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      From Grace and Theodora: Magic and Mishaps

      Nathalie might have known better than to go with a strange woman. People whispered to each other of Iama the Terrible, whose very touch would turn everything to gold. She lived in a palace surrounded by precious metal, past admirers and favorites who'd drawn too close.

      Only the lady who approached her was so beautiful, wearing robes of midnight, hiding her hair beneath a veil of gold. Rings flashed on her fingers, hands concealed by lacy gloves of sunlight metal.

      Iama was too dazzling to resist.

      "Take my hand." She murmured the seductive command between ruby lips, even as she held out her fingers. "I'll take you to a world of wonder, little princess, that'll never let you go."
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      "Is that where you're taking me?" Nathalie interrupted. "A world of wonder?"

      One of her mamas frowned, looking a little sad. Mama Morisot nodded, brushing a hair out of her pale face, so much paler than anyone else's.

      "I have a huge house, filled with books." She leaned forward to wink at Nat. "In every single book, you can find a story."

      "Mama, please." Nathalie turned to her other mother. "Let me go with Mama Morisot. You've said yourself this hut is crowded."

      "Did I say no?" Mama bounced Grace, who was just a baby on her knee and glanced at Mama Morisot. "This town of hers sounds like a safe place, much safer than here."

      Mama and Mama Morisot tried to make the hut a safe place, but there were things outside in the swamp. Things that bit, hissed, growled, and lay in wait. Nathalie often had to be very quiet, not to let those things hear her.

      It would be a lot worse for Grace, who was so little she didn't know better than to be quiet. Even now, she was starting to cry.

      Mama soothed her, while wrinkling her mouth as if she might cry, too.

      "No, but you look sad." Nathalie pressed her fingers to her eyes. "You're making that face, when you're trying not to be sad, but you are."

      "Well, I'm going to miss you, child." Mama reached out to hug her. "I wouldn't want to keep you from that wonderland you wish to go to, even if I can't go with you."

      "You can," Mama Morisot reached out to take her hand. "Come with us."

      Mama shook her head and shifted the baby to her other arm. She was holding onto Grace for as long as she could. "That town is her place, yours and hers. You've got serious history, history which can get in way of the children's chances of being her friends, if I were there, reminding her of how I interrupted it." Mama looked at the walls, the rolls which were laid out for beds, the small firepot. "I know fancier places exist where you can walk around without looking over your shoulder, but this is good enough. At least for now."

      Maybe it was good enough, but Mama still looked sad. Perhaps it was the thought of 'her'. Nathalie already knew whom the adults were talking about. Auntie Cassat must live in this wonderland, the artist who did the beautiful pictures in Grace and Theodora: Magic and Mishaps. Nathalie and Grace were going to the place where Mama Morisot once lived and wrote with Auntie Cassat. Only Auntie had married a man before Mama Morisot came here and met Mama. Mama had been pregnant with Nathalie at the time, but both women had been there since her birth. Nat couldn't remember a time when her mamas hadn't been together.

      Why Mama's presence would bother Auntie Cassat was a mystery. Didn't she have a husband and a daughter, a family of her own? A lot of things about adults were a mystery to Nat, though.

      "Nathalie will write you, won't she, Nathalie? Show you everything she's learning in her new home." Mama Morisot offered a finger to Grace. "This little one will, too, as soon as we teach her how to read."

      Grace gazed at the finger for a moment, before grabbing it.

      Nathalie was sure. She whispered to Mama Morisot. "We'll try to make the letters really interesting so Mama wants to come."

      "Now that seems like a very good idea." Mama Morisot smiled, but she was making the face too. She was trying not to be sad. She was taking Nathalie and Grace with her, but Mama refused to go.

      Later Nathalie would wonder about that. At the time, she didn't worry. They'd convince Mama to change her mind and join them, even if she wasn't leaving with Mama Morisot, Grace, and Nathalie.

      "What's the name of this place we're going?" Names were important. Nathalie might be little, but she understood this.

      Mama Morisot tapped a finger against her lower lip. "Verity."
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      From Grace and Theodora:  Magic and Mishaps

      Iama's palace was as wonderful as she said. Nathalie walked through room after room, lined with gold, seeing herself reflected in every mirror.

      "This is now your home, my princess." Iama lay her fingers against Nathalie's neck, turning the skin golden. It wasn't as terrible as people said. It felt nice, almost like a drifting off to sleep, only Nathalie was forgetting things.

      She'd had a sister. She'd nearly forgotten her name. Grace, wasn't it? The two of them used to fight over a stuffed bear named Theodora.

      Strange how she could remember the name of the bear, but not her sister's name. At least it took her a moment to recall it.

      Sometimes Nathalie chanted her name in front of a mirror. "Grace, Grace, Grace!"

      Only Iama would drift close, laying a hand upon her neck and all thought of Grace would fade away.
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      When Nathalie first arrived in Verity, she felt a little like the princess in Mama Morisot's story, the one she'd been named after. Mama Morisot's home didn't have walls of gold, but it was so large and quiet after the sneaky danger of the swamp and the tense shelter of the hut.

      Verity was a place where time had stopped. Sometimes Nathalie had glimpsed skyscrapers beyond the swamp, quite a few of them, along with the noise of shouting, sharp cracks of angry violence. There were hardly any noises like that in Verity. They'd disappeared along with the skyscrapers.

      Most of the dwellings were white and gray, with blue trimmings, dripping with what looked like lace. Only this lace was made of wood. There was only one skyscraper, looking like a gilded glass lady, looking down on squat, disapproving wooden buildings.

      Most of the homes, shops, and places to go in Verity would never allow themselves to get above her neighbors. Yes, Nathalie was already thinking of Verity and all the buildings in town as "her". The entire place felt female. There were a few sons and husbands here and there, yet something about Verity attracted single women, or women living together. Mama Morisot's own grandmother came from outside to get away from the progress and rush of the modern world. It wasn't that strange a story.

      A return to the honorific "Mrs." or “Miss" was included in the strangeness, a strangeness which made Mama Morsiot roll her eyes. She let her feelings be known to a very special visitor who came by with a silent daughter. Nathalie never forgot the visitor, the daughter, nor her mother’s sentiments on ever calling herself  “Mrs.” or  “Miss”.

      “As if I’d return to that way of speaking or thinking. Ever." Mama Morisot gritted her teeth, lifting a tea cup to her lips to hide her expression. "I'm going to hold what social progress we've made with my teeth and tongue. I insist upon being addressed as 'Ms. Morisot'."

      "Oh, Isabeau." Auntie Cassat tittered. For one moment, she allowed her eyes to sparkle when they met Mama Morisot's. "You were always impossible."

      "Well, you kept the name Cassat, didn't you, Marie?" Mama Morisot lifted an eyebrow with slow slyness. "Even though it's an acquired name."

      "What's an acquired name?" Nathalie piped up, eager to know.

      Grace lifted her head from munching on her blanket, as if she too was curious.

      "It's a name you choose for yourself as opposed to the name you were born with," Mama Morisot explained, trying to balance Grace on her knee. Only she nearly dropped her.

      Auntie Cassat's little girl, Maia moved at the same moment Nathalie did to grab Grace. Nat was closer to Mama Morisot, so she was able to catch the baby first.

      For a moment, their fingers touched. Nat looked up to meet the other girl's almond eyes, dark and shining.

      Maia blushed, dropping her head.

      Nathalie shifted her sister, so she was sitting firm on her lap, very glad to have the kind of cheeks that didn't show red.

      Not that Grace seemed to mind or notice the change in the person holding her. She let out a burp of contentment, reaching out to tug at one of Nathalie's wayward curls.

      "Good thing Bibi's oldest has fast reflexes." Auntie Cassat turned a critical eye on Mama Morisot. "You have no idea how to hold a child."

      "She's my oldest as well as Bibi's." Mama Morisot stiffened a bit. "Both Nathalie and Grace are my daughters as well as Bibi's."

      The air grew sharp with unspoken things. This was the first time Nat heard other names for Mama, Mama Morisot, and Auntie Cassat.

      "Did you choose the names Isabeau and Marie for yourselves as well?" Nathalie glanced from her mother to her former partner.

      "No, Isabeau is the name I was born with." Mama Morisot studied her slender, pale fingers. "I chose to go by Morisot, since it's the name of my favorite artist."

      "Many women take on new names when they come to live in Verity." Auntie Cassat smiled at Nathalie, although there were shadows under her eyes. Her face and hands were as pale as Mama Morisot, but she had an ivory complexion, almost like cream and marble. "I, too, chose the name of a painter I admired."

      "I'll never forget the one of the girl in blue." Mama Morisot's face was a ruddy study of wrinkles and lines, telling a story of all the places she'd been. "It conveyed a mood, a theme, and a character just with a glance."

      "You always preferred to express things in words." Auntie Cassat smiled, her dark eyes softening with memories. "I, on the other hand, had the talent of transforming stories into picture, but couldn't actually tell stories myself. Perhaps this was why when I met you I felt like I'd met my soul mate."

      The two women gazed at each other for a moment as if the room and everyone else in it had disappeared.

      "I could never stop telling stories. Alas, I had no way of painting them." Mama Morisot's own dark orbs shone with a hundred stories reflecting back Auntie Cassat. "In a way, we were perfect for each other."

      "Do you remember the day we left the factory?" Auntie Cassat leaned her face on her hand and continued to gaze at Mama Morisot.

      "We were having an ice cream." Mama Morisot chuckled, a ruddy flush rising up her neck. "I just started talking to you about Grace and Theodora while you suggested the tall, sinister, striking woman who'd take Grace's sister away."

      "This was all I contributed to Magic and Mishaps." Auntie Cassat shook her head. "The illustrations, the characters came to life while I sketched them like nothing since."

      "Aren't you still drawing?" Mama Morisot frowned. "You used to always have a sketch book handy."

      "That was when I was with you." Auntie Cassat looked down at her hands. "It hasn't been a part of my life since I became a wife and a mother."

      "Guess that's why we stopped being perfect for each other." Spoken softly, the words still sounded harsh. They killed the cheerful ease between the two women.

      Nathalie found herself looking at Auntie Cassat's daughter, whose eyes were dark and moist as a deer's.

      Why had Mama Morisot returned to Verity, the town of her past? She was an independent soul who was always thinking of the future, of the next project. Sure, she had a beautiful white house with yellow roses growing all over it which several huts could have fit within, along with part of the swamp, but there was a sleepy quietness about this peaceful town. People didn't want to move or change too much. They frowned if you made too much noise or moved too fast.

      No one frowned more than Ursula Grumple, Nathalie's least favorite teacher.

      "In Verity, I'm Mrs. Grumple. None of this 'Ms.' nonsense." Mrs. Grumple scowled at Nathalie as if challenging her to dare to call her Ms. Grumple.

      Nathalie shrank back, not feeling particularly daring. Later on, she'd feel sulky about letting this woman intimidate her, even if she was a teacher.

      "Yes, Vivian can be cranky and as stuck in her ways as a barnacle under a dock." Mama Morisot chuckled. "The trick is not to question her directly, but to listen and respond to her. You'll learn a lot more from her that way."

      Afterwards Mama Morisot took Nathalie down to the docks to see what barnacles were. Nathalie was now strong enough to carry Grace in her arms.

      Nathalie tried to put her mother's advice into action. She carried Mrs. Grumple's books for her and tried to listen to the old woman. Well, Mrs. Grumple wasn't actually that old, but there were times she seemed far more wrinkled and weary than Mama Morisot or Auntie Cassat.

      "Verity remembers when girls used to be girls." Mrs. Grumple sighed, looking up at the ceiling. "What's the point of any sort of female liberation if girls can no longer be girls?" She closed her hand into a fist. "Well, my daughter won't have her head turned by any of that nonsense! I'm going to put her in ruffled dresses, curl her hair, and tie ribbons in her ringlets without feeling behind the times."

      Mrs. Grumple had a baby girl named Heather about the same age as Grace. Poor thing, to be forced into ruffled dresses. Not that Nathalie minded skirts, but that sounded as uncomfortable as the school uniform.

      The teacher pushed her spectacles up on the ridge of her narrow nose. "At least this is a town where women still learn to sew."

      This was true. Sewing was at the very heart of Verity. The town had been founded by a girl who knew how to sew.

      "She was about to marry a rich, yet cruel man in order to satisfy her parents. To escape such a fate, Verity ran away and settled here, not that there was much here at the time." Mama Morisot gestured to the lighthouse on the pier, the road leading up from the water to a number of shops called downtown. It was perfectly safe to walk there. The tallest buildings were the clocktower and the factory, where most women of Verity worked. "She nearly sewed her fingers off, trying to make a living, but she was very good. Eventually she was able to hire more people and move in there."

      Nathalie glanced over where "in there" was. It looked like another shop, yet it was bigger, much bigger than the baker's, the butcher's, or the curio shop. You could buy clothes, shoes, and toys there. In fact it was the only place where you could buy clothes, shoes, and toys. Many women worked there, applying the old trade of the needle and thread. Sewing machines were used, but most of the employees used their hands.

      She didn't know how to sew. Mama Morisot thought it was more important than she learn how to read. Grace was already playing with blocks. Nat did funny little dances, sounding out various letters and words. The baby screamed with delight to see them.

      Nathalie was already Grace's favorite person. Sometimes Nat worried about that, but Mama Morisot waved a hand.

      "I still plan to go back for your mama, try to convince her to come to Verity, too. It's not as bad for her as it was for you two, but I worry about her." Wrinkles appeared on Mama Morisot's forehead.

      Nathalie wondered if she was thinking of that distant swamp, filled with beasts of the wild and two-legged variety. Perhaps Mama Morisot missed it. Nathalie didn't, not really. She missed Mama, but she was getting used to the chill and the quiet, the mists going off the water, the roses in the garden, and all the rooms in Mama Morisot's home. She wouldn't have wanted to go back to the hut.

      "Mama said the swamp was beautiful. She herself loved it, but she didn't want us there." Nathalie frowned. "Why didn't she want us there? Why did she make us go away?"

      "Oh, Nathalie." Mama Morisot leaned down to hug her, along with Grace. Grace was starting to toddle around, hand in hand with Nathalie. Nat was a big girl, but Mama seemed to understand when she needed a hug. "Mama didn't want you to go away, but she was worried about you living so close to the city. Her home wasn't a good place for a child to grow up."

      Grace allowed herself to be hugged, gazing from Nathalie to Morisot with shining eyes. Both she and Nat had hazel eyes, but Grace's were far more green. Nathalie doubted her little sister remembered the hut or anything about the swamp.

      It was all becoming more dim for Nathalie as well. Sometimes she recalled heat, plants of vivid color, and the feeling of danger ready to snarl any moment. There had been the human voices, too, shouting angry names, stamping angry feet outside. Something was always waiting to pounce upon the hut. They'd been crowded into a small space, much smaller than anything at Verity.

      Not that Mama hadn't done her best. Even she was getting dim, although Nathalie could still recall her soft, musical voice when she closed her eyes, whispering to stay quiet while the stamping was outside. She'd showed her oldest how to tell stories with her hands to amuse her during the quiet. This had been long before Mama Morisot taught her how to read.

      Nathalie couldn't imagine a world without stories. Mama Morisot was a storyteller, for which the residents of Verity treated her with awe.

      "I loved your books!" One of the women in the factory held onto Morisot's hand, gazing at her as if she were a goddess. "I often look at the bears in our factory and wonder which one inspired Theodora."

      "Well, my daughters here are Nathalie and Grace." Mama Morisot didn't need to nudge Nathalie forward. She was much taller now. Besides Nathalie disliked being intimidated by other people.

      "How do you do?" Nathalie stepped forward and took the woman's hand, flashing her brightest smile at her. This was another trick she'd learned, disarming people with a smile.

      "I'd like a Theodora Bear," Grace piped up, glancing from Nathalie to Mama Morisot. She was a lot less shy than Nathalie had been, but she'd grown up not needing to be quiet.

      "Oh, my, well, this is the right place for a bear." The woman chuckled, reclaiming her hand from Nathalie to press it against her cheek. "My, you are beautiful children. You must have had a handsome father."

      "Actually I have two mothers." Nathalie continued to smile, looking the woman right in the eye, daring her to comment on this.

      No one had actually, although a few people looked away and blushed.

      "All I had to do was to tell the right story and my wife couldn't resist." Mama Morisot grinned at the woman in question. "Now if only I could convince her to leave that swamp and come here."

      "Oh, my, I'm not sure how you managed to survive out there." The woman shook her head. "It sounds so dangerous, especially considering all the upheaval nearby. Not to mention you had to get by with so little."

      "One gets used to it. Life may be dangerous out there, but it's also exciting." Mama Morisot smiled, but it was a wistful smile. "Verity may be safe, but it can be dull."

      "Oh, surely not! You're a mother." The woman let out a huge sigh. "Don't mention how exciting the swamp is to my daughter. You'll have Heidi wanting to go there."

      "Mrs. Weaver here has a daughter called Heidi, who's the same age as Grace." Mama Morisot glanced over at her youngest daughter. "I'll have to introduce the two of you."

      Grace moved a little closer to Nathalie. "I'd rather have a bear."

      Nathalie chuckled and hugged her sister a little closer. Grace never seemed to want to leave the giant white house, which several huts could have fit within, covered with shingles for a roof. Roses grew outside the path leading up to the house and behind it. Mama Morisot's house almost seemed like a location out of one of her books.

      "Don't worry," Nat whispered to her sister. "You don't have to have friends if you don't want to. You'll always have stories."

      She and Grace spent most of their time in the room filled with books, covering every inch of space in the walls. This was a library, one of the wondrous places Mama Morisot spoke of when she first mentioned Verity. One of the buildings downtown was a library, plus the school had one. They weren't as nice as Mama Morisot's, which were covered with gold leaf on the spines.

      "Remember whenever you're alone, you'll have these for company." Nathalie felt a need to reassure her sister when they wandered through the books. "Every book contains a world within it."

      Grace gazed at her with solemn, shining eyes, perhaps picking up some of the wonder Nathalie still felt whenever she walked into a library. Once upon a time, before Nathalie came to Verity, a book had been a rare treat up until this point. One of the gifts Mama Morisot had given Nathalie was to teach her to read when she was very young. Nat couldn't remember a time when she couldn't recognize the words on a page, feel the magic and power in them.

      Mama Morisot gave Nathalie and Grace so much. Later Nat learned she wasn't their birth mother, but it didn't matter. She was the only mother Nathalie had, since Mama was no longer there. Mama Morisot remained, teaching them, guiding them, playing a constant part of our lives.

      At least until she left.

      Her departure was very sudden. Nathalie was almost all grown up, finishing her last year in school. She'd gotten used to all of the luxuries in Mama Morisot's home. No longer did she marvel at the sight of books. She herself often carried one around with her, wearing billowing skirts, loose peach and russet blouses with shell buttons down the front, her hair falling in a cascade of curls.

      Grace was about the same age Nathalie had been when Mama Morisot brought them to Verity. She had the same coppery curls and golden skin as Nat with solemn, round eyes as big as her face, even as she tugged at the sleeves of a red sweater, made by Auntie Cassat. She'd never gotten the bear she wanted. Nathalie was going to do something about that with the allowance Mama was leaving.

      Grace knew only Mama Morisot as Mama. Nathalie wasn't sure if she even knew why she was leaving, that there was another mama waiting in a hut, who needed to rejoin her family. Mama Morisot was going to visit Mama for a good, long while. This time, she was going to convince her to return.

      "Look after your sister, Nathalie." Mama Morisot swung a long cape over her shoulders, at odds with the hair braided in tight coils at the top of her head. It was the sort of hairdo Mrs. Grumple would have worn with her severe buns and aggressive beehives. It worried Nat, although she tried not to show it.

      "You're more than just the lady of the house." Mama Morisot winked at her oldest with a merry brown eye, as mischievous as an otter's. "You're going to have to keep me alive in Grace's heart, so she won't be lonely."

      "I will," Nathalie swore with the conviction of a priestess being elevated in rank at the divine command of a goddess. Mama Morisot seemed like more than a woman at that moment. She was returning to the sweat and peril of the swamp, leaving Nathalie in command of her huge house with all its gables, lace curtains, and windowsills.

      What would all of these luxuries seem like to Mama…Bibi…when she came to Verity with Mama Morisot? Would they seem as wondrous to her as they had been to Nat when she first saw them?

      There was always the chance Mama would refuse to leave the swamp. Again. No, Nathalie refused to even think that.

      "I'll take care of your home and Grace." She just had to concentrate on the task ahead of her. "I'll grow up to be as good a storyteller as you, Mama Morisot. You'll see."

      "That's my girl. You're already taller than me, so I'll expect tall tales from you." She winked, leaned forward to kiss Nathalie before kneeling to hug Grace. "Be good. Remember if you're good, the world will become a better place."

      Grace shrank back a little, clinging to Nathalie's hand, but she allowed the peck on her cheek.

      Mama Morisot gave her daughters one last, lingering look before sweeping out the door.

      Nathalie tried to ignore the aching feeling which stretched from her stomach to her toes when she departed. She did her best to fight that ache with the purpose Mama Morisot had given her.

      Nathalie Morisot would be good. She'd teach Grace to be good. Her little sister would never experience that empty ache which had gnawed at Nat once her mother left. As promised, she'd keep Mama Morisot, both of their mothers alive in stories.

      To do that, Nathalie would need to become a great storyteller.
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      From Grace and Theodora: Magic and Mishaps

      Theodora Bear could sense the little princess, her Nathalie, her child was in peril. Growing up and away was natural for children, but what was happening to Nathalie was not. She no longer remembered Theodora, her home, her kingdom, or her sister.

      *Grace.* She called upon the princess's younger sister, using the not-voice stuffed animals could use in extreme danger. *We need to find Nathalie. We need to save her before it's too late.*
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      Grace never doubted that Nathalie was the hero of her own tales. She always seemed larger than life whenever she started one.

      "This is the heart of Verity." Clasping her little sister's hand in strong, brown fingers, she led Grace to the squat brick building at the exact center of town.

      The two girls could walk to it from their home, follow the winding path along the river, out of the graceful white structures surrounded by gardens to the shorter, grayer dwellings near the train tracks, opening out into streets covered with small shops. "Long ago, a girl fled to this town, only to lose her heart to this temple of industry."

      "How so?" As always, Grace was under the spell of Nathalie's voice. It was lower than most women's, yet it had a resonant, distinct, musical sound. Sometimes she could hear the clear hum of a wood instrument in Nat's words.

      "Verity feared she wouldn't be able to eat or clothe herself if she couldn't earn a living. One thing she knew how to do was to sew." Nathalie pressed a free hand to her lips, gesturing to a mannequin in the window.

      The giant doll had long, thick curls and a ruffled blouse, very different than Grace's own wayward curls. "She sat down and sewed and sewed. Dresses, blouses, skirts, yet she didn't stop there."

      Nathalie leaned down to gaze at her little sister with solemn, shining hazel eyes. "Can you guess what else she made?"

      "Toys!" Grace
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