CHAPTER FIVE
I am shaking out a sheet when Beatrice finds me. She looks worried and her smooth brows are furrowed. “What?” I ask warily. 


“You’d better not go downstairs.” Her voice sounds so dire that I am afraid something terrible has happened.


“Why?”


“Mr. Darren has come to call on Miss Nathanial,” she answers, moving back to the door. “It looks like he will be here all afternoon.” 


Warmth makes it way from my stomach to my heart. Beatrice is worried for me. She looks distressed for me. I have never had such a true friend.


I walk toward her, and she turns back, barely having time to be surprised when I throw my arms around her. My friend recovers and hugs me back. 


“Thank you,” I say in her ear. “Johnny doesn’t know what a special woman he’s got.” 


Beatrice blushes with bashful delight. “What was that for?” She is flustered, trying not to look too pleased. 


I shrug. “Just a hug from one friend to another.” 


“I also have more news,” she leans in and whispers, “but I didn’t want to tell you, what with the bad news about Mr. Darren.” 


“Tell me. I need some good news,” I reassure her. 
A soft glow begins in her eyes. “Johnny proposed!” She stands back, clasping her hands to her breast.


I gape at her news appropriately, though my mind is heavy with the knowledge that Rand Darren is just below my feet. “Really? He proposed? When?” The falsely cheery note in my voice convinces even me.

“Last night, when we went for a walk.” With uncharacteristic dreaminess, she smiles up at the ceiling, as if Johnny is somewhere up there. I had been taking enjoyment in just looking at her joyful face. She appears as a young bride-to-be should: content and aglow with health. 


But the mention of her going for a walk darkens my mood further. I remember my own walk from last night. 


“Well, congratulations,” I say, trying to hide my worry, and the frown that is trying to overpower my mouth. For once, Beatrice does not notice. She is too preoccupied with thoughts or memories of her and Johnny. My mood darkens even further when I remember that there was a murder just this morning—in the daylight. The newspapers are swarming, announcing that the killer is becoming more daring. They know it is the same person—or thing—killing all these people because the signs are always the same: drained of blood and still slightly warm after examination. 


“We want to get married in March,” Beatrice confides, jerking me from my gloomy reverie. “Johnny will have enough money by then.” 

I force a smile. “That’s wonderful!” I say brightly, overdoing it just a bit. 


Should I tell her about the young man’s warning? About my belief that something had been chasing me last night?  About the murder? 
But I can’t. She is too radiant, too blissful. I can’t ruin her news with something I don’t even know is true. Something that is probably, for all I know, utter rot. 


“Just… make sure Johnny is always with you when you’re out walking,” I say carefully. “Don’t forget that there’s a murderer still loose.” 


Beatrice giggles. “You’re always so practical,” she tells me gaily. 


I smile. “I know. You’d better go; Jillian will be looking for you.  And I need to finish making this bed.” 


“Oh, I suppose.” Beatrice walks to the door again. “What happened to your cap, by the way?” she asks curiously, pausing by the door. 
I give her the same excuse I’d given Jillian earlier this morning: “It was silly. The wind blew it off when I was walking back to the boardinghouse.” I try to look sheepish. Beatrice shrugs and turns away once more, and I bend down and pick the sheet up. 


A moment pasees, and Beatrice suddenly rushes back, hugging me again, before darting right out of the door for good this time. 


I quietly laugh to myself, setting the pillows neatly against the elegant rose-carved headboard. But then I stop laughing when I remember that Mr. Randall Darren is underneath my feet, drinking tea with Miss Nathanial. I’ll do as Beatrice advised. I will stay upstairs for the afternoon. 


But God has never seen fit to watch out for me.


Jillian sweeps into the room, startling me. “I want you to come downstairs and serve Mr. Darren and Miss Nathanial,” she announces. “Most of our other maids do not know how to attend a proper calling of a gentleman to a lady. The last time Mr. Garret called, Heather spilled tea on his lap!” Revulsion is written all over her wrinkled face.


My heart has turned to lead. “Jillian, I haven’t finished the—”


“Nonsense!” Jillian reaches out and takes a firm hold on my arm. “You will do as I say. One of the other girls can finish your duties.” 


My mind races desperately for some excuse, any excuse, to give her to avoid that parlor. 


“I don’t know how to pour tea—”


Jillian silences me with a look. “What are you about, girl? You handle the teapot as if it was made for you. I need you. Miss Nathanial cannot pour her own tea. She’s... well, needless to say, she’s quite incompetent at it.” 


Miss Nathanial’s hands are too chubby and clumsy to pour tea. That is why a servant is needed—though usually the lady should pour everything herself. 


I stumble as we descend the stairs. “Please—”


“Be quiet!” Jillian scolds. “There’s no worse thing than an unwilling manner in a servant.” 


Perhaps he won’t recognize me. After all, he’s accustomed to seeing me in far more tasteful gowns than this servant dress. My hair is pinned back, and I think I may have a bit of something across my cheek from polishing the silver this morning.


“Take this!” Jillian shoves a new cap roughly in my hands. “Since you lost your other one. I don’t know why I put up with so much from you.” 
I take the cap gratefully. “Thank y—”


“Go. Miss Nathanial will dismiss you when she doesn’t need you anymore,” Jillian motions to the room on her right. Without making sure I even go in, she leaves and goes elsewhere, to find and punish unfortunate idle maids in the house. 


“Here.” Violet appears with the tea tray, a typical scowl on her face, and shoves it in my hands. She also leaves.

I smooth my apron nervously and force myself to propel forward, entering the bright room. 


And there he is. He’s sitting on the elegant settee, looking crisp and aware in his smart suit. He’s as handsome as he was the last time I saw him, if more stylishly dressed. I had been a younger girl then, about sixteen. It’s been seven years…

Do I look older? He’s not aged a day. His blond hair is still wavy and still falls perfectly across his forehead.  His eyes are still that amazing hue of violet. 
With effort, I turn my attention to my mistress.

Miss Nathanial is embarrassingly captivated, hanging onto his every word. He answers a question of hers that I do not catch, because I am distracted yet again.

His voice. It is still deep. It still makes my heart flutter. 


“I find the races boring,” he is saying as I approach. “They are the same every time. Most of the horses are badly trained and the riders cannot even be called amateurs. They are the very worst I have seen in England.” 


“Have you seen much of England?” Miss Nathanial purrs, bashing her eyelashes. 


“Almost all, I would say,” he replies, leaning back and casually stretching out his long legs. 


I realize that the tea can be heard clattering on the silver tray, so profound is my shaking. I grit my teeth and strive to breathe evenly. 


“Tea, miss?” I ask in a high, squeaky voice.


Miss Nathanial doesn’t even bother to look up, as she’s riveted on Mr. Darren. But he does, only barely so. “That would be nice,” he says easily, dropping his gaze with disinterest. I almost choke with nervousness as I set the tray down. 


“Would you please pour, Rachel?” Miss Nathanial asks sweetly. “My hand just aches today.” 


Rand thankfully doesn’t notice the mention of my name. “What? Is your hand hurt?” he asks in concern. If I didn’t know him I would completely fall for the caring in his voice. But I do know him. And I don’t believe it.


“Yes, I was getting in the carriage the other day,” Miss Nathanial begins, expression distressed, “and Harold, our footman, shut the door on it before I was even inside! My hand got caught and it was crushed.”  Her eyes are wide with innocence as she says this. I almost even believe her before I catch myself. 


“Oh, I’m sorry,” Rand says, frowning. “What an irresponsible footman! Have you replaced him yet?” 


I bristle at the mention of dismissing poor old Harold, who has never shut the door on anyone’s hand. He is faithfully careful to a fault. 


“Not yet,” Miss Nathanial says airily, “but he will be. Rachel?” 


I snap to attention. I’ve been standing idiotically, listening instead of pouring the tea. I hurriedly bend down and pick up the teapot. Surprisingly, my hands are sure and steady. 


I feel Rand watching me as I pour. A drop of sweat slides down my back. 


“Sugar?” I ask, not looking up. 


“Two lumps,” Miss Nathanial orders. “Mr. Darren?” She turns to him. “Sugar?” 


I glance up to find that he is studying me with intensity. My breath catches in my throat. 


“No, thank you,” he says in a low voice, not taking his eyes from me. I find that I can’t tear my own gaze away. I am not caught in the way that the dark young man had held my eyes; he had been almost hypnotizing me. No. Rand has always had an entirely different way of meeting the eyes—he caresses them, as if he cares and wants to know all your secrets. Any poor fool who believes him—like I had—will pay. Subtly and in such a way you won’t know that you’ve lost something until much, much later. 


“Rachel? My tea, please?” Miss Nathanial asks with strained politeness. If we were alone I have no doubt she would have thrown one of her delightful tantrums. I blink, breaking the invisible string between me and Rand, and give the small teacup to my young mistress.

“My apologies, miss,” I murmur, bending my head down and folding my hands in front of me as a proper maid should. 


“Tell me more about your travels!” Miss Nathanial barks at Rand. She has seen and doesn’t like the connection between me and her caller. Rand grins at her and picks up his cup. 


“What would you like to know?” He takes a sip, his pinkie extended. Unreasonably, the action angers me. He is always so collected and cool. 


“How about—”

Harriet comes to stand in the doorway, and Miss Nathanial halts. “What is it?” she snaps. 

“There is a Mr. Garret to see you, miss.”

“Oh!” Miss Nathanial exclaims with a huge smile. I can almost hear her thoughts—two rich, handsome gentlemen to see me! 


“Shall we invite him in?” Miss Nathanial asks Mr. Darren, turning her smile on him. 


But a curious frown has darkened his face. “I have no wish to see Mr. Garret. I apologize. Shall I leave?” 


“No!” Miss Nathanial cries. She catches herself. “No. I will see him in the library. Please, wait here. I will be but a moment.” Harriet and Miss Nathanial exit the parlor. 


Leaving me with Randall Darren. I know that he has nothing against Mr. Garret—he just wants to see me alone, and this is his way of accomplishing it. I know him too well.

For a minute the only sound in the room is his breathing and mine. I cannot stand the tightness in my stomach. 


“I will go see if there is help needed in the kitchen,” I say, curtsying, and begin to turn away. But I am standing close enough to him that he is able to grab my arm. His warm, familiar touch jars me. 


“No. I want you here,” he states with a firmness that leaves no room for disobedience. I stand still. After he’s sure that I won’t run, Rand slowly lets go, and I take a step back. He stands from the settee. 


“Do you need something, sir?” I ask quietly, stepping back again, trying not to quiver while keeping my gaze on the floor. 


“What is your last name?” he asks abruptly. From the glow in his eyes, I know that he knows. He’s teasing me, torturing me in the way that only he can. 


He strolls leisurely around me until his back is to the doorway and I am in front of him. I am trapped—he has blocked the only way out. I glance at what I can see of the doorway, considering darting around him running as far away from him as I can. As if he knows what I am thinking, he takes hold of my arms again. His touch makes me tremble, and I am shamed at my lack of control.

“I have to…I have to—” I begin, searching for an excuse again.


“Tell me your name,” he orders in a low voice, not wanting anyone to hear. 


I am gasping. His palms are warm on my cold skin. “Please—”


“Rachel,” Rand breathes. A smile turns the corners of his tempting lips upward. 


A tear slips down my cheek. “Sir, I have things to do—”


“It’s been a long time, Rachel,” he says with that slow, memorable smile, melting my heart. 


“You have me mistaken for someone else,” I say, hating the breathlessness in my voice. My lie is silly and ineffectual. He cocks a fair eyebrow devastatingly. 


“No, I could never forget those green eyes. And your hair—shame that you’ve covered it.” He reaches up and delicately fingers one of the strands that have slipped out from beneath my cap. 


“Let me go,” I say hoarsely. “I—”


“You what, Rachel?” he challenges, grinning infuriatingly. He is so terribly handsome. His golden hair glints in the light shining down from the window. 
A fallen angel, I think sardonically, all my anger coming back to me in a rush. The words in my throat reappear. 


“Let go of me,” I order him, fury making my voice raucous. “You have no right—”


“I have every right,” he interrupts. I struggle between wanting to hate him and wanting to melt into him for his audacity. Hatred wins out. 


“You made your choice,” I hiss at him, attempting to jerk out of his grasp. “You can’t take it back.” 


Rand’s smile fades, as does the twinkle in his eye, and he sobers. “No, you made the choice. Our ending was not my own doing.” A hard note has crept into his voice. 


I laugh quietly. “Keep telling yourself that. You’ve changed, Rand. You’re just another empty-headed man in a nice suit. A fool among the rest.” 


His grip on me tightens and he opens his mouth to say something.

But God has finally taken notice of me.
“Goodbye, Mr. Garret,” we hear Miss Nathanial say in the foyer, rescuing me. “Thank you for stopping by.” 


“We’ll talk later,” Rand promises, finally releasing me. I step back, my heart thudding in my ears and my face red with anger. 


Miss Nathanial comes back in, sits, and sips her tea. She chatters with her Mr. Darren happily, not feeling the tension in the air.  I press my back to the wall, fading into the background once more, trying to calm my frazzled nerves. Rand is unruffled, as usual, and continues to tell her of his travels. 


Their visit seems to never end. I need to escape his voice, his eyes. He holds his teacup with self-assurance as he speaks, and I sense him glancing at me once in a while. I am forced to endure it all for a quarter of an hour, until Miss Nathanial realizes I am still standing uselessly. She mercifully dismisses me. For the first time I am thankful to her, and I leave the hot room, feeling him watch me the whole way. 


On the way to the kitchen I can feel the imprints of his hands on me. My skin has turned hot, as though his hands have burned me. 

I had begged him to let me go… but now I realize that I didn’t want to be released. 

*  *  *  *  *

Danielle is all but breathless when I enter the boardinghouse. With me comes a blast of cold air, but the girl doesn’t move, even when she shivers from it. She’s clearly been waiting for me. I glance at her, considering turning right back around and leaving. But my stomach rumbles and I cannot ignore it. Danielle stays silent only until after I’ve closed the door. 


“What took you so long?” she asks me, delaying whatever it is she is nearly bursting from desire to tell me.


“I helped Grace with the dishes,” I mumble, unbuttoning and pulling off my coat. We can both hear Sarah admonishing the girls in the kitchen to quiet their incessant chatter. “Now, is there some news I need to hear?” I patiently ask her after my coat is fully off. She’s biting her lip with eagerness, and I am curious in spite of myself. 


“Mr. Darren has taken an interest in you!” Danielle exclaims loudly, her face almost twitching with excitement. My own interest dies instantly. 


“Oh?” I say dully. Sarah comes out of the kitchen and takes my coat.


“Hello, Rachel,” she says pleasantly. 


“Hello, Sarah.”

“Did you talk to him?” Danielle demands impatiently as Sarah slips back into the kitchen. I brush past Danielle and trudge up the stairs. They groan in dissent. Danielle follows me with the consistency of a puppy.

“How did you find out he’s taken an interest in me?” I ask, oddly enough not really caring. 

“It’s in your room. Sarah put it there so the other girls wouldn’t annoy you with questions,” she says. 

“What’s in my room? And if Sarah put it in my room then how did you find out about it? Whatever it is?” I resist the urge to turn around and push the irritating girl away, as she remains on my heels. She’s only a child, I have to remind myself. 

“You’ll see!” Danielle sings. I open my door. ‘It’ is impossible to miss.

On my table against the wall is a blue vase full of roses. They are huge, vibrant, and glaringly red. I walk toward them, breathing shallowly.  

“H-he sent those?” I ask disbelievingly. Why? Why would he do this to me? He must’ve known what they would cause me to feel… I choke back the tears that seek to emerge from my eyes. 

“Yes!” Danielle squeals. “There’s also a letter. Read it! So did you? Talk to him, I mean?” 

“When did they arrive?” I ask, ignoring her. Danielle pouts, seeing that I am not going to answer her.

“Just after I came in,” she mutters unhappily. 

I tentatively touch one of the fragrant petals. It bends under the pressure of my finger. I take my hand back and it flaccidly drops to my side. 

“Thank you for telling me, Danielle,” I say. I turn my back to the roses and smile tightly at her. There is an awkward silence. “Goodbye,” I say with obvious hinting. But Danielle stubbornly stands steadfast. She clenches her jaw and tries to stare me down, and I just sigh.

“Aren’t you going to read the letter that came with it?” Her tone belies her stance; her eyes are pleading and her voice earnest. 

“No,” I say firmly, taking the letter and shoving it in my pocket. “I—I’m going to go for a walk.” I must get away from the infuriating, yet lulling, smell that pollutes my room from the flowers. I must get away from this rush of unwanted feeling. Dratted emotions. They are a pain and nothing else. I again brush past Danielle and clomp down the stairs, breathing in the stale air of the hallway—free from the scent of the roses. 

“A walk?” Danielle repeats, standing outside my door but finally not following now. “Right now? At this time of night?”

“It certainly looks that way,” I say with overdone, artificial cheerfulness. I am too impatient to get outside to take the time to find my coat. I just open the door and leave. Must not feel anything… must not picture his face in my mind…


“But Sarah doesn’t want any of us—” 


“I’ll be back soon,” I toss over my shoulder. I don’t know where I’m going, or what I’m doing, but I’m going. A tiny voice in my head tells me to turn back, to follow the mysterious young man’s advice about staying inside, but I push it away. Behind me, I hear Danielle hesitantly close the door. A part of me wonders if I’m being foolish. After all, there have been murders. But the thought of spending more time in my room is distasteful. I square my shoulders and keep walking, and enjoy the feel of my boots hitting the cold stones.


Everything around me is scarce of life again. Many windows are gently lit, and I can see the panes clouding from the warmth inside. The sky is grey again, and fast darkening. I realize how incredibly foolish it was of me to leave my coat behind. The temperature has fallen to the point where my breath pants out in rapid clouds. I’ll catch pneumonia. 


The letter smolders in my pocket, calling out to me to read it. A tear manages to find its way to my left eye, and I rub it away. I will not remember Randall Darren. I will not remember the feel of his warm fingers and the heat of his loving gaze. Loving, bah. What a joke. 


I ignore it and brood as I walk, keeping my eyes glued to my boots. Not remembering. Not thinking. Not feeling. 
A gaslight to my left sputters, and I jump.


There are things in London. Things you don’t want to encounter.

No. There isn’t anything walking anywhere except me. I was childish, foolish for believing that strange young man and letting him frighten me into thinking that something is out to kill me. I had been dazzled by his thick lashes and his mouth… his mouth…


“Are you los’ dearie?” someone shouts. My heart leaps in fright, and my feet root to the ground as I look around. 


Before my mind really gets a chance to grasp the fact, my eyes recognize that I’m in the East End. I’ve been so intent on my furious thoughts that I haven’t been paying attention to where I am going. But now it is all too obvious where I am. The slums.  
Sarah and Danielle would be aghast. 
It is everything everyone says it is. The streets are narrow and grimy. Groups of people huddle underneath the gaslights aligning the sides of the street, and they whisper amongst themselves. The smell is worse than it had been in the old woman’s shack—it reeks of horse droppings, overpowering urine, and refuse. These streets aren’t empty as empty as mine are, regardless of Joseph Hawkley’s unfortunate death. Either they don’t care whether they live or die, or are just ignorant, and think that there is no danger lurking in this city.

The woman who had shouted at me is squatting by a doorway. She has a harsh, heavily painted face. Her hair is a mass of tangles on top of her head. She wears a thin dress that is so low that her breasts almost fall out of the neckline. I shudder in distaste and look away. 


Oddly enough, my struggle for control on my emotions and mind has ceased, and a strange calm has flooded my being. I begin walking again, noting with nervousness that the people sitting on either side of me—on the streets and against the buildings—are watching me. But a mixture of horrified curiosity propels me to keep going. I chafe at my arms to do something with my hands, as they’ve been clenching painfully in my skirt. 


This place is nothing like the area of London that I reside in. Loud laughter, drunken or perhaps passionate shrieks, and music spills out into the full air. There is more than one tavern in sight, as I look around. 


Ironically, I feel an alien sense of safety. There are people in every corner. Why would they be out in the open if it is not safe? 


“Gi’e me tha’!” My head swivels to the right to see who has yelled so loudly. A small boy is swiping at another boy, trying to get the liquor bottle dangling from his hands. They are both far too young to be drinking, I think vaguely.  


“Why don’ you ge’ i’, then?” the taller boy taunts, and then, with a grunt and a jerk of his arm, chucks it into the middle of the street. The glass breaks with a slight sound and the liquor rests on the ground now. The people closest to them laugh. 


“You!” the small boy snarls, and jumps at the bigger boy. They scuffle, and the child is shoved to the ground. The brutal boy raises his fist in the air, about to bring it down into the lesser boy’s face.


“Stop!” I cry, and instantly throw my hand over my mouth. 


Many eyes are on me now. The bigger boy pauses, and, to my relief, steps away from the boy on the ground. 


“Wha’ is i’ to you?” he snaps, wiping some of his snot away with his dirty sleeve. I cringe. 


“N-nothing,” I stammer. “He—I mean—he’s just so much smaller—it isn’t fair…”


Someone snorts. “Fair?” 


“Since when is life fair?” 


There is an angry murmuring traveling around the groups of people clumped against the brick walls of the closest tavern. 


“I’m no’ tha’ small!” the small boy speaks up indignantly. “I could ’ave taken ’im if you ’adn’ but’ed in’.” 


“I’m s-sorry…” I am frightened again. My newly found composure has vanished. They are all glaring at me with their sunken eyes. These people look like they’re on the brink of death, and most of them seem as if they want me dead, too. This whole situation is veering wildly out of control.


“You’re no’ from ’ere, are you?” A man, who doesn’t look like he’s bathed once in his life, stands from where he was leaning against a grimy wall. I shrink back.  He advances and I notice that he’s holding a bottle of liquor in his hand. He’s clearly drunk, and grinning from ear to ear at me. It flits through my mind that his teeth are rotten. 


“We don’ like your kind ’ere,” he informs me, resentment smoldering in his glazed-over eyes. The heel of my boot catches on a jutting stone on the street and I fall on my bottom. 
It hurts dreadfully, but I don’t have time to dwell on my pain. The man hunkers down in front of me, cutting off any thoughts that I might have had of jumping up and running as far away from this place as possible. Not wanting to look into his leering face a moment longer, my gaze drifts to the ground. With horror I see that, in between his legs, there is a bulge. Seeing my attention diverted, he glances down at where I’m staring, and laughs.


“We don’ ’ave a nice girl come around these parts of’en,” he growls. I sit frozen, and watch with round eyes as more men surround me. Little children are ducking beneath the legs of the circle of hungry males around me, and are jeering. They shout encouragement and filthy profanities that make my ears burn. I scoot back on my elbows, scraping my skin. 


“Please,” I say feebly. “I didn’t mean—”


“Look a’ us, li’l girl,” the man shouts, the veins in his neck now popping out. “Do we look like you? Are we fa’, and clean as a whistle?” 


I shake my head dumbly. He gets on his knees now, taking hold of my skirt in one beefy fist, and jerking me closer. I gasp. He leans in until his bearded face is inches from mine. “You go back, and ’ell them,” he snarls, “what you’ve seen ’ere. You ell them wha’ we wan’.” 


I gag from his breath. “Wha-what d-do you w-w-want?” I wheeze. He mercifully leans away from me and stumbles back up to his feet. 


“Life,” he mutters, taking a swig of his drink. He sways. “I jus’ wan’ a life.” 


He drops the bottle and it breaks on the stones, the same way the other had. He sneers at me once more and goes back to the wall, where he slumps in the same position he had been in before. Looking at him, it almost seems as if nothing has occurred.

I tremble, still trapped in the circle of men. “Are y-you going to let me go?” I ask, the cold from the street seeping into my bones. 


The man by the wall laughs. “Been a long time since me boys ’ave ’ad some fun. We’ll le’ you go—af’er they’ve ’ad i’.” 


My stomach drops and my mouth goes dry. The men around me start to advance, smiling with lust and anticipation. 


I curl up into a helpless ball, clutching my knees to myself. For a moment, the men stand around me. Staring at me? I don’t glance up to see. But then I feel their hands come on me, in my hair and touching places on me where no person has ever touched. 

I gasp when one of the men grabs my collar with both beefy fists and tears it savagely. The top three buttons of my blouse pop off, and I scamble away, only to run into the shins of three others. They run their fingers through my hair, now unbound and tumbling over my shoulders in tangles. I scream, and begin to kick and flail my fists every which way. My feet and fists do connect with some, and I am satisfied to hear oomphs of pain. 


Angry, the men tighten their united numbers about me, and the fight goes out of me when I look up and see their glazed expressions. A man is bending down, and he runs his rough hand up my leg. The breath catches in my throat in revulsion and fear, and I kick at him. Then my arms are grabbed, and pulled back. The man at my legs presses them down to the ground, and he grins at me suggestively. 

“Please,” I sob. “Let—”


All the hands are gone. Sounds reach my ears, but I keep my eyes tightly closed. Sounds of fists meeting flesh and grunts of pain. I remain pathetically curled up on the street, unmindful of my clothes becoming wet and scratchy.  It is silent after a few moments. I dare a peek from under my arm. I can only see the boot of a man, unconscious and sprawled next to me. 


“Get up.” 


At the sound of that voice I snap upright. I feel his hand grip my upper arms and pull me until I’m standing on wobbly legs. I feel that current again, where his skin touches mine. “Walk,” he snaps, letting go. 


He leads me back the way that I came. I look fearfully back at the sight we are leaving. The men who attacked me are either all unconscious or gone. The women huddled under the gaslights stare as we hurry by. My beautiful rescuer doesn’t look left or right; he stares straight ahead.


I somehow get the impression that he’s angry. But it’s not just from the taut line of his shoulder blades, or the way his perfect nostrils are flaring. It’s in the air, heaving and making me feel unreasonably guilty. I’ve done nothing wrong. Or have I? My head feels as if it’s been squeezed, and is being pounded upon.

He doesn’t speak until we’ve left the premises of the East End. “What do you think you were doing?” he asks coldly. I stumble, and my champion growls with impatience. 


“I-I was just going for a w-walk.” I find a desire in myself to please him, to see him smile at me. 


But that enticing mouth is pursed, and his fluid, graceful movements have a jerk to them, as if he’s struggling to control the rage inside him. 


“A walk?” he echoes. I wince as I see how dumb I had been. “A walk? You were going for a walk? After I told you not to? And you took a walk there?” I don’t answer, hunching my shoulders and bowing my head as he leads me. 


“Well?” he snaps. The man completely stops, and pulls me into a dark doorway. He stares at me as he waits. I can’t tear away from his eyes. They’re the darkest brown I’ve ever seen—almost black. His perfect cheekbones, those lashes. It is a face chiseled to perfection.


I blink when I remember he’s waiting for me to speak. “I… I don’t know what I was thinking,” I whisper, still staring up at him. “I was—upset.” 


Why did I tell him that? I rarely confide in anyone, much less stangers. It must be something about the way he’s gazing at me… like he knows that he can get me to tell him anything. His eyes emanate arrogance and frusteration. 

He doesn’t ask why I was upset. He doesn’t ask me anything. I can’t hold back a tiny sniffle, and I bite my lip, feeling incredibly foolish. I duck my head so that the curtain of my thick hair hides my face. Those brown eyes flicker so briefly that I wonder if I imagined it, and he inclines his head, indicating we’re to walk again. 


“If you go looking for trouble, Miss Baldwin, you’ll surely find it,” he says harshly. I don’t ask how he knows my name. I’ve accepted the fact that he knows everything about me. 


When we reach the boarding-house, I reluctantly walk past him, inhaling the intoxicating smell that drifts gently and subtly off of his body, and stand on the step. I look imploringly at him, but even I don’t know what I want. He doesn’t acknowledge it. 


“I won’t always have the time to come and rescue you,” he says sharply. “No more walks. Ever. Or next time I’ll let those men have you.” 


Against my will, I tremble at the cruel words. That gaze is so chilly. Now my trembling has turned to shivering.

“Go inside,” he commands. Something in the hard eyes has softened, for some reason, and I refuse to look away from his face. I try to remember every line, every detail. 


“Go!”


I jump at his shout, and fumble with the doorknob.  By the time I have it, he is gone. Probably off somewhere, lurking in the shadows. Watching me? Protecting me? I am strangely comforted by the thought. 


Once inside, and I have shut the door, I lean against the solid wood. A dreamy smile curves my lips. Seconds tick by and I slowly regain my senses. 


Suddenly I bolt upright, my eyes flying open. The magic of his eyes are gone. What has replaced it is pure disbelief. My nostrils flare. How dare he? How dare he order me about like I’m his sister or his—his—wife! He’d had no right to yell at me, or lecture me so! He acted as if I am a mindless child! I may be many inconsequential things, but a child is certainly not one of them. Although he had certainly made me feel like one. 


I call myself every class of a fool. I remember the way I had trusted him the last time. What could have led me to be so unintelligent and to act so thoughtlessly? I had followed him blindly through those mazes and shadows. He could have been leading me to a secluded place to kill me! I don’t know anything about him! Why am I being such an idiot?

Those eyes. Those black eyes. He’s been putting a spell on me, I know it! Just like his mother probably does to other people. I instantly grow nauseated when I remember that I gave the old woman a strand of my hair. What was I thinking? I had most likely given her the key to bewitching me! 


Father would be ashamed. Everything that he’d taught me going to waste. I’m sorry, Father, I whisper in my head. Forgive me. I won’t be so foolish again. I promise. 

That young man knows everything about me. I don’t know anything about him. I know only what I’ve seen and observed. He’s beautiful. He’s cold. He’s strong. Something inside me tells me that he’s not one of us. Not a human. Because there’s another strange feeling that I have about him. I don’t know if I can explain it even to myself. When he’d been helping me, it had felt been like… like... he’d been fighting with himself to actually do it. I had gotten the impression that he wanted to leave me there after saving me from those men. He hadn’t wanted to lead me to safety. It felt as if there’s a wicked side to him that he can’t overcome, but tries with everything good he has to do it. 
I don’t even know his name.


“Oh, you’re back.” I jump and abandon my thoughts when Sarah pops out of nowhere. 


“Yes,” I answer, still a little breathless. “I apologize for the hour.” 

“This came while you were out.” Sarah gives me a letter, almost shoving it at me. She looks grumpy, and she’s in her nightclothes. But I barely notice this as I take the envelope. I don’t look at it.

Sarah’s thick brow is furrowed. “Whatever happened to your hair?” she asks me, her petulance now being replaced with concern. 

“What? Oh. Nothing,” is my intelligent response. I’m slightly aware of Sarah’s disapproving frown as I drift up the stairs. It occurs to me that I may be in shock, as I enclose myself in my room. I lean against the door, my mind a blank for the moment. I just breathe quietly and listen to the silence all around me. Everyone else has gone to bed, and the boardinghouse is oddly quiet. 


His voice goes round and round in my head. I walk to the window and look down, hoping to catch a last glimpse of him. But he is long gone. There is nothing but a fog, and the tall, lonely-looking buildings.

He is out there somewhere, I think to myself. Perhaps in that shack. I can picture him sleeping. I can’t help but wonder, despite everything—does he picture me now?


What poppycock. Him thinking of me? Short, flat, and dowdy Rachel Baldwin? Not a chance. He’s most likely thinking of what a bothersome and unintelligent girl I am. Walking in the midst of those disgusting men like I did. What a fool! I clench my fist, and am startled to feel something crumple in it. Oh. The letter. I sigh, slowly returning to my world. I walk to my table and try to smooth the letter out against the wooden surface. I slip my finger underneath the flap and rip it open. 


There is only a single piece of paper inside. I pull it out, and read. 

Dear Rachel Baldwin,

It is Baldwin isn’t it? Oh yes, how silly of me, of course it is. I am writing you this to tell you I’ve found out about your past. Will the mistress be pleased to know that she has the daughter of a drunk and a wanton in her home? I will go and tell her everything if you don’t do this simple thing for me. And it really is simple, dear, just like you. All I require for keeping my mouth closed is what all of us want: money. I’ve a great need for it, and I know you have it. I’d guess that you’ve been saving for months. And you probably have something left over from what your poor father left you.  I want only a little of it—merely thirty pounds. That’s all I ask, Rachel. Then this little problem will be over. I want the money by Thursday morning. Leave it under the empty milk can outside the servants’ entrance. If it is not there, Rachel… do I need to tell you what will happen? 

Sincerely,

Your needing friend

A few minutes go by. I can hear my heart pounding and my palms begin to sweat as the words blur before my eyes. I drop the letter to the floor. I waste long moments of my life staring at the wall. For the first time I notice that it is yellowed with age and peeling. 


With effort I pull myself back, and bend down to pick the letter up. It burns in my hand. I move to the window light-headedly, unlatching it and pushing it open. I close my eyes as the cool breeze finds its way inside. It soothes my hot skin. Bit by bit, I rip the delicate paper into tiny shreds.  When I’ve accomplished this, I tear the shreds into tiny squares. Then, taking a deep calming breath, I open my hand and let the breeze take the shards. I don’t follow their progress with my eyes; I can imagine it. They will go on to distant lands, and see things that no one else has seen. Their secret will remain mine, and only mine, until they are unsuspectingly blown into a fire or sink to the bottom of a body of water, or fall to some other fate that I don’t have the desire to imagine. 

Without warning, I begin to cry in despair, holding my head and feeling blindly for my bed. I try to forget the letter—but I cannot. All the spiteful words blaze in front of my eyes. Daughter of a drunk and a wanton in her home… something left over from what your poor father left you… Thursday morning… As soon as the hysterical emotions inside me are smothered, I again go to stand in front of the window. I wipe my eyes with the back of my hand. In one unrealistic moment of panic, I worry someone will find the letter.

But there’s hardly a chance of that happening. I don’t fear anyone finding out my secret though I’ve just released it to the London streets. It would be impossible. I’ve made it unreadable. I poke my head out the window, and turn my face back and forth, searching bizarrely for any remaining scrap of the paper being carried on the wind.  I see nothing. There is nothing. Nothing now but the lingering smell of roses on the wind.

I go back to the bed and get underneath the scratchy covers. After an indefinable amount of time staring up at the ceiling, I lean over and blow out my candle. It snuffs out with a tiny sound, and a steady trail of smoke rises from the burnt wick. I shiver, and pull the blanket more fully over me and pull it tight to my collarbone. The room suddenly seems chilly and full of strange shadows. 
I lay and listen to my heart accelerate. The single black iron post outside shines through the panes of my window, casting patterned and dim yellow shapes across the bare wooden floor. I hate how my mind plays tricks on me. The walls seem bigger somehow. It almost seems as if they are breathing in, anticipating something I cannot possibly divulge. I turn on my side, and feel something in my pocket crumple. Rand’s letter. With a sigh, I take it out of my pocket and toss it on the floor beside thebed. 

I squeeze my eyes shut, and allow myself to picture my father’s face. I need comfort tonight. 

