise. I am awake and my body is eager for activity. What shall I do with my day off?


I briefly consider visiting Amy, my only family in this world, and wishing her a merry Christmas, but I quickly forget the idea. The last time I visited she had had some men over for tea, and it had been awkward and painful for me. Amy had felt it necessary to tell them that I was unmarried and that old age was fast approaching me, and they’d best snap me up before the age did. 


A walk sounds invigorating. Perhaps it will lift my heavy spirits. I remember walking with Father. We always had gone for walks. Our favorite time was in the autumn, when the leaves were gently golden and the breeze refreshing and cool. 


I pull my coat on over my simple blouse and wool skirt, and once again go downstairs. “Where are you going today, Rachel?” Danielle asks, seeing me at the bottom of the staircase and approaching. She obviously did not have any of the hazardous eggnog; she is wide awake, and her mouth is full of food. I smile at her in amusement. 


“A walk. I’ll be back shortly.” 


Danielle leans in, visibly swallowing her mouthful. “I almost forgot—there was another murder yesterday!” she whispers in a low voice. “It was gruesome, they said. The victim’s face was unrecognizable. There was blood everywhere!” 


“Where?” I ask. 


“Nowhere near the first place it happened,” she informs me. “It happened over in the slums!” Her nose wrinkles in disgust as she utters the word. 


The hairs on the back of my neck rise up. The slums are not very far from here. I pull my coat tighter around me. “That’s unfortunate,” I mumble. I wish this girl did not feel the need to tell me such things. I don’t want to know; it just gives me more to worry about, and my world is troubled enough as it is. 


“It was different to last time, they say. The body was practically unrecognizable—slashed to pieces. They said that it seemed as if the murderer had been playing with the victim.” Danielle leans back to see my face, waiting for my reaction. She clearly thinks the news deliciously terrible. 


I keep my expression blank, devoid of any interest. Perhaps it will dissuade her from telling me such events in the future. “Curious,” I say simply, walking around her to get to the door. “What unfortunate news, Danielle.” 


Her face registers disappointment before I open the door and slip through the small opening. 


I instantly lift my face to the sun, breathing in the air and closing my eyes. Guardedly opening them again, I gaze about. Bart Penndel is not around today, and for that I am extremely thankful. I rub my hands together, hoping the friction will ease some warmth into them, and begin to walk down the side of the street. I am cautious of hasty carriages. 


Though it is my one day off this week, countless other people are working. It is as busy today as it is every other day. The usual carriages clatter by, and the stands are open, willing anyone to come and buy what is being sold in them. I easily recognize the flower girls and the milk maids. The newspaper boys continue to shout their persisting headlines.


“Murder in the slums! Murder in the slums! Young man by the name of Joseph Hawkley! Read all about it!” 


I shudder and walk more quickly, to try and escape the grim words.  


I turn onto a quieter street, where there is less commotion and fewer people. I uneasily note the dark alleys going in between the buildings; they are usually crowded by beggars or children playing games. But these are looming and empty. The story of that poor Joseph Hawkley is still fresh in my mind, so I stay clear of them. As always, no one takes notice of me. I slow down, and just look around in enjoyment. Father had never let me walk in the city alone, and he had never let me walk in the city, in fact. There had been many things he would not let Amy or I do. 


A carriage pulls up next to me, and I am shocked when my sister herself pokes her head out, almost as if my thoughts have summoned her. I jerk to a halt. 

“Yoo hoo! Rachel! Come here!” she calls cheerily, waving a dainty handkerchief. I frown and automatically hunch my shoulders defensively. 

“How did you know I was here?” I ask her, slowly approaching. She pulls her head back in the window, and opens the door so she can fully face me. 

She shivers in the cold. “We saw you turning onto this dreary street. Honestly, Rachel, it isn’t safe!”


I wonder who she is trying to impress so hard. “We?” I prompt, standing a safe distance away. Amy giggles. “Why, Landon and I, of course!”


She opens the door wider and there Mr. Garret sits, grinning at Amy as if she is some wondrous creature. I feel like I’ve been kicked in the stomach. His expression reminds me of all the other poor milksops who were unfortunate enough to fall under her spell. “Landon,” Amy continues, beaming, “I’m sure you know my sister, Rachel. She works at the Nathanial’s. She has been ever so captivated with you lately.”


“H-how d-do you do, Mr. Garret,” I somehow manage to say, a flush of deep mortification rising up from my neck, and I maladroitly bob a curtsey. As I do so I catch Amy’s look of disgust. Mr. Garret does not spare me a glance. 


“Charmed,” he murmurs.


Amy giggles again. Her nose is turning delicately red from the winter chill. “Well, good day, dear sister!” she exclaims. “We’re off to lunch, and then we have an engagement at the theatre tonight. Macbeth is playing!  Oh, isn’t it divine?” Without another word she shuts the door in my face. The driver clicks his tongue at the horses and they turn around and head back for the main street. 


I stand alone again, feeling as if I’m going to be sick all over the cobblestones. The sky rumbles in warning of the storm that is to come. More rain, or snow. We’ve been getting both of late. Does the sky purposefully match my moods? 

“Oi! Oi, girl!” I hear a hoarse voice come from the left. I jump, and stare into the darkness with wide eyes, straining to see who it is that speaks. 


“Are you talking to me?” I frown with uneasiness. My eyes have adjusted and I can barely see the faint outline of a small, stooped form in the shadows. 


“Wha’ are you, deaf? Co’ ’ere!” 


Every instinct I have tells me to run, to ignore the person that has reached out a long, clawed finger to beckon to me. 


But I have never been a particularly smart girl. It also does not help that my curiosity has always been a weakness. So I take slow, hesitant steps forward. The person waits patiently. When I am two feet away, a hand pops out again, clutches me by my collar, and pulls me into the alley.


I open my mouth to scream but a dirty, foul-smelling hand is placed over it before I can utter a sound. 


“I’m no the one tha’ wants to ’urt you,” the hoarse voice says in my ear, releasing me from a rough grip. I stumble back, coughing, and glare at the person that grabbed me. I am finally able to see her features as she pokes her face out into the light. It is just an old woman. 


“What do you want?” I ask in disgust. “How dare you touch me?” The disgust in my voice is a poor guise for the real fear lurking beneath it. As soon as I see her dark eyes, something leaps within me, warning me more than strongly before to leave. 

She cackles. “Care to ’ave yo’ fortune told?” The woman breathes in my face mischievously, obviously knowing its foulness. I gag and recoil. 


“No, no thank you!” I manage. I turn my back to her, prepared to listen to my instincts and run back into the safe street, but she grabs me again. I can’t help but shriek. She doesn’t seem to notice my reaction, or else doesn’t mind it, and again pulls me into the darkness.


“I would no’ be so ’asty if I were you, miss.” She advises, and lets go again, squinting at me. I don’t like the odd smile that curves her lips.


“I don’t have any money.” I have never been so grateful not to have it. I brush myself off, trying to rid myself of the feeling of her hands on me. It’s futile. 


“Doesn’t ma’er. I want somethin’ else,” she says.


“What?” I ask in a voice that sounds strange and high-pitched to me. 


“Jus’ a trifle.” She smiles with her mouth open this time, and I see that she’s missing a good number of teeth. I grimace. “I wan’ jus’ a piece o’ your ’air.” 


“My hair?” I repeat blankly. She nods, waiting expectantly. “Why?” I ask suspiciously. “Is this some kind of witchcraft? Will you put a spell on me?” I’ve heard stories of such things. My father called witchcraft an abomination. I consider running again. 

The old woman cackles, and I’m bizarrely fascinated by her grotesque features. “No, miss, no’ witchcraft. It’s such a pre’y color,” she answers.

She waits while I hesitate. I take a deep breath, my stomach fluttering. “I suppose.” Wait! What am I doing?
The woman grins and beckons to me. “Follow me.” She leads the way through the darkness. The woman drags herself, only having the full use of one leg. The other is twisted and mangled. Everything inside tells me to run, run! I don’t know why I don’t obey it. My foolish curiosity? Or is it something else? Do I want to prove to myself that I am like Amy, that I can be brave? Whatever it is, I could end up dead because of it. 


“What was that?” I cry when something brushes up against my shoe. I stumble, catching myself by putting a hand against the wall. 


“Pro’ably a ra’,” she answers flippantly. I ground my teeth together to keep from shrieking in disgust. A moment later I must force myself not to shriek again, because when I peel my hand away from the wet brick wall, filth and a slime-like substance covers my palm and the tips of my fingers. 


I whimper instead. 

The old woman unexpectedly jerks, as if she’s seen something alarming. “’Urry!” she hisses with arupt urgency, shuffling on without waiting for me. Distracted from my hand, I reluctantly follow the crone.


We go on, stepping in and out of the shadows. Several more times I hear some squeaks, and shuffling on the ground. I cringe each time. Every second I go further, I fight with myself not to turn back and run for my life. I keep thinking of Amy and her disdainful glare when she looked at me: her cowardly and simple sister. If I do this, I will have a story for her the next time she comes. 


“Wel’ome to me ’umble ’ome,” the old woman announces. I narrow my eyes in the gloom, trying to see. We have wound through a maze of alleys to come to a… shack. It stands in a corner between the backs of two touching buildings. It all forms a protective square, and the only ways out is the alley we’ve just come through and another I see going in the opposite direction.


I look at the shack. “That’s where you live?” Disbelief taints my words. 


“Me an’ me son.” The woman shuffles forward, ducking under the tattered brown flap that serves as a door. 


There is nothing that can get me into that shack. Nothing. 

The old woman pokes her head out of the flap and raises her amazingly bushy eyebrows. “Comin’?” She ducks back in. 


I can hear some shuffling, and a groan. “Why do you ’ave to bring them ’ere? I jus’ got back! I need me sleep, you know.” My wretched curiosity floods over me at the sound of that voice. It is deep and full, as if just awoken from a deep sleep.


“’Ush up,” I hear the old woman say sharply. 

The person she speaks to grumbles. “This be’er be good.”

Wanting to see the one who speaks now, I close my eyes, quickly step forward, and go under the flap all in a matter of seconds. It is not quite as bad as I thought it would be. The stench is, however, almost unbearable. The air reeks heavily of urine, and I do not see one clean surface—or any surface for that matter—as I scrutinize the extremely small room. I hold my hand over my nose, indifferent to my rudeness.


There is barely any light, and what little there is comes from a pathetic little candle sitting on the dirt floor in one corner. There are bottles of what I think is herbs scattered all over against one wall. There are also, as I peer closer, tinctures and aged books.


In the middle of the shack is an assortment of dirty laundry they obviously use for a bed. I briefly wonder if they’ve stolen it all, before I look at the boy—man—lying on the bed. He lies on his stomach, and is turned to the opposite wall from me, so I cannot see his face. I blush when I notice that he is not wearing a shirt. I blush even deeper when I become aware of the muscles that ridge his lean, brown back. 


I swiftly turn my attention away from him, and catch the old crone smiling at me in knowing amusement. 


“’E’s wor’less,” she tells me, winking. 

“I don’t know what you mean,” I murmur with a frown.


At the sound of my voice the man turns. He studies me with his dark eyes. The breath catches in my throat. He is... he is… beautiful. There is no other word to describe him. He could be called handsome—but there’s an ethereal appearance about him that makes the word inadequate.


His eyes are an endless pool of danger, swathed by thick lashes. They dig into mine, as if he can see all of my secrets. He seems indistinctly surprised at the sight of me in the shack. His nose is straight and narrow—perfect. His cheekbones are delicately pronounced.  His mouth… his mouth… his mouth…


He has finished his assessment of me and once again turns to the wall, effectively dismissing me. I draw back in bewilderment. For some reason, I feel insulted. 


The old woman snickers. “Awl o’ you girls seems to take a likin’ to ’im,” she says with smugness, bending down and picking something up off the floor. Blushing again, I take my eyes from the rude young man’s captivating back to see what it is. It is a rusty old pair of scissors. From the looks of them they have not been used for a long time.


“Fo’ me paymen’.” She indicates she wants to cut, and I shake my head.


“If I give you some of it, I will do the cutting,” I say with the first sign of firmness I’ve had since meeting her in the alley. 


She shrugs and hands them to me. I carefully take them. My hair is pinned up, so I take a few of the pins out to loosen a little of it. It tumbles down one shoulder in thick, soft, rich waves. My pride and glory. 

I feel a trace of satisfaction when I see the old woman study my hair with admiration. I quickly snip a small piece of it off the end, hoping it is enough. 

“You ’ave a beau’iful ’ead o’ ’air, miss,” she compliments with sincerity. 

I nod in acknowledgment. “Thank you.” Pinning it back up, I dart a quick glance to see if the man has lifted his head at all—he hasn’t. 

“Now fo’ the fortune. You’ve go’ a look abou’ you,” the old woman studies me for an instant, her eyes inquiring and disconcerting. Then she smiles strangely and nods, and it seems as if it is to herself. “I knoo yours will be differn’ than th’ others.” She turns and picks up one of the bottles on the floor. I suspect she says that to everyone she brings in here, so I don’t pay her words that much heed. 

“Si’ down,” she orders, picking up another bottle. 

I look at the floor warily. “I prefer to stand…” This particular floor doesn’t look fit for a rat to crawl across… and I’m sure they probably have an abundance of them.

I hear a sound, like a muffled chuckle, and I glare at the man’s back, seeing that it comes from him. I stiffen when I realize he is mocking me. 

The old crone’s eyes twinkle as she waits.

“Fine,” I ground out, and lower myself gingerly to the dirt floor. I try to make a little as possible of me actually touch it. My skirt tucked in modestly around my knees, I watch while the old woman gathers more of the bottles. She is slow about it, and groans about her aching hip. 

“It’s so painful!” She acts as if she expects pity from me. I cannot force myself to feel it. 

“I have to leave very soon,” I inform her, biting my lip. I chew on it while she ignores me and drops the bottles on the ground. She slowly sits down, and, once settled, picks out the bottles she apparently needs. Her movements are unhurried and tranquil. It’s as if she somehow knows that I have all the time in the world, and that no one is expecting me back anytime soon. 

Suddenly I freeze. 

No one is expecting me back anytime soon. And she obviously knows it, by the way she rolls her eyes at me and the way she moves at a snail’s pace. While in the alley she almost rushed to get me off the street and to this shack, I now rememeber.
Why? Why would she want me here so badly, and want to keep me here? Unless… unless she has plans for me. 

I worriedly glance at the old woman. She’s mixed the herbs together and has placed them in a wide tin-like bowl. She holds the bowl over the slight heat of the candle that she’s moved close to where I’m sitting. 

While the old woman’s attention is diverted, I desperately measure my chances of finding my way back through the maze and to the safety of the street. If it was only the crone that chased me, I would have more than a fair chance, what with her crippled leg to slow her down. But if she sent her son after me—would I even make it out of this shack? 

I glance at her again. The old woman is inhaling some of the aroma of the smoking herbs, waving her hands toward her face to get the full scent of them. “There. I’m ready,” she announces, and reaches across her lap and snatches my hand. I jump, and then grimace at the feel of her rough, wrinkled skin. 

She studies my palm with a careful interest. “Many lines. Many tales. Many things to come,” she mutters. I feel myself trembling. Briefly I try to picture Amy here and getting her palm read—she would be laughing and mocking the old woman with her witty remarks. 

“What does your palm say?” I challenge the crone, trying to sound unafraid and superior. She again ignores me. 

“’Ave you e’er ’ad yo’ palm read ’fore?” she demands, finally looking up at my face. I would have had stifle a laugh at the thought if I weren’t so frightened right now.

“No, of course not,” I mumble. She nods and bends over my hand again. With one worn finger she traces one of the lines. I go against every desire to take my hand back. 

“Do you want to know what I see?” she asks. I peek at the man lying so still on the makeshift bed. 

“Do I?” I ask her nervously. What if it says I’m going to die soon? What if it’s something horrible and gut-wrenching? What if—what if—why do I even believe that what she will tell me is true? When did I begin to think that fortunes or palm reading or things of such nonsense has validity to them?
“I’ is yo’ choice.” She waits patiently. I keep on chewing my lip in indecision. 

Curiosity is gnawing at me. How can I say no? I came all the way back here, maybe risking my very life, for this bizarre fortune. 

“Fine,” I decide, dreading her next words. Will I regret this thoughtless escapade? I already regret trying to be like Amy and recklessly following the woman into this alley. 

“I will ’ell you, then,” she says slowly. The breath catches in my throat when I perceive her eyes. They are blazing, and focused intently on my palm in a way that is disquieting. What does she see? The crone cocks her head as if listening to the air itself, and her dirty long hair swing slightly. Her face is close to my own, and I catch a drift of her breath once again. I force myself not to gag.
“I’ve heard wha’ the wind ’as told me. I see wha’ lies in yo’ fu’ure.” Her hold on my hand tightens, and she stares at me with wide and unblinking eyes. “This is wha’ i’ told me: Yo’ presen’ will no’ remain such as i’ is fo’ much longer, an’ shadows will fill your journey. Yo’ pas’ will become par’ o’ yo’ future, and yo’ entire purpose will change. Somethin’ precious will be los’. Laugh’er will die. Somethin’ unbreakable will be broken.”  

She keeps her black eyes locked on mine, and the intensity of them frightens me more. I finally take my hand back, and hug it to my chest. I rub my sore knuckles—they are sore from when she’d squeezed them against each other. 

“You’ve a long journey, lit’le one,” she murmurs, her seemingly ancient skin sagging. 

I stand in relief. “That’s it, then?” I ask in a shamefully shaking voice. She doesn’t answer. Instead, she twitches and stares off into the distance. “That’s it then?” I ask again loudly. She still doesn’t move. A river of drool escapes the corner of her mouth.

A sigh makes me start. I turn to find that the young man has sat up. He is pulling on a light shirt, mercifully covering most of his bare skin.  I find myself just wanting to stay still and stare at him, and I shake my head to clear the silly thought. 

“She won’t come back for a while yet,” he tells me. I stare at him, enraptured at the sound of his voice. It is deep and rough and silken at the same time—and has a quality of cultured softness to it as one who is learned. 

“Y-your accent—” I stammer. He impatiently gestures to me to follow him out of the shack. 

“She won’t even know who you are when she wakes,” he says, and starts to walk at a pace that I stumble to keep up with. 

“What’s w-wrong with her?”

“She does this sometimes. She always comes back.”

“What did she mean about my present changing?” I ask breathlessly, gazing at the back of his neck as he winds through the small alleys. 

“Just what it means. It will change,” he snaps. “Hurry, there isn’t much time.”

“Time? What do you mean? Today is my day off.” I feel silly as soon as the words come out, because he doesn’t seem the least interested.

“It isn’t safe. There are things in London. Things you don’t want to encounter.” The words would not frighten or strike me so hard if he had not said them in the tone that he had—it was hard, low, and sharp. 

The man stops just by the opening to the street and waits for me to catch up. He at last meets my stare and I am so startled that I trip on my skirt, but manage to catch myself from falling on my face. My cheeks burn.  I cannot move again; he holds me here. I am caught by his choice. That intense gaze traps me so that I can’t say anything. Finally, he turns around, is still for an instant more, and walks again.

Free again, I recover, and pause in shock, wondering what has just taken place. Had he hypnotized me? It cannot have just been me being flooish—I’ve seen and met many beautiful men in my life. Why should this one be any different?

And then I breathe heavily as I process what he’s just said. “Things? What things?” I’m able to ask, rushing after him once more. I catch a few people looking at us curiously as we hurry along on the sides of the road, staying in the shadows of the buildings. 

He ignores me. “I will see you home safely. From now on, you won’t go anywhere other than the Nathanial’s or your boardinghouse. No more walks.” 

“How do you know where I live? And where I work?” I demand, stubbornly stopping once more. Butterflies flutter in my stomach. Whether in fear or in awe I don’t want to know. 
“It doesn’t matter.” He dismisses my questions and takes my arm.

As soon as he touches me everything in motion stops. The air seems thicker, the time nonexistent. My heart seems to stop... I gaze at his emotionless face helplessly, hating this control he somehow has over me. 

He must feel the charge in the air, too, for he lets go of me almost violently. 

“Hurry,” is all he says, and we begin to walk in the same fast, impossible pace. 

