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    Dedicated to K, without whom I might not have written this

      

    


It was so loud. Patience hadn’t expected it to be so loud – she’d thought that a royal ball would be sedate, with a symphony orchestra in a giant room playing waltzes and fox trots, perhaps tangoes if they were daring. (Perhaps the tango wasn’t so daring anymore. She suddenly realized that she couldn’t think of the last time she’d seen it mentioned in the newspaper.) Everything would be pale marble and ice-blue brocade, graceful and calm.

Instead, it was a smaller ballroom with a parquet floor, lined with windows and French doors on three sides; there was a jazz band up on a dais at the far end, and a crowd of energetic dancers enjoying it very much. Food was laid out in a large buffet at her end, at least – deviled eggs, tea sandwiches, oysters, cake, meringues – and that kept her busy for a few minutes, then gave her something to do while she stood at the side and watched the dance floor. So these were the bright young things she’d read about ... well, they certainly were bright. Vivacious, well-dressed, angular: the picture of fashion. The women and some of the men were wearing much more makeup than Patience, even though she’d felt so clownish putting it on back at home, and they all seemed to be having a wonderfully good time, and to know each other intimately.

The dresses were beautiful. Such brocades, such satins, such beads and sequins! This was what they meant when they talked about chic. Patience pored over each page of the Delineator every month, and even the most recent issue appeared to be behind the times despite its writer’s claim of having been at the Paris fashion shows – everyone’s hemlines were inches above her own, and there was so much more diagonal interest and asymmetry in their frocks’ designs. Lace seemed to be right out in favor of ostrich and marabou feathers, and she ran her fingertips over her side panels of point d’alençon in dissatisfaction. At least she’d made good use of the sequined pieces she’d picked off the old gowns in the attic by placing them over the gathers at her hips: she could see other women with something similar.

Careful, she had to remind herself. Don’t get so caught up in looking at the dresses that you forget that people can see you, too. She could actually make out Ruby on the dance floor, cutting a rug wildly with a handsome young man – and while she couldn’t see her stepmother or Pearl at the moment, she could run into them soon, and then there would probably be a scene, and then once they were home ...

It wasn’t as though she was going to dance, anyway. And it was kind of stuffy in the ballroom, with so many people squeezed in and most of them moving around so much. It wasn’t really running away or hiding if she just slipped out that French door that was slightly ajar: probably guests were meant to go outside. Patience kept one eye out for dangers as she slipped through the crowd, murmuring apologies if she brushed too close to someone, and then ducked out the door that a part of her feared had only been left open by accident. Someone could stop her, a footman might approach with a scowl and a demand to know what she thought she was doing.

But nobody stopped her, and once through and in the night air, she felt a sudden wave of relief. Beyond the door was a small, walled-in garden lit only by the chandeliers in the ballroom and the stars above, a large shade tree in the center and benches here and there – empty and available. The music was quieter, the temperature cooler; the strains of the Pine Street Blues still made it out to her – the walls were practically all glass – but they were muted, less overwhelming, and unaccompanied by the bright colors and quick movements of the dancers that had seemed to be everywhere she looked indoors. This was much better, although, she thought as she picked her way across the loose gravel of the path in the high heels she was still not quite used to wearing, it felt a bit silly to put so much effort into getting to this ball and then to run from it at the earliest possible moment.

Still, it would be pleasant to sit on one of the white-painted wrought iron benches to eat the delicacies she’d gathered inside. There were certainly no treats like these at home! Not for Patience, anyway.

The benches were all arranged around the outer edge of the garden, each with one of a particular sort of flower planted around it: creamy yellow lilies next to one, lavender irises on either side of another, dahlias, peonies, and so on. They were all lovely and tasteful, but her attention was drawn to a big pink lilac in full bloom that surrounded and hung over one bench facing the palace, the flowers nearly the same shade as her gown. It was a tree, too, rather than a bush, one trained to grow in an elegant, curving shape. Patience’s mother had loved lilacs. There was something very fitting about that, especially since she what she was wearing was made over from an evening dress of her mother’s as well.

Fortunately, she set the plate beside her on the bench even before sitting down – because as soon as she had taken the weight off her aching feet and was facing the palace ballroom, she could see another bench that had been previously hidden by the tree, and there was a person sitting on it, shrouded in shadows, and that shot a jolt of surprised terror straight to her chest that made her jump.

They were, as far as she could tell, fairly tall and thin, with elbows that stuck out a little awkwardly to the sides. Their suit was excellently tailored, though she couldn’t make out any details in the inky fabric, given the gloom – so they were probably a guest and not some sort of assassin or thief. Strawberry blond hair was combed back carefully from a side part, and pale eyes were watching her from over a longish nose in what was altogether a handsome face.

“Sorry,” said the person in a mellow alto tone, and she realized that they were a woman. “Didn’t mean to give you a scare.”

“It’s ... it’s fine.” Her heart was still hammering, but it was slowing down as she breathed.

The other woman cocked her head as she took Patience in, even going so far as to fix a monocle in her right eye. That was downright unsettling. What did she think about what she saw? To distract herself, Patience took a bite of a strawberry tartlet, only for the crust to crumble in her glove and her palm to be filled with custard. Typical, truly typical.

A scraping sound drew her attention away from her predicament, and Patience looked up to see the woman rising to her feet with the help of a cane, which she leaned on heavily as she made her way across the gravel with uneven steps. She dropped onto Patience’s bench with a sigh, and then reached into an interior breast pocket on her (silky, Patience could see now that they were so close together) tailcoat and withdrew a folded handkerchief. “Allow me.”

“Oh, you don’t need to – ” But she had already unfolded the handkerchief and laid it out on Patience’s lap, the sharp creases in the linen standing out in a cross. It was so smooth and white that it looked like it had come straight out of a box from a shop; Patience imagined that she must order them by the hundred and simply threw them out at the end of the day after they’d been used – clearly, she was filthy rich. “Thank you.”

“Not at all,” she said, with the most elegantly careless wave that Patience had ever seen, and leaned back against the arm of the bench, one of her own arms spread along the back. Then she continued fixing Patience with that extremely penetrating look, while Patience tried to pretend not to notice and to finish the tart as neatly as possible. At least it was small, but that still left her with a very custardy glove. In the end, she had to wipe it with the handkerchief – but just a corner of it. There was something embroidered there, she realized, but unfortunately only after she’d covered it with food. Bother.

There was something she could still do to be polite. “Would you like something to eat?” She did have a plate full of delicacies, after all. The woman with the monocle gave Patience a wry look she
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