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PROLOGUE
last night
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I woke in the night to the choking breath of despair. The house did this sometimes—it created a miasma of emotion that penetrated the room, looming from all sides at once. It usually wasn’t so strong as to wake me—the house had come to respect my boundaries. But not tonight.

I sat up with a gasp.

In the dream I had been yanked from, I was in the small shared courtyard behind my parents’ home. Spring had just come on, warming the air and leaving behind the relentless rain of winter. There were small pansy blossoms nodding their heads in the breeze. My father walked out from the kitchen straight and tall, put a strong arm around my shoulders, and laughed.

I leaned back against the headboard. “Why did you wake me like that? I was having a good dream.” I pulled the blanket tight to my chin and took a deep breath. “If I told you my dream, would that help?”

Earlier that day, the house and I had a crystalline moment of connection—I knew the house, and the house knew me. Now I understood why the house ached, why the house sorrowed, why the house lingered around the people it loved. But all of that was shuttered as the miasma of despair pressed on, worming its way into my heart and smothering the memory of my dream. 

“I’m sorry,” I gasped through the heaviness. “I don’t know what you want.” My tongue was dry in my mouth.

I thought I heard a thump and then a sharp crash from somewhere in the house, but the servants’ rooms were on the fourth floor, and with the noise of the house and the city outside my window, the sound could be a hundred different things. I clutched my blanket in tight fists while the miasma pushed and urged, but I didn’t know what to do—the house had never been so insistent.

Then the house shuddered, long and bleak, and went still. The miasma touched my mind once more before withdrawing, slowly retreating back through the air and into the walls and evaporating into nothing.

I sat with my blanket like a shield around me for a long time. I didn’t hear any other noises except the occasional creak and moan of the walls and floor around me. Sometimes there would be a noise through my window—a carriage going by, a train whistle in the distance. But in the house, all was still. As if the house was holding its breath, waiting for the storm.

When the body was found in the morning, I knew the house had tried to warn me.
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ONE
fourteen years ago
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I was five years old when I told Mr Sawyer how his wife died.

I was out in the little courtyard behind our home that we shared with five other neighbors. Lines of wash zigzagged across one corner, and an enormous elm tree in the other corner dared the sun to dry the clothes. I played under that tree during the warm months. During winter, the rain forced drying laundry indoors and the little courtyard was too wet for children to be kneeling down on the paving stones and playing. But in the summer months, that courtyard was a paradise for a child.

One of the neighbors—Mr Sawyer—fancied himself a gardener, and he had pots upon pots of flowers spilling over and then trying to creep their way to our back door. He had pots of vegetables, too. Runner beans climbing up tall trellises that reached the rooftops, lettuces of greens and reds, and tomatoes, some as small as marbles and others as big as my father’s fist. Mr Sawyer lived alone—his wife had died sometime before I could remember—and if he was in the courtyard when I was, he would let me pick tomatoes with him.

I bit into the tomatoes raw, and the juice and seeds squirted between my lips and all over my clothes. This was before my father was sick, and so my mother still knew how to laugh.

“You look a fright, Hassie,” she said as she hefted me up and took me inside to change my clothes. “And don’t forget to tell Mr Sawyer thank you.”

“Thank you!” I shouted at him. He smiled and waved back.

Mr Sawyer was always very kind to me and never asked why I wore gloves in the middle of summer. The gloves made my palms sweaty, and I tried to take them off, but my mother always stopped me.

“It’s too hot!” I stamped my foot and scowled.

“If you don’t wear them, you could have one of your nightmares.” She held me close, pressing me into her comforting warmth, and then pulled my gloves on tighter. “You screamed to wake the dead last time. You will wear them. And if I catch you without them, you won’t be allowed in the courtyard for a week.”

The nightmares. Her words always tiptoed around them, barely touching—only enough to scare me into keeping my gloves on. The first nightmare that I can remember happened three months ago when my mother took me to market with her. It was her day off work, and I helped her with the shopping before she had to be back to Upton House the next day. I wanted to touch everything: every railing, every door handle, every horse standing bored at the side of the road, swishing its tail. All of these things made more sense to me than people, and I wanted to know them all. We were almost to the grocers when I touched a lamppost.

I stand on the lamppost, watching her disappear in the rain.

Evelyn.

That’s her name. She just told it to me for the first time even though I’ve been asking for days.

She has hair shiny and dark like raven wings, and she turns back suddenly, a smile on her lips.

I lean forward so she knows I see her, so she knows I think she’s the most beautiful thing I have ever seen. But the lamppost is slick from the rain, and as I lean forward, my foot slips and I am falling into the street.

I land awkwardly, my ankle buckling under my weight, the searing heat of pain shooting up my leg. Just a sprained ankle, I tell myself. I’ll be better in a week if Mr Parsons lets me rest it. The worst of it is knowing that Evelyn saw me splat on the ground.

I look up, and there she is. She saw everything. But she isn’t looking at me. She looks to the side, her face gone deathly pale and her mouth open in a scream.

I have one moment to turn to where she points and see the carriage pulled by two great monstrous horses barrel down on me so quickly there’s no time for the driver to stop. The great, slashing hooves fall upon me—

I screamed until my throat was raw and I couldn’t scream any more.

“Get them off of me! Get them off of me!” I flailed at invisible horses, trying to roll out of the way, trying to use my spindly arms to push them back, anything to save myself from the pain I felt when those horses trampled me.

My mother held me tightly, pinning my arms down. I writhed, bucking against her, but back then she was stronger than I was.

“Shh, shh,” she whispered, rocking me until I shook off the vision and realized I wasn’t dying. There were people standing on the streets staring at us, whispering behind their hands.

“I think you have a fever,” my mother said too loudly. She put a hand to my forehead. “Yes, you’re burning up. We’d better get you to bed.”

A delusion caused by fever was one thing. A delusion caused by madness was quite something else.

She refused to speak the entire way home. When she finally carried me through the front door, I did not want to be put into the shadow of the small corner where I slept. I wanted to be in the courtyard where sunshine had a chance of touching me.

“Fine, the courtyard.” My mother pulled a chair from the kitchen and set it next to the elm.

“No,” I said, tugging her sleeve. “There in the sunlight.”

She huffed a breath and then moved the chair out of the shade. Her eyes darted. None of the other wives were out hanging laundry, the little boy my age must have been playing inside today, and Mr Sawyer’s window was open, but he wasn’t out tending his plants. We were alone.

My mother’s voice was so soft I had to lean in to hear her. “Tell me what happened.”

Being five, I had a vague appreciation for death. I knew it happened, I knew of people it happened to, and I knew it was permanent. But until today, I hadn’t known any of the details. I gripped my mother’s hand tightly. Her fingers were cold.

“I saw somebody die.”

She sat back. “Are you teasing, Hassie?” Her voice trembled.

I shook my head adamantly. I knew one did not tease about death.

“Where? We were together the entire time, and I didn’t see anything.”

“I touched a lamppost, and as soon as I touched it, I was a man who was mooning after a girl. Then he fell because of the rain, and he landed in the street, and got, and got—” I could still feel the hooves dashing me to pieces.

My mother’s hand shook, and she pressed the other to her lips. “What?” she breathed.

I pulled away and wrapped my arms around myself. “There was a carriage and two horses.”

My mother gasped.

She believed me. Apparently, it had happened one other time when I was with my father, but I didn’t remember that. Something about me having a fit, bumping my head, and waking up with no recollection. But I had screamed about the dead. That time I had touched an overturned bucket.

The next day, before she left for work, my mother gave me the gloves.

“Aren’t these lovely, Hassie?” she said, showing me the dark green gloves. My father’s lips were pressed into a tight line. “They’re silk.”

“Silk is expensive,” I accused her.

She smiled, indulgent. “Well, yes, but every girl should get a pair of silk gloves once in her life. Why don’t you put them on?”

“They’re for me?” I didn’t dare believe it. Only princesses wore gloves like that.

“Yes. And you are right. They’re expensive. So you must take very good care of them. And if you leave the house, you must always, always wear them.”

I nodded absently as I stared at the fine fabric covering my fingers. They were so fine I never wanted to take them off.

But I soon discovered that wearing silk gloves every hour of the day was impractical. I couldn’t use the toilet with them on, couldn’t eat with them on, and couldn’t help Mr Sawyer in the courtyard with them on.

“Why don’t you take those pretty gloves off?” he said several months later, pointing at me with a spade.

“Oh, no. My mother says I have to wear them whenever I’m out of the house.”

“But you’ll get dirt on them.”

I looked down at them. My mother had told me she would wash them whenever I needed her to, that because of her work as a maid in a fine house that she knew all the tricks for cleaning fine things. I looked at my gloves and saw how the deep green was fading and how they were growing threadbare along the fingertips and palms. These beautiful gloves would wear out, and my mother had said a girl should get a pair of silk gloves once in her life. Not more.

I wavered. 

I looked at the ripe tomatoes gleaming in the sun, their skins tight, and I wanted to feel one warm in my hand. I hadn’t been outside without my gloves for three months. I wasn’t allowed out of the house when my mother wasn’t home. And when she was home, even if she was off in some other corner of the house, as soon as I opened the door outside, she was suddenly there with a smile on her face and my gloves in her hands, reaching them out to me, saying, “Hassie, don’t forget. There’s my good girl.”

I glanced back at the house. The kitchen window glared in the sunlight. My mother might be standing there watching me now, but surely even she couldn’t watch me every moment of every day.

I pulled my gloves off finger by finger, folded them, and set them on the bench beside Mr Sawyer’s door. Mr Sawyer rubbed his beard and shifted his weight. He hesitated. He shook his head and then sighed.

“Hassie, would you please fetch me that watering can?”

I narrowed my eyes. It was right there not two feet from him. But my father always said how Mr Sawyer was getting on in years, and we should be as helpful to him as we could.

“Yes.”

He watched me every step of the way as I reached down and touched the cool metal handle.

I blinked, and the next think I knew, I lay limply in Mr Sawyer’s arms.

He knelt on the pavement—it was a miracle that he caught me what with his stiff knee—and held me as tenderly as my own father would. His eyebrows furrowed in concern, and I realized I was smiling and crying at the same time.

His voice scraped over the words as he said, “What did you see?” 

I slithered away from him as fast as I could.

He held his hands up like I was a frightened horse. “It’s alright, Hassie. I know you sometimes see things, terrible things. Can you tell me what you saw just now?”

My head shook back and forth, over and over, and I finally said, “I don’t know what you mean.”

Mr Sawyer took his hat off, wringing it in both hands. He glanced at my house and then back at me. Still his voice was a mere whisper. “I heard the to-do a year or so back. And I heard you that day a few months ago, out here with your mum. I don’t know if more was said when you went inside, but I could guess enough. You have death visions, don’t you?”

My head was still shaking no. No. My mother and my father were the only ones who knew. The one with my mother had been terrible—the violence, the pain. My mother created an unspoken commandment that we would never bring it up again. The thing I had seen just now, it was nowhere near like that other one, but I had promised my mother not to speak of it. And now here was Mr Sawyer putting a name to my curse.

“It’s alright, Hassie. You’re safe here. I’ll never tell another soul.” His voice was soothing, and his eyes crinkled at the edges when he smiled. My head still shook. “It’s just that Maude died out here in the courtyard...” He paused and his lips began to tremble. “I didn’t get a chance to say good-bye to her. I always wanted to say good-bye. My Maude, she was everything. You’re too young to remember her, how wonderful she was; you were just a wee thing when she died. But she spent time out here every day even when it rained. That’s why I do it. I’m not the gardener she was. But I do it because I know it would make her happy.” He rubbed at his eyes with an enormous hand.

My head stopped shaking, and I slowly crossed the gulf between us and touched his wrist, the silver wiry hair of his arm tickling my skin.

“She stood there, on the other side of that pot. There were other flowers growing then. I’m sorry, I don’t know their names. Purple. With yellow in the middle.”

“Violas,” Mr Sawyer said, smiling in the middle of his tears.

“She bent down to cut some of the dead ones off, and she grabbed the front of her dress, like this.” I put my hand to my chest and clutched at my dress and made a grimace. He closed his eyes and nodded. “Then she tried to walk to your back door. But she couldn’t make it. ‘I’m so sorry, Albert,’ she said. She gasped a few times, and kept trying. Then she tripped and fell there. She hit her head a bit. She took a breath and then said so soft, ‘I love you.’”

“And then she died,” Mr Sawyer whispered.

I nodded.

He leaned back against his garden box and looked to the sky. “You’re a blessing, dear Hassie. I always worried that she suffered, that it was painful for her to die. It was a worry that kept gnawing at me.” He put a hand to my cheek, and though there were still tears on his face, he looked happier than I had ever seen him. “She may have suffered some, but now I know it was quick.” 

He looked past me and his face fell. I turned and there stood my mother, rigid and pale. Her voice shook with anger. “Hassie, get your gloves right now. Mr Sawyer, Hassie will no longer be helping you with your garden.”

Mr Sawyer put a hand to his knee and groaned as he made his way to his feet. “Mrs Treadway, I’m so sorry. But what Hassie can do, it’s a gift.”

“I’m sure I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

“She saw my Maude.”

The color drained from my mother’s lips. “It is not a gift for a child. You didn’t hear her scream the last time it happened. You didn’t have to hold her. It’s a curse, a terror.” She grabbed me with sharp claws and funneled me past her toward the back door. “And you deliberately brought it on. You will never speak to her again.”

Then she marched me into the kitchen and slammed the door.
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four months ago

[image: ]


Mother put a hand to her forehead and gave a long sigh.

“Your hair was beautiful once,” I said, admiring the color in the firelight. When I was little, it had been the color of the baked bread she pulled from the oven every Monday afternoon, but now there was more gray threading through it, and it reminded me of a storm cloud crowding out a sunny day. When I woke up tomorrow, would I see her whole head turned to gray? My father gave her a small smile.

She laughed mirthlessly. “Yes I suppose it was, once. But not anymore, right?”

Her tone was sharp like it always was when I misspoke, but hadn’t I given Mother a compliment? She saw the confusion on my face. She cleared her throat and tucked an escaping strand of hair behind her ear. She shook her head slightly.

“Now, Hassie. We need to discuss the state of things.”

Did I cause some of those gray hairs? Mother lost her temper with me almost every day even though I was trying.

“Hassie, are you listening?”

“Always, mother.”

“Then listen closely. It’s been a year since your father or I have been able to work—”

“Now see here, Bessie,” my father cut in, pushing himself up straighter in his chair. His face paled, and he slumped back down. Any movement in his joints and all the color ran from his face and his eyes scrunched up in pain. I stood quickly and knelt by him. I couldn’t stand to see him this way.

“Can I get you anything?”

He hissed in a breath and gave one small shake of his head.

“Your blanket from off the line? It’ll be warm from the afternoon sun. You always say the warmth helps.”

“Alright, Hassie. My blanket. There’s a good girl.”

I scurried out the back door to the clothes line we shared with the neighbors. This might be the last time we put the laundry outside to dry. Already the sky lowered gray and heavy in the distance, and the winter rains would start any day now. Then I would hang the laundry inside, and the house would feel too humid and sticky with it. Perhaps during the winter rains I could warm my father’s blanket near the fire.

I carefully removed the clothes pins, put them in their jar, and eased the blanket off the line. I hurried into the house, slamming the door against the chill.

“Tuck it around me, Hass,” my father said. I gingerly placed the blanket over my father’s legs, gently tucking it around his swollen knees, ankles, and toes.

He held his breath as he moved his hand to rest on my own. His once beautiful hands—they had created the most magnificent woodwork in the grand houses of Trentomon—were now curled and the knuckles massive. His curved fingers couldn’t wrap around mine the way they used to. He rested his hand lightly, and I knew what the gesture cost him.

“That’s a good girl. Thank you. You’re such a comfort to me.”

Mother watched all of this with a hard face. I could sometimes recall what she looked like when she had been happy, but her mouth had been nothing more than a thin, straight line for so long that the memories were muddled. “Now, Hassie, about the state of things.”

My father heaved out a breath but didn’t say anything more.

“When your father started complaining about the pains in his joints, we thought he’d just been working himself too hard and needed a bit of rest. But it’s only gotten worse and worse. The doctors say it’s not going to get better. With your father’s condition and me staying home to care for him, we’ve spent up all the money we put aside. So it’s time for you to help. You’re nineteen years old, it’s past time you had a job. I’ve arranged work for you—”

“Work? I thought you said I wasn’t able to work. You were talking after dinner last month that it wouldn’t be prudent to send me to work, that I might embarrass the family—”

“You know you’re not supposed to listen in,” Mother snapped.

“You said I was never to go anywhere without you, and I haven’t, not for fourteen years! Now you’re saying I have to leave?”

“That’s enough, Hass,” my father said quietly. When my father spoke in this small voice, that was when I listened close. I snapped my mouth shut and turned to Mother.

She put a hand to her forehead again. Perhaps she should just stay like that for the rest of the day, catch her breath, and feel better. “Yes, I did say that. But things have changed. Our family has changed, and we need to adapt. I went to Upton House last week and spoke with Mrs Dunn.”

“Upton House?” My insides dropped two feet. “Surely not. If you’re worried I’ll embarrass the family, that’s the worst possible spot you could put me. Can’t I work at one of the factories? Or the mills? Small, mindless work where I won’t have to talk to anyone?”

“Will you please be still!” Mother’s voice turned biting, and I sat on my hands and looked at the floor, nodding my head.

“I went to Upton House and spoke to Mrs Dunn. I told her of our situation, and she was generous enough to talk to Mrs Barbary. Mrs Barbary agreed to take you on a trial basis in the kitchen.”

I stared at her. I had heard these names many times over the years, but it was in the way of fairy tales: far off and impossible people and places that I would never touch. My eyes were nearly falling out of my head.

“Well, what do you have to say?”

I sat on my hands still, my jaw clamped shut. I stared at the wood floor between my feet. It was so smooth from our footsteps and Mother’s care that it shone softly in the gray light coming in through the window.

“Really, Hassie,” Mother said, her voice clipped. “Say something.”

“I don’t want to to.”

Mother’s tight line of a mouth stretched thinner, whitening around the edges. Her eyebrows furrowed and her eyes flashed. I clung to my memories of Mother as a kind woman, back before my father got sick and she had to stay home more and more to care for him. I locked those memories up tight in my heart because I never wanted to lose them. In the last few years, this dragon-mother had taken over, and I clung to my memories like air to breathe.

My father cleared his throat. “Hass, dearest, you don’t want to speak, or you don’t want to work there?”

I was trembling, and I didn’t trust myself. But I could never stop the honesty that came from my mouth. “Work at Upton House.”

Mother stood, her chair scraping against the floor. She flung open the back door and stepped out into the small courtyard, slamming the door so hard behind her that the glass rattled in the panes.

My father sat for a long while, his breathing deep. Was he counting the moments of his breaths? In for four and out for four. He told me doing that sometimes kept the pain at bay.

“Hass?”

I finally looked up. His clear gray eyes held my own. I sat on my hands so I wouldn’t squirm.

“Why don’t you want to work at Upton House?”

“I am an embarrassment. I try to do what you and Mother taught me. But there are so many people in that house. Mother always told stories of dinners and galas and events. And the gossiping and backbiting. That’s not for me. You know how I am around people. And what if I accidentally touch something? What if I touch something and I see something? I could stay here at home. I’m so helpful around the house, and I could be even more.”

My father tried to smile, but it looked so sad on his long face. He was thinking things, I could see it in his eyes and the set of his mouth. I could never guess what he was thinking, and he looked like he didn’t want to tell me. Sure enough, when he spoke his words were very careful.

“You are a help around the house. And I dread to see you go. But I’m afraid your mother is right. We don’t have money. This is how you can best help, can you try to see that?”

I barely heard the back door open. Mother’s shadow fell across the kitchen floor.

“But I could stay here and take care of you. Mother could go back to work.”

“No more of that, Hassie,” Mother said, her voice rock hard. “You will go to work at Upton House. You are young and strong, and I’m not as able as I once was. There will be no more discussion.”

“I almost had her, Bess,” my father murmured. His words puzzled me because he did have me. I was his girl and he my father every day forever.

“You will go up to the house in two days,” Mother said. “You’ll stay there all week. Mrs Dunn will tell you when your day off is, and then if you think it necessary you can come home and see us.”

My stomach clenched. “One day?” I turned to my father. “I won’t see you except for one day a week?”

My father frowned. “Is that wise, Bess? That’s putting so much on her all at once.”

Mother put her hands on her hips. “She’s nineteen years old, John. She should have been working for years now, but you chose to coddle her. No, this is the final word. She goes to Upton House Monday morning. It’s already arranged. Mrs Dunn knows the situation, and all your wages are to be sent here.”

I didn’t know a thing about money, so I’m not sure if Mother’s words were meant to upset me. She still had that dragon look about her, and I smiled as I imagined her dragon-self nesting on a pile of my earnings.

“See? She’s coming around, John. I knew it was for the best.”

No, I wanted to scream. No, no, no. But when I faced the dragon-mother, I knew it was pointless. My father’s face hung in disappointment. In two days my world would end.
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four months ago
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I stood before Upton House, my small suitcase clenched in one hand, and the front of my coat held closed with the other. The winter rain dripped off the brim of my hat, and my gloves were sodden.

“Don’t ever take them off,” Mother had said as she saw me out the door. 

“I won’t.” I didn’t often confide in her—that was reserved for my father—but I had hesitantly said, “I’m scared. What if I have a fit in front of someone?”

A sliver of regret had slipped across her face. There and then gone. “Don’t ever take the gloves off, and you won’t have to worry.”

So I climbed five wide steps to reach the front door of Upton House, each step spilling onto the next in a tumbling cascade of speckled stone. The topiaries on each side of the great door were shaped into three spheres one on top of another. Water dripped into my shoes as I rang the bell, and then I heard a great barking ruckus behind the door. The door was mahogany, polished and fine. Wood reminded me of my father. I tilted my head back and kept tilting, looking to the top of the four story monstrosity. The walls were granite, and carved ledges under each window swirled into scrolls and flowers that looked like frosting on a cake. The shutters around each window were pink.

I had never been to High Street before, though my parents had often spoken of it. Gaudy Lane, they called it whenever Mother spoke of work, and now I knew why. The individual elements were magical: carved stone, immaculate flower beds, and colorful shutters. That one across the street had shutters the color of the summer sky. That one next door had shutters of spring green. And that one two houses down had shutters of such rich purple that surely a queen lived there. Purple is the color of royalty, my father always said.

The flowers in the beds shrank under the winter chill, but I could imagine how they were just a few weeks ago. The smell probably smacked people over the head—roses, hydrangeas, gardenia, peonies. Some of the colors probably looked ridiculous with the shutters. And the water required to keep them alive in the summer heat would be a luxury. My father always said I had a good head for such things.

Yes, in pieces, there was beauty here, but taken all together, it was enough to induce a headache.

I turned back to Upton House in all its sugary beauty. Yes, the facade was immaculately kept and yes, it looked at home here among all these other confections, but through the windows I could see only the back side of the drawn drapes, hiding the house’s secrets.

I shivered. This is why I hadn’t wanted to come. There were people in there, lots of people with secrets, people who I wouldn’t know how to talk to, people with their lives and their hopes and their dreams and all of the things I couldn’t understand. All I knew was my three-room house with two parents, and my life was small, small, small.

It had been an eternity since I rang the bell and still the door hadn’t opened. Should I ring the bell again or leave at once? I could tell Mother that they hadn’t wanted me after all, and I would just stay home and take care of my father like I wanted to.

I had just turned away when the door swung open noiselessly on well-greased hinges. An old man with a fine lattice work of lines around his eyes and mouth stood there, his body wedged into the gap of open doorway. Two dogs tried to squeeze past him, pulling the skin on their faces back. I laughed at how ridiculous they looked, but stopped as soon as I felt that man’s gaze on me. He looked down his hawkish nose, and his blue eyes were watery and weak, not resolved like my father’s gray eyes. I instantly doubted whether this would be a worthwhile place to begin my career. I squinted at him. He had a fine head of gray hair and didn’t appear to be balding, which I suppose spoke in his favor, but he slicked it back within an inch of its life. Did he ever wash it?

He appeared to be appraising me in much the same manner, a pair of eyebrows so thick they looked like fuzzy caterpillars furrowed over his eyes, so I stood up straight and hoped to make a more favorable impression than he did for me.

“Name, please?” he said, his voice very stiff.

“Hassie Treadway.” I attempted a curtsy—Mother had tried to teach me. But I ended up tripping and grabbing the ornate metal railing with my free hand. The man sniffed and looked skyward. What was he looking at up there?

“You are expected.” He turned. “Maggie! Daisy!” he shouted, all politeness gone. “To your places!” The dogs scampered, their nails clicking on the floor. Then he turned and gave me a curt nod. “Follow me.”

He led the way into the house, and I was plunged into lamplight. I heard a sigh behind me, right by my ear. I whirled around, but there was no one there.

“Miss Treadway?”

I shook my head. Nerves, my father would call that. I was nervous about my new job. I took a breath. With all the curtains drawn, there was no natural light in the foyer. The middle of the day and they had lamps on! The very extravagance of it shocked me. At home, we always had the windows open wide so the sunlight could stream in. Candles and lamps were saved for dark. My father said that sunlight was the best light to work by. It would save your eyes and your mind. Judging by the weak eyes of the man before me, I couldn’t help but agree.

“I am Mr Richard Carrew. I am the butler of Upton House, and I have served the Howes for thirty years, twenty of those as the butler. You do know what a butler is, don’t you?”

He spoke as if I were a child. I bristled. I might not have much experience with the world, but I was not a child—I had stopped being a child a long time ago. Honesty. Always the best policy. That’s what my father said, though Mother was often appalled by my form of honesty. I’m not sure why they disagreed about it.

“Of course I do. You’re the man who thinks the world revolves around him.” It wasn’t exactly how Mother had described him, but near enough. Whenever Mother talked about being a maid at Upton House, she spoke of how Mr Carrew bossed everyone around. I belatedly remembered my father asking her that wasn’t it Mr Carrew’s job to make sure everyone was occupied and didn’t someone need to run the household. But I kept my mouth shut and looked him straight in the face. 

My eyes had not yet adjusted to the lamplight. The inside of the house felt like an otherworldly place, exaggerated by this ogre of a man staring at me. He sniffed.

“Let’s get you to Mrs Barbary.” He turned on his heel as if he were a soldier. A grand staircase rose up in front of Mr Carrew. White marble with gray veins running through it, splitting at a landing and then arching up to the left and right to the second level. A portrait of a beautiful lady hung on the wall of the landing. She was smiling, but I couldn’t decide if it was a trick of the light that made her look inexplicably sad. Lamps in the shape of mermaids holding pearls as big as their heads were affixed to the newel posts at the bottom of the stairs.

Mr Carrew caught me staring. “The late Mrs Howe,” he said. He reached for the wall underneath the right arm of the staircase and opened a door. Then he led me down a narrow staircase with a thin wooden rail bolted into the wall. This staircase didn’t have the fancy lamps of the foyer. These lamps were simple oil lamps with neatly trimmed wicks. I preferred them to those ridiculous mermaids without any clothes on.

I thought we were descending to a dungeon until voices rose up to us. Women’s voices, all talking at once, and a man’s voice mixed in occasionally.

“Where are we going?” I asked.

Mr Carrew ignored me.

“Mr Carrew! Sir,” I added begrudgingly. I think I had already embarrassed my parents, and I would try not to embarrass them further.

Mr Carrew sighed. “To the kitchens, Miss Treadway. I believe Mrs Barbary intended to take you on as a scullery maid.”

I didn’t know what a scullery maid was—Mother had never spoken of them. But if it was anything like the housemaid my mother had been, then it wouldn’t be terrible. All of her stories of Upton House were filled with dusting furniture and fluffing pillows and making beds—tasks that the Howes should be able to do for themselves but instead paid a whole army of people to do. I nodded to myself. Yes, a scullery maid was acceptable.

I took the last step and found myself in a very small foyer. We went through an arch and entered a kitchen. Finally! Here were windows open to the daylight. A large central countertop dominated the room, and a massive stove loomed on one wall. Several sinks lined up under the bright windows, and pots and pans of all sizes hung from the ceiling. And there were people. I immediately shrank back, for here was the source of all the voices. There were six other women in here, some younger and some older than me, and they chatted like birds in a tree.

People crawled all over the kitchen, and there, two young men going in and out, grabbing trays, depositing dishes, grabbing food for themselves, going out a back door and bringing in boxes.

I put a hand to the wall next to me as I wavered on my feet. Mother had never said exactly how many people were here. She had said it was busy, there was always something afoot, and never a dull moment, but I didn’t think she meant this. I stood there, my lungs refusing to open, and the trembling started in my hands and traveled up my arms. I closed my eyes and tried breathing like my father did: in two, three, four; out two, three, four. It helped a little.

“Are you all right, Miss Treadway?” Mr Carrew looked at me with a kind of vague alarm, and I couldn’t tell if he genuinely cared for my well-being or was just worried that he’d have to clean me off the floor. It was very well swept, so I could understand his consternation. One of those women in the kitchen probably did the job several times a day. 

I swallowed and nodded. My father needed me to do this so that Mother could help him get better.

Mr Carrew looked me over once more and then stepped into the kitchen. I don’t know if I expected the household to stop for me, but the women there didn’t spare me a glance. One even said “Out of the way, if you please,” without so much as looking at me. Only when Mr Carrew cleared his throat and said, “Where is Mrs Barbary?” did a harried-looking woman arranging biscuits on a tray point to the next room over. Another kitchen? How many kitchens did one house need?

Mr Carrew nodded and wove his way through the chaos. This kitchen was quieter but hotter. Two ovens belched heat and delicious smells. I hadn’t been hungry before, but now I was. An impossibly tall woman with a dainty white cap perched on furious red curls held court here. There is no other way to describe her. She was queen of this domain, and everyone else did her bidding. She squeezed dollops of frosting out of a bag onto a cake that was every bit as overdone as the outside of the house. But it was mesmerizing, watching that tall woman hunched down low and doing such a delicate task. I stared until my eyes started to water, and Mr Carrew cleared his throat. Finally the woman put down her frosting.

Her red curls threatened to pop the cap off her head, and her face was equally as red. She frowned at me, and her chin came to such a sharp point that she could have used it to cut the cake she was making. “What is it now, Mr Carrew?” she asked with an even sharper voice.

“Mrs Barbary, I bring Miss Hassie Treadway. Mrs Dunn spoke with her mother, I believe?”

“Right,” Mrs Barbary said, wiping her hands on her apron. She flicked her head at another woman in the kitchen who brought over a bowl of strawberries, and my heavens they were cut to look like roses. Roses. Weren’t there enough of those outside? “So you’re little Hassie, are you?”

I raised my chin. “I am nineteen years old, thank you very much.”

“Hmm. Mrs Dunn warned me about you and your mother. But your mother wouldn’t take no for an answer, I’m told. Your mother brought you to Upton House several times when you were just little. You don’t remember me, I suppose?”

“Why ever should I?”

Mrs Barbary looked at me long and finally blew a stray curl out of her face. She exchanged one glance with Mr Carrew and then turned away. “You’re to be a scullery maid, Hassie. We usually staff three, but I’ve been training Jane as my assistant, and another one just up and left with no explanation, leaving me in a pickle. And low and behold, here comes your mother telling Mrs Dunn that you would be perfect for the job. Well, we’ll see. I told Mrs Dunn I would give you a two week trial, and then I would decide whether to keep you.”

She didn’t like me, though I couldn’t say why. But for my father, I could pretend to like her. “Yes. Ma’am.” Why was it always so hard to tack that on the end?

She raised an eyebrow. Then she pointed to an open doorway behind her. The room had two giant sinks, an ironing board, a wooden counter, and a short, squat stove holding an enormous pot of boiling water. The whole room was steamy. “That is your station. You will wash any dishes the staff brings you. You will wash them well. I will have no illness in my kitchen, do you hear me? None. The Arbors next door had food poisoning three weeks ago, they were sick for days, and when they finally recovered, they dismissed their cook of fifteen years without a thought. There will be no illness in my kitchen.”

I nodded until my neck hurt. I changed my assessment of her: she wasn’t a queen, she was an army commander.

“You will rise at dawn every morning, and you will light the fires in the kitchen. Then you will clean the fireplaces and light the fires in the receiving room, the library, the dining room, and the garden parlor. Cecilia, the other scullery maid, will care for the fires in the upper levels. Jane will help. This is her only remaining responsibility as a scullery maid. You are not to go about the second and third floors for any reason. Those floors have the guest rooms and the personal rooms of General Howe and his daughter, and you are not to step foot there. Do you understand?”

I nodded. “The fires in the four rooms on the first floor and don’t go any higher.”

She looked at me skeptically. “Yes. Then you will report back to the kitchen. If there is laundry to be done, it will be in the basket in the scullery. You will wash pots and pans and cooking utensils as they are brought to you. You are not to touch the fine silver. Mr Carrew or Dudley or Nicholas—they’re the footmen—will do that task. While the staff eats breakfast, you will watch over the food cooking that I have started for luncheon. After the servants’ breakfast, you will wash their dishes. Then you may have your own breakfast. We will start with that. Do you understand it?”

Oh, I understood all right. My mother had not been a scullery maid at all.
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FOUR
four months ago
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Mrs Dunn, the short, stern housekeeper, took me up the servant stairs to my room, and Nicholas, one of the footmen, brought up my suitcase. I felt like a lady to have a man waiting on me.

“Is this all you have?” Nicholas asked, swinging the suitcase carelessly.

“Nicholas, really!” Mrs Dunn scolded.

He stilled the suitcase and leaned in to whisper, “You’re not like the other girls—so much stuff I don’t know where they cram it all.”

“It’s just what I need and nothing more.”

He smiled large, his teeth dazzling against his dark skin. “You’ll love it here, Hassie,” he went on as we climbed the servant stairs all the way to the fourth floor. “Mrs Barbary makes amazing food. The Howes treat us well. Well, General Howe does, I’m not sure about Miss Howe. Her moods are as unpredictable as—”

“Nicholas, that is enough,” Mrs Dunn said, whirling on him, the keys at her waist jingling.

“Oh, Mrs Dunn, I was only saying that, and she’ll figure it out soon enough she will—”

“Stop talking for once, boy!” Mrs Dunn said through clenched teeth and then patted her hair. “I’m sorry, Hassie. Nicholas has a problem with going on long after he should.”

I looked over my shoulder, and Nicholas’s cheeks rose in another brilliant smile. “She’s right,” he said.

“Then why don’t you listen to her?”

His smile faded.

I put a hand to the wall as we climbed. I heard a sigh again—the same sigh I had heard in the grand foyer. It sounded close beside me, but when I squinted, there was nothing in the gloom. It was a soft sigh, and a hope. I snatched my hand from the wall. I wore my gloves, so why was I feeling things that didn’t belong to me?

We reached the fourth floor, went a ways down the hall, and then Mrs Dunn opened a door.

“Thank you, Nicholas. You’re dismissed.” Nicholas set down my suitcase and disappeared on the stairs. “Now it might not be what you’re used to,” Mrs Dunn said, stepping aside. “But it’s—”

“No, it’s not.”

It was nothing like home. I missed the scents of my father’s hair oil and Mother’s bread—the smells from the kitchen had disappeared far down the servant stairs. I missed my small bookshelf, but perhaps I could stack a few volumes on top of the wardrobe. The window could use a good scrub, but it let in the light well enough. But it was mine—a space with a door and a lock and no one could come in unless I said so.

“Well, like I said—” Mrs Dunn began.

I turned to her. “It’s perfectly adequate.”

She nodded once. “Well, good then.” She pulled the ring of keys from her waist and searched through them until she found the one she wanted, then took it off. She handed it to me. “This is the key to your door. I will give you half an hour to settle in, and then you will report back to Mrs Barbary. And Hassie?”

“Yes?”

“Don’t interrupt me again.”

Her voice wasn’t cruel, but it was firm. I nodded. Then she turned with a jingle of her keys.

I closed the door and took in the bright room. Light from the window high on the far wall cut across the floor and spilled over my feet. The single window was plenty to illuminate the small room. Dust motes swirled in the air. A wardrobe sat against one wall, kept company by a shabby dressing table with a water ewer. The mirror of the dressing table had a crack in one corner, and a small shard of glass was missing. A lamp sat on the corner of the table. The narrow bed on the other wall held a fluffy patchwork quilt with a pillow. A trunk with a crooked latch sat at the foot of the bed. There were no shadows here. No shadows, but I had to be sure. 

I took off my gloves.

I spent the next ten minutes methodically touching everything I could reach—the doorknob, the door itself, the door frame, the mirror, the dressing table, the water ewer, the wardrobe, every hanger inside, the bed, the mattress, the window, the trunk.

Nothing.

I closed my eyes and sighed in relief. At least this
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