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CHAPTER ONE

December 22, 1895

London, England

The sound of a laugh draws me to the window.  The curtains are open, and I stand in front of the clear pane, my eyes wide like an owl’s.  I press my palms to the glass and peer down.  I spot Mr. Garret and Mr. Nathanial.  I watch them tiredly and ignore my already-cold fingers.  The two men talk idly.  I study the man I’ve long admired.  Though Mr. Garret is not one of the most handsome men on this earth there is something else about him that appeals to me and catches my interest.  It is not quite a romantic interest... more like an envious one.  In many ways he represents everything I do not have, everything that was stolen away from me.  Everything I want, once enjoyed, and took advantage of.  Beauty.  Love.  Wealth.  A future beyond the next room I am to clean.  Is there such a future for me anymore? 


Mr. Nathanial says something, undoubtedly witty, and Mr. Garret laughs.  I sigh audibly.  I’d so rather be down there, laughing with them, than up here cleaning.  


“Get away from that window, Rachel.  You’ll only torture yourself.” Beatrice picks up her bucket and washrag.  


I don’t move.  “Where are they going?” I ask, trying to hide my wistfulness, and attempt to keep my voice neutral.

“I don’t know.  I think Mistress said something about the horse races.  Perhaps there.” 

“They don’t have horse races in the winter,” I remind her, taking my numb fingers away from the glass.  Beatrice makes an impatient sound in her throat and walks swiftly to the open door.  She pauses in the doorway.


“You’d better hurry.  Jillian said there’s a lot to be done today and you haven’t even finished with this room yet.” 

I nod without looking at her.  She sighs.

“Rachel, please.  He is not within the grasp of the likes of us.” 

“I know.”  I finally look at her.  She nods encouragingly and leaves.  “Oh,” she pops her head back, “do not touch that material if you value your life.  Miss Nathanial has the sense of a vulture about it, and if she thinks you did she’ll undoubtedly tell her mother.  You know how that could turn out.” 

I glance at the silk laid out on the bed and nod again.  Beatrice disappears.  After another moment I tear myself away from the window and the jovial sight of Mr. Garret and Mr. Nathanial, and pick up the filthy sheets that I am to bring down to the washroom.   As I always do before leaving a room, I quickly look around, enviously soaking in the rich furniture and ornate rugs.  The elaborate, warm crackling fire--there’s one in every room.  The large, elaborate mirror, with its golden and gleaming edges.  I bite my lip and shake myself.  I am carefully moving to the door when I hear footsteps.  Thinking it’s the mistress or Jillian; I hurriedly straighten my cap and rumpled dress with one hand, balancing the sheets against me with the other.

“You look like an idiot.” 

The sound of my sister’s voice makes me stiffen.  

“Why are you here?” I ask in a muffled voice; the sheets have fallen against my face.

“What, no greeting for your beloved sister?” She asks with a note of false hurt in her voice.  I grip the sheets tighter.

“Hello, Amy.” I mumble.  She groans and leans against the doorjamb radically.

“You haven’t changed a bit since when I saw you last week.  I was hoping you had become more bearable to be around.” She whines.

Does anyone ever change in a week? I swallow the bile in my throat and turn to the side a bit so I can see her.  I force a smile.

“What brings you here today? You know Mistress doesn’t allow the staff to have family visiting at her house.” 

“You don’t want me here, do you?” She straightens and pulls on her kid gloves smartly, clearly not really caring about what I want.

“Please, Amy, if someone were to come in here and see you I could be in really--”

“It is pathetic how low you’ve stooped,” she sneers, but somehow it doesn’t mar her pretty face.  By all rights, and if the world were fair, it should.  

I bite my lip, not knowing how to respond to such a comment.  

“How beautiful!” Amy gushes, running over to the bed, where the bolt of silk fabric is laid out.  She touches it reverently.  I look to the door nervously.  

“Please don’t touch that.  Mistress gave us strict orders to let it alone.  She can tell when someone has breathed on it, much less touched it,” I say timidly, and glance again at the door.  I pray no one comes sweeping through it and sees my sister here when she is supposed to be at Madam Bouclé’s.

My sister doesn’t answer but waves away my words with a flick of her wrist.   She reaches out a white-gloved finger to stroke the silk defiantly.  A challenging smile curves her pink lips.  

I open my mouth to start to say something, to chide or plead with her to listen or I could lose my position, and think better of it.  Amy’s nature has always been known as one that does not take orders, or advice.  It is best left alone.

I clamp my mouth right back shut.  

“Is it for her dress? For the General’s Christmas ball?” Amy asks me, still caressing the fabric.  I nod in answer, keeping one eye on the door.

“Why doesn’t she order a dress?” Amy demands, a glint in her eye.  “Or have one made in a shop? Madam Bouclé would love the challenge, and the money she would earn making such material into a gown,” she says callously.  

I sigh.  “Amy, you know as well as I that the Nathanial’s are one step away from financial ruin.  Why are you asking me what you already know?” 

“Just testing you, dear sister, to see if you would tell me the truth.” Amy says nonchalantly.  

I frown in confusion.  “Why wouldn’t I tell you the truth?” I ask.  

She doesn’t answer.

“Someday I will wear material such as this,” Amy purrs, growing bolder and pressing her face to the silk.  

If I were a strong girl like her I would demand that she leave and go back to the shop where she belongs.  But I am not, and Amy does not care about my feelings or the possibility of my getting into trouble.  

Instead of confronting her, I peer intently at the silk and pretend I am not bothered by her.  It will be my job, and several others girl’s, to create a gown for the Christmas ball out of it for the mistress’s daughter, Miss Nathanial.  It is a hard material to work with, so I’m told.  I do not look forward to the work or the time it will take.

Just another way I am unlike Amy.  She thrives under a challenge, and goes above and beyond what anyone would expect.  That is why this year I have become a mere maid in a London townhouse, while Amy remains in the heart of London to apprentice with Madam Bouclé in her dress shop.  Madam Bouclé tried to take me under her wing, also, when I came of age... but my clumsy fingers only created disasters, and I would poke myself and bleed all over the valuable materials.  

Amy is most likely one of the most promising seamstresses in London.  She can make a masterpiece out of a stained old blanket.  Her fingers are nimble and clever.  I do not blame Madam Bouclé for choosing her over me.  

“Please, Amy,” I work up my courage to speak again.  “Will you go back to the shop? I haven’t even finished cleaning this room.”

“And why haven’t you?  Too busy staring out the window at Mr. Garret?” She raises an eyebrow.  She means to look sly, but she has only managed to look more enticing.  No wonder the men are beating down Madam Bouclé’s door to order dresses for their sisters.

A telling tint of red crawls up my neck at her words, and Amy smiles coyly, knowing she’s hit the mark.  “I wasn’t--” I begin to say, but she laughs.

“Oh, don’t be silly.  I was standing by the door when that other maid left.  You were drooling!”  She covers her mouth daintily and giggles.  “You probably haven’t even begun to clean this room like you’re supposed to.”

“I—I haven’t had time to do much.  But I was halfway done when you came,” I mumble in my defense.  I realize with a start that I sound like I’m making up excuses for my mother.  I again shut my mouth.  But Amy’s not paying any attention to me; she has moved to take my place beside the window to stare down.  To see what had captured me.

“Which one was it that took your fancy?” She asks.  I don’t answer.  She scoffs.  “You’ve no need to answer.  I see that the one is much more handsome than the other, though not that much more so.  Why is he so special? There are better-looking men out there to gawk at.”

“Appearance doesn’t necessarily matter in everything, Amy.” I say quietly.  My cheeks bloom once more.  How I hope it is true.  Outward does not matter as much as inward, does it?


“He is handsome, isn’t he?” Amy observes.  Again I don’t answer.  She doesn’t expect an answer; Amy always talks to herself.  I think that she likes the sound of her own voice.  Amy reaches up to twirl a wayward curl round her finger.  

A slight beam of sun is shining down inside the house, and I see enviously that Amy is wearing yet another new gown.  It is yellow as the sunlight and heightens her angel appearance.  She looks very much like our mother at this moment, and part of me hates her for it.  Amy is so beautiful with her large blue eyes and that mane of pale shimmering hair...while I favor my father more with my green eyes and my brown hair and am wearing the customary drab uniform, required to be worn by the household maids.  My chest is blandly flat and my stature small.  

I am not ugly, nor am I a beauty.  Like a fruit that does not look rotten, or appealing.  People have and always will reach for the appealing piece.  Just as the men naturally gravitate towards my sister.

The only asset I can really boast of is my hair.  Granted, it is not as pretty as Amy’s, but it could be called beautiful.  I unconsciously reach a hand up to touch my pinned-up hair, and sigh as quietly as I can.  I gradually realize that I am still holding the sheets when my arms begin to ache, so I set them down on the floor.  My sister does not appear like she has any intention of leaving anytime soon.  I notice that outside, the sky is dark in warning.  It is not a day to be in the streets or out calling.  Rain is obviously quickly approaching.  If the two gentlemen outside are indeed heading to the races, they will soon be disappointed.

“He carries himself more nobly than those other boys.” Amy observes.  I do not take my eyes from the sky.

“Yes, I suppose he does,” I murmur.

“I’ve heard that he has his own townhouse somewhere close by.  Does he come here often?” 

“Almost every day.  He’s best friends with Miss Nathanial’s brother, James Nathanial.  But Mr. Garret and Miss Nathanial are also are good friends.” I choke on the last word.  The way Miss Nathanial looks at Mr. Garrets indicates far more feelings than just those of friendship.  And he does not shy from her, what with her seemingly sweet demeanor and syrupy conversation.

Amy giggles.  “Do you think he would speak to me?”  There is a glow in her eyes as she says this, and I know Amy has begun a new hunt, despite her possession of scores of suitors already.  I lower my eyes in hopelessness.  Of course he would speak to her.  She is young, beautiful, and not without promise.  I purse my lips.  The high lace collar of my dress seems to be tighter, choking me.  

“He is known for his... his lack of fortune,” I say lamely, trying to find a flaw in him so she will turn away.  I do not want the man for myself--I’ve had more than enough of men.  But I do not want Amy to get her claws into him.  He is a good and kind man from what I’ve seen of him, and he deserves far better than my devious sister.  I would even rather he be with Miss Nathanial.  At least her head is empty, and doesn’t have the ability to scheme.  

Amy throws me a cruelly amused glance.  “You are probably known for your lack of fortune as well, dear sister.”  There’s a faint bite in her dulcet voice.  

I withdraw into myself, as I always do when she treats me like this.  Even though she comes to visit me sometimes, she seems to hate the very sight of me.  She knows her words are reminders to me of what once was.  They are salt in my raw wounds.  She has no pain remembering; she has done well for herself and has very small reasons for grieving.  

“Anyway,” she goes on frivolously, “while Mr. Garret has no money now, he is to inherit his aunt and uncle’s fortune if a son is not provided before their deaths.  He soon will be known for quite the opposite of lacking a fortune.”  The interest heightens in her eyes as she says this and she turns back to the window.  

I fight resentment and move to be beside her.  Down on the front step, Mr. Garret is talking to his best friend, the younger Mr. Nathanial.  His face is animated and a lopsided grin makes his face all the more hard to look away from.  Sometimes my soul seems lighter just looking at him.  The two gentlemen stand beside the carriage.  Waiting, probably, for the only daughter of the mistress and master, Miss Laura Nathanial.  

“What do you suppose he is saying?” Amy asks curiously.  

A mixture of wretchedness and resignation washes over me and pulls me back from the window.  I clench some of my skirt in my small fist to force down the overwhelming feelings.  Amy sees and smirks.

“You know you can’t have him.  You couldn’t have him even if things were the way they used to be.  He doesn’t know you exist.  Honestly, Rachel, you need to be more realistic.  You might have a chance with the butcher’s son.”  Mocking laughter gives an extra viciousness to her words.

“I need to continue my duties,” I say, haltingly, hopeful that she will go now.

Amy rolls her eyes, sweeping to the door.  But instead of going through it, she glances up and down the hall.

“There’s no one here, you ninny.  Why do you worry so much? It makes you so dreary to be around.”  She walks to stand in front of the mirror, patting her already perfect hair.  She smiles at herself.

Though her words sting, I do not defend myself or try to lighten my mood.  Amy sighs loudly and dramatically, turning her back to the glass.  She plants her hands on her slims hips and regards me with disgust.  Her lips are pursed and glaring at me with impatience.  Now she will lecture me, or at the very least insult me.  It has always been her way.  She’s developed a routine with me, her charity-case sister.  

“Why our holy lord God would give me such a boring sister I will never be able to guess!”  She sniffs.  

“I need to finish my duties.” I repeat dully, staring down at her shoes.  Her new shoes.

“Fine, finish your duties.  Do whatever you want.  You don’t deserve any fun.”

“Fun?” I glance up.  

Amy smiles in satisfaction.  “Yes, fun.  I was going to invite you to a private ball that I myself was invited to recently.  The invitations are very hard to get, I’ve heard.  Only for the special people.  But now I don’t think I want you there.  You’ll stand around and mope the whole time, no doubt.”

“Whose ball?” I ask in interest despite myself.  Amy makes a move to go.


“It doesn’t matter.  You’re too busy.” She blows me a kiss and finally flounces away.  I start after her for a reason unknown to me, but then I stop.  I should know better than to participate in her cruel, silly little games.  I free one of my hands from holding the sheets and swipe at my eyes.  The movement draws my attention to the mirror beside me.  The reflection beckons to me mockingly.  I stand in the exact spot Amy had been in, and stare at myself.  One mirror, two sisters, and two entirely different reflections.  One lovely and the picture of life, the other drained and insignificant.  I simper at my reflection in resentment.  It does not help my appearance, so I stop.  It is no use.  I will always have the same stubborn chin, the same boyish body.  

“Put them in the washroom!” Someone shouts to someone else down the hall.  I remember what I am supposed to be doing.  I turn around and pick up the sheets.  On my way out the door I stumble.  Steadying hands help me.

“Thank you,” I force a deep calming breath, again trying to shove down all the feelings that bubble up within me.


“That was your sister, was it?” Beatrice asks, coming around the bundle of sheets in my arms to stand before me


“You—you won’t tell, will you?” I ask apprehensively.  “That Amy came here? I didn’t know she was coming, I--”

Beatrice shakes her head.  “You’ve never told on me when Johnny comes to call.  Of course I won’t, how can you ask that?” She asks indignantly.  I smile a wobbly smile.

“Thank you.” 

“So she’d been here to invite you to a ball, then?”

My shoulders slump.  “Most likely not.  She enjoys waving things under my nose and snatching them away.  She will be going to the ball, I’m sure, but she never intended for me to actually go.  It’s just the way she is.” 

“You don’t deserve such treatment!” Beatrice fumes abruptly.  “She acts as if she’s the Queen of England!” 

“Perhaps she is.” I say simply, jadedly.  The longing that emerged when I saw Mr. Garret from the window is gone, and my blankness is firmly in place.  

Beatrice regards me carefully.  I get the impression that she knows what goes on behind my mask.

“How is it you both come to be so different from each other?”

“It doesn’t matter.” I hide my face behind the sheets; fearing tears will emerge from my eyes.  “It is what it is.”

I start to walk down the hall, and Beatrice falls back beside me.  She looks thoughtful.

“I suppose.” She says considerately and lets the matter drop.  

We both walk together to the washroom, where the sound of Jillian shouting orders and bustling about reaches our ears.  I set down the sheets wearily.

“We are finished, aren’t we?” I ask Beatrice hopefully.  A heavy cloudy air fills the room from the heat of the water.  Several girls dart about, trying to stay busy and avoid Jillian’s nasty temper.

Beatrice gives me a sympathetic look.

“You are not used to such work.” She states.  

I bristle.   “Yes, I am, it’s just that I am more tired that usual today.” The underlining tone in the sapped words makes the lie obvious to all who care to hear it.  I curse my lack of ability to lie.

Beatrice raises her brows at the defensive note in my voice.  

“No, we are not done.  Not by far.” She turns away to aid a new maid, whose name is Heather, fold a large sheet.  

“Rachel!” Our housekeeper Jillian shouts.  I snap to attention.  “Help these girls with the rest of the laundry! When you’re all done I need help with the dining room! There will be guests coming at six o’clock!” Jillian does not still for an instant, continually flapping around like a chicken, and then disappears altogether.  

I help to fold the sheets and shut down my mind with resolve.  I will focus on now, and what must be done.  

#

After all our duties are finished for the day, I find that I have no appetite.  Instead I’ve a massive headache.  

Across the servants’ dinner table I catch Beatrice’s concerned stare.  I don’t want her concern.  It irks me and my insufferable pride.  I don’t want anyone to know what I feel inside, or how much ability my sister has to hurt me.  I suppose pride is my weakness, just as vanity is Amy’s.  

I abandon my plate, still partially laden with food.  

“I will see you tomorrow,” I say to Beatrice, keeping my face carefully emotionless.  “Grace, thank you for the meal,” I tell the cook.  Grace nods in acknowledgment and turns away.

None of the other maids even look up.  Their shoulders are drooping with weariness, just as I’m sure mine are.  I stifle the sigh I want to release as I’m throwing on my frayed coat over the uniform.  

I am off to the boardinghouse.  I stay there every night for a very small rent.  I’d rather stay there than here, in this stifling house.   Many girls choose the same course, and some even stay in the very house I live in.


After I’ve stepped outdoors, the sharp bite of cool air and a slight breeze makes me shove my hands in the pockets of my coat.  Strangely, there is hardly anyone about, unusual for this early time of night.  They, indubitably, are all safe in their homes, with their families.  


Jealousy overtakes me, and I push it down.  


My nose grows numb, as do my fingers on my left hand--I wiggle them and discover a new small hole in the pocket.  I heave a sigh and look up into the rapidly darkening sky.  The clouds have thinned into wisps.  Even they are leaving.  

I hum to myself and keep a steady fast pace.  The wind blows in my ears, and the street suddenly feels too empty.  In the distance, up the street, I spot the boardinghouse I sleep in.  I quicken my steps, eager to be in the warmth.  


“Rachel! Rachel!” 


I stop at the sound of my name, and swallow a groan when I see that it is just Bart Penndel.  He is running towards me, coming from the men’s boardinghouse across the street.  His suit is typically rumpled, and his fine shoes are missing.  Even from a distance I can smell the liquor rolling off him in overpowering waves.


“I really don’t have time to talk, sir,” I mutter, holding my breath and ducking my head down I make an anxious beeline for the boardinghouse.  


He quickly steps in front of me.  I look up at him impatiently.  He grins drunkenly.


“It’s a fine night for dallying,” he says in a suggestive tone.  I take a step back, trying to avoid his revolting breath.  


“So go find someone to dally with,” I say harshly, annoyance coloring my own tone.  I do not usually allow myself to make what I feel obvious, but I suppose that my tiredness has given me a sharper tongue.  


But, as usual, nothing deters Mr. Penndel.  


“You’ve a quick wit, Miss Martin.  Are you as quick in—”


“Mr. Penndel, please,” I cut in, knowing what comes next.  “Keep a civil tongue in my presence.” He eyes me with puzzlement.


“Refined words for a poorly maid.” He mutters.  “You’ve dallied with me before.  Why so high and mighty now?” He stumbles a bit, tripping on his own feet somehow.  

I frown sternly.  “Mr. Penndel, I have never ‘dallied’ with you as you put it and I’ve no intention to.  Perhaps you were drunk one night, typically, and created an illusion of me, but I can assure you that I have never spent more than five minutes with you.  I must retire.  Goodnight.” 

For once he does not try to stop me as I walk around him.  Perhaps I’ve shocked him with the fact that I actually feel emotions.  That I can frown and snap.  

Or perhaps he is too drunk.

“If you change your mind, I’ll be at the Brewer Inn!” He calls after me.  Then he bursts out in laughter.  He shouts something at the moon.

I ignore him.

The pleasant smell of some delicious food greets me in the whoosh of air that hits me when I open the door.  I lift my nose, inhaling appreciatively.  There is no one in the front hall.  I start for the stairs, even though I don’t look forward to being in my room.  Every night is the same:  I keep to myself, and shut myself in.  I don’t know any of the other maids, and I have no friends.  I wonder if I will continue my life such as it is forever.  I instantly shy away from the thought.

“Miss Martin! You’re late this evening!” Sarah, the woman who runs the boardinghouse and also cooks for us all, flurries out of the kitchen.  I smile at her politely.

“I know, I’m sorry.  There was much to do today.  Everyone is excited about General Vencor’s Christmas ball coming up.” 

“Don’t I know it!”  She smiles at me in a motherly fashion, gesturing to follow her into the kitchen.  “There were at least six girls talking about it at supper today.  Seems like every household has their maids in a tizzy.” 

“Yes, we are.” I reply.

“Are you hungry?” She asks kindly, nodding to a chair at the table.  

Surprisingly, I find I am.  The cold air has refreshed me and given a new hunger.  I remember that I did not eat much of what Grace had given me.  “Thank you,” I say, conceding to my appetite.  Sarah smiles again, this time with soft pleasure, and starts to prepare a small meal for me.  I sit down and drum my thumb softly against the table restlessly.  I rest my cheek in my hand, and stare at the wall.  I am trying not to think.  My thoughts usually lead to painful memories that are better for me to stay away from.

“Did you take a cab here?” Sarah asks conversationally.  I lift my head, relieved for the distraction.

“No.  I walked.” I reply.  I inwardly berate myself at the careless answer when she stops her fluttering hands.

“Walked?” She demands.  “In the street?” 

I nod wordlessly, keeping my face placid.  

“Haven’t I told you many times how dangerous that is?” She plants her fist on her wide hips.  “Haven’t you heard about the murders? And if that weren’t enough, there’s alehouses and—and—brothels.” She says the word like it is poisonous.  I don’t tell her that we don’t have brothels on this side of the city.

“As you can see, I am fine.” I reassure her.  “No one touches me.  Besides, the murders have always occurred far from here.  I am perfectly safe.  The streets are lit with the lamps, and there were still people around when I left the Nathaniel’s.” 


That was a lie.  I must be getting better at it.  But God will forgive me, won’t He?

Sarah wags her chubby finger back and forth in the air.  “I’ve lived in this place longer than you have, Miss Martin.  No one knows the danger more than I.  Please, for my sanity, take a cab from now on.” 

I blink, surprised to see her so agitated.  I am touched by her concern.  

“I will,” I say gently, to appease her.  Though I haven’t the money to take a cab every day.  So it is another lie.  God will forgive me for that too, won’t He?

But Sarah’s face relaxes in relief, and she nods in approval and continues what she had been doing.  I try to ignore the guilt gnawing at me for the small lies.  I would have had to stay in the kitchen all night arguing with her had I not lied.  Can a lie be justified? I think so.  Three lies in one night... Father would be ashamed.  

Instantaneously at the thought of my father I feel an ache deep down inside me.  I feel the hardness that I’ve worked so hard to build come back to me in automatic defense.  It fills my eyes and heart.  

“There you are, dear.” Sarah sets in front of me a small plate with soup and a piece of bread with a great slab of butter next to it.  A moment later she also sets down a small bowl with leftover preserves in it.  I quietly give her my thanks, utter a silent prayer, and eat.  

Prayer.  Why do I still hold on to the silly tradition? A fleeting memory of Mother and her pride in Amy and me as we clasped our hands comes to mind, and I purse my lips in pain, thrusting it away.  I know why I still hold on to it.  Because I still want to cling to what once was.  

But now the age-old precepts of my faith has long been scattered, lost in the chaos of my ruined world.  I cannot call them back.  They are lost to me forever, and I cannot ever look at faith, God, the same.  

What has God ever done for me?

#

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 did not 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 feel my eyes grow round with panic.  

I’m late.

I hurriedly ready myself.  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 morning.  Girls dart around, some shoving biscuits in their mouths and rushing out the door and some sitting at the table and eating leisurely.  

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

“You’ve read too many novels, dear,” the other girl, 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 girls that I work with at the Nathanial’s.

“What do they argue about?” I ask a maid standing next to me softly.  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 and she dons a cloak and exits.  

We all have our unfulfilled desires.

The girls continue to bicker.  The sound grates my ears and I too leave, practically running.  

People are already milling about the streets.  There are rough-looking men hauling crates filled with many different things.  Small boys run about shouting out the headline for today’s newspaper.  People gabble and shout among the braying 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 picks up strongly, 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 hurries, not noticing me.  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 townhouse.  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.  Thankfully.  I selfishly hope that there is less work to do.  

“You’re late!” Grace snatches my coat from me and whisks it away with a frown.  I do not have time to apologize; she’s already hung up my coat and is back in front of the stove preparing breakfast for the Nathanial’s.

“Rachel, where have you been?” Jillian approaches, her hands full of newly washed petticoats and drawers.  I open my mouth to apologize yet again.

“Oh, never mind.  You’re here.  Just don’t be late again or I’ll have a talk with the mistress,” she threatens.  I swallow and nod.  

“Yes, ma’am.” I say 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,” she orders, turns around and dumps the silky garments into my arms without ceremony.  

“Now I want no errors on the dress.  I have spoken to Madam Bouclé,” a curious note of distaste discreetly enters her voice, “and she says you are a satisfactory seamstress.  Not talented enough to be an apprentice but she said you’ll do the job as best you can.  Is this correct?” 

We are climbing the stairs, and 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.  “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 here.  It’s common knowledge that Beatrice doesn’t sew all that well.  

Once again Jillian doesn’t bother giving me time to speak.

“You may all have lunch around noon.  Do not linger in the kitchen.  Grace has much more to do today that entertain the maids.” She takes the pile from me.  

“Yes, ma’am.  I’ll tell them, ma’am.” I dip a curtsey.  I’m not sure if I’m supposed to curtsey to the housekeeper, but Jillian doesn’t even notice.  She has already turned around and hurried back down the stairs.  

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

I open the large oak door and step inside.

The room is aglow with soft oil lamps.  The table in the middle of the room 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 that 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.  I burn with shame.

“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.

“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.  Chances are something that cannot be taken.  “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 Beatrice’s voice; we all have intense dislike for the youngest woman in the household.  Simultaneously, we all turn to look up at the portrait of the girl over the mantel.  It does her justice.  She is obviously rich, snooty in her extravagant gown, and pouting.  One of her small, only 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.”

Oddly enough, 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 mistake of any kind, Miss Nathanial would surely see to it I am dismissed.  She is not a mistress of considerate inclinations.

“What would you do if you could go?” A girl abruptly asks the room.  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 kindheartedly smiles, and tilts her 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 angular face.  

“What rubbish,” she snaps.  “Why daydream? Things like maids going to balls only happen in fairytales.  This is life, sadly.  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 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 change 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.

“Have you heard of a Mr. Darren? He’s apparently more eligible than Mr. Garret.  And far more handsome,” a maid I do not know pipes up.

I poke my finger with the needle at the sound of that name.  Mr. Darren... my stomach clenches.

“Nonsense.  Who can be more handsome than Mr. Garret?” Danielle giggles some more.  The sound grates on my nerves.  

“Where did you hear that name from?” I ask quietly, 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, glancing at me curiously but returning 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.  “There are other things going on other than boring old balls.” 

“Like what?” Danielle asks.  

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

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

Heather properly sobers.  “Her name was Ann Samuels.  She was one of the girls in my boardinghouse.  Someone went up to her room to wake her up, and just found her dead.” 

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

Heather blushes.  “Oh, yes.  Well, there were signs of a struggle in the room, and her blood was apparently drained.” 

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

“What do you mean, drained?” 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 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 said with a superior air.  But her face sobers again.  “I can’t forget her 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.  With the exception of Bart Penndel.  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 dies down, thankfully.  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 erase 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 horse races, the latest juicy pieces of gossip, and all the latest styles.  

I 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 a gown.  

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

I set my needle down, stretching my fingers.  I notice my whole hand is trembling.  

“We’d better start cleaning, or Jillian will come back and have our heads.” 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.” 

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