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      "He's mighty handsome, ain't 'e?"

      Alice Spencer didn't so much as flinch at the breath of a whisper from the young woman standing beside her. Pippa, all of seventeen, had been hired as a replacement for the maid who'd been sacked last week. Pippa was a maid, same as Alice.

      Alice had been tasked with training the new girl, orders from Mrs. Bixby, the head of household. Alice had spent the past thirty minutes in the kitchen with Pippa, giving instructions as they washed and hung table linens to dry.

      And what was the first thing Alice had told the new maid? Old man Braddock and his grandson want the help to be invisible. We don't speak to the high-brows, unless spoken to directly. Don't even whisper. Don't make it known that you’re in the same room with them.

      And what did young Pippa do very first thing? Whisper about old man Braddock's grandson while he ate his breakfast.

      Alice pretended she hadn’t heard and stood perfectly still in the shadow cast by a thick curtain drawn back to let the morning light stream into the breakfast room. She and Pippa hovered at the edge of the room, like always, ready to take away the breakfast dishes and reset the room.

      A page turned, a quiet rustle from the man reading a newspaper as he finished his boiled egg and toast, and Alice exhaled the breath she hadn't realized she was holding. Her heartbeat finally returned to normal now that he’d made no reaction to Pippa’s whisper. Maybe he hadn’t heard.

      What was his name?

      She wracked her brain for a moment before it came to her. Robert. Robert Braddock the Second. A serious name for a wealthy man. Had his father carried that name before him? Marvin Braddock, the grandfather, had founded the first gunpowder mill on the curve of one of New Jersey’s fast-flowing rivers nearly fifty years ago. His business had grown exponentially and now the Old Man was one of the wealthiest men in the East. He’d built this fine estate and a dozen other mills along the riverbank. He employed hundreds of folks in the area. Like Alice.

      Mr. Robert Braddock must be only a few years older than her, but Alice had never considered whether he was handsome or not. When she'd begun working as a maid for the household at fourteen, Ma had been so pleased she'd shed tears. Alice had vowed not to disappoint her mother, lying in that sickbed. Months later, Ma’s illness took her. With two younger brothers to look after, it was up to Alice and her older brother, Leo, to support the family financially, so she'd been even more desperate to keep her job. Those first years, she'd never once showed up late, never breathed a word of dissent, even when she was assigned the worst tasks in the household.

      But those terrible years had passed. Six years now she'd worked for old man Braddock. She'd won over Mrs. Bixby, the head of household. Knew every inch of the house. Mastered how to fold table linens and bedroom linens, how to polish silver spoons and candelabras and chandeliers.

      Another slow turn of a newspaper page from the man at the table. Her eyes skittered over him, but she knew better than to stare. Staring led to being noticed.

      She supposed he was handsome, with his dark hair and strong jawline, stubbled, though he must’ve shaved this morning. His shoulders were broad, not stooped like his grandfather's had grown. Hadn't he worked on the gunpowder production line with her brother Leo at some point?

      She didn't know what color his eyes were. Had never been close enough to find out.

      At Alice's side, Pippa shifted her feet. Alice swallowed the urge to tell the girl to be still. If she found fifteen minutes of standing too much of a bore, she wouldn't last in this exacting household. Mrs. Bixby would see. She knew everything that happened here.

      Alice rather liked the quiet. It was a complete contrast to the noisy chaos of her brothers tussling over the last bit of ham. They'd been arguing when she'd slipped out of the tenement this morning, well before dawn.

      But she wouldn't change her brothers for anything.

      Mr. Braddock set his spoon down on the tablecloth, folded his paper. Alice balanced on her toes, ready to move in and begin a thorough cleaning, but before he stood up from the table, there were hurried steps on the stairs, movement from the front hall. A young woman in a rose-colored morning gown rushed into the breakfast room.

      Mr. Braddock had been halfway out of his chair, but now sat back down.

      "Cousin, I am so glad to have caught you before you began your morning business affairs."

      Cousin. Mr. Braddock had several cousins, all of whom lived in Pennsylvania. Mrs. Bixby had told Alice that a guest had arrived yesterday, but not that it was one of the cousins. Which one? Miss Pence. The name came to Alice in an instant.

      "I'm terribly sorry I overslept," she rushed on, even as she reached for the uneaten bite of jam-covered biscuit left on his plate.

      "Won't you sit? Have something to eat?"

      His words barely registered as Alice watched a clump of jam fall from the young woman's slender fingers and land a few inches above the hem of the white tablecloth. It smeared red against the stark white before dripping to the carpeted floor.

      "I'll have something sent up to my room," Miss Pence said.

      Neither of the pair at the table seemed to notice. At least, neither one reacted to the spill.

      Alice made a mental note to speak to Mrs. Conroy in the kitchen about that tray, though her mind was on the stain and how she'd best scrub it out, their conversation not truly registering.

      "... new gown for the spring ball. Please, oh, please?"

      "We'll see."

      "Oh, Robert! You're simply the best cousin. Why, I think of you like a brother."

      He seemed indifferent to the young woman’s simpering as he finally stood from the table, towering over his cousin.

      All Alice could focus on was the word ball. Mrs. Bixby had reminded the staff last week that old man Braddock's annual ball—an elegant party where at least seventy-five of New Jersey's richest would cram into the lower floors of the mansion—was coming up in only three weeks.

      Which meant evenings staying late and a much higher workload during the day. Alice had forgotten to mention the upcoming event to her brothers, or the fact that she'd be home late. She would need to send word to them that she wouldn't be there to start supper tonight.

      "What color cravat will you wear?" the cousin's words trailed out of the room as she followed Mr. Braddock.

      Alice nudged Pippa's elbow and moved silently into the room, pointing to the newspaper, dishes, and utensils left on the table.

      It seemed so... lonely. Eating all alone at a table meant for twenty. Even when old man Braddock was home, the two often ate here, exchanging only a few words during the entire meal.

      Alice couldn't imagine living like that. And she'd much rather the warmth and chaos of a breakfast where her elbow knocked Leo's on one side and she had to wrestle the last biscuit from Coop on the other. She’d rather that than this... emptiness.

      "Ain't we allowed to talk at all?" Pippa complained in a near-whisper. Thankfully, she headed toward the table.

      "Don't step on that smear of jam," Alice warned, voice low. "Of course we're allowed to talk. But when Mr. Braddock or his grandson, or any guests are in the room, we're meant to be silent and invisible."

      Alice moved the toast rack to the serving dish with several sausages left over. She caught the wrinkle of Pippa's nose. At Alice's words, or because the silverware was soiled as she put it on the plate?

      Perhaps the young woman wouldn't last the week.

      "Would you go see Mrs. Conroy and bring back a damp rag and some vinegar?” Alice prompted.

      A footman bustled into the room with an armful of firewood, passing Pippa as she went. Thaddeus, who had come onto the staff about a year after Alice. He nodded a greeting and moved to kneel at the great stone fireplace along the back wall of the room. Every fireplace in the house would need to be cleaned for the ball.

      "How's the new lass?” Thaddeus asked as Alice kept stacking dishes. Mrs. Conroy never minded if the leftover food was shared among the staff and Alice would be sure to send a sausage and piece of toast with her friend.

      "She hasn't yet learned her place," Alice said. "It'll come." Hopefully. Losing a maid this close to the ball would be disastrous.

      "And how's Coop this morning?" Thaddeus tucked more wood into the growing fire. "Figured he'd be stiff and sore after the beating he took last night..."

      Thaddeus's words trailed off as his expression flashed with guilt under Alice’s stare.

      Alice found herself standing with hands on her hips and had to shift her focus to finishing her task as frustration boiled up inside her. Her hands shook and the sugar bowl rattled against a china plate as she put it down.

      "I suppose he was boxing again," she muttered.

      “I take it you didn’t know.” Thaddeus’d been friends with Coop nearly as long as he'd been friends with Alice, and he obviously didn't want to rat out her brother.

      Alice sighed.

      She hadn't noticed Coop moving slowly at breakfast this morning. Months ago he'd brawled for a cut of the wagers other men bet on him and he'd earned himself a busted rib and a cut lip and had walked gingerly for weeks before the rib had healed.

      Had she been so preoccupied with rushing out of the apartment that she hadn't noticed?

      Pippa hurried back into the room. "Mrs. Conroy asked whether I can scrub pots for her." She held a dripping cloth in one outstretched hand.

      "Fine,” Alice said.

      Pippa plopped the cloth onto the edge of the table and practically ran from the room.

      Thaddeus watched with raised eyebrows.

      If Pippa thought Mrs. Conroy was an easier taskmaster than Alice, she would soon learn better.

      Alice hefted the silver tray, arms stretching to reach both sides of the large, unwieldy thing. Stacked with the remnants of breakfast, it strained at her muscles to lift it.

      She moved the tray to the table, china rattling only slightly as she set it down and moved to add Mr. Braddock's plate and utensils to the tray.

      "Can I?" Thaddeus came near and pointed to the sausages.

      "Of course."

      He took one and backed up a step, gaze still on her. "Don't be miffed at your brother. He means well."

      She gave Thaddeus a smile as he left the room but was biting back unkind words as she grabbed up the rag and knelt on the floor to attend to the jam smear.

      She'd be angry with her brother if she wanted. Of course Coop meant well. He always did. But he still got himself hurt. Or into trouble.

      "What would Ma have done with him?" she breathed to herself as she scrubbed out the jam from the soft carpet, careful not to spread it.

      Her mother had been remarkably patient with Coop's childhood antics. Every visit from his schoolroom teacher was met with warmth and kindness, even when the message delivered was that Coop never paid attention and didn't complete his work.

      Leo and Alice had whispered behind their hands that he should get the switch, but Ma never whipped him. Alice had wondered whether it was because her stepfather had died when the twins were six. Did Collin and Coop remind Ma too much of the husband she'd lost? Or did Ma simply not know how to raise a rambunctious, devious boy like Coop?

      Alice had been only a month shy of her fifteenth birthday when Ma had passed. Leo had been quiet, withdrawn for weeks until he'd confessed Ma's dying request: that Leo hold the family together.

      Leo was fifteen months older. The man of the house. And Alice had been both heartbroken and relieved that Ma hadn't asked her the same. Even so, Alice had taken on the role of Mother to Leo's Father, doing everything she could to help keep food on the table, keep the boys in line, help them through the grief of losing Ma.

      And none of it had been enough.

      Her shoulders were bowed as she straightened from the carpet, her thoughts heavy. She missed Ma with every part of her, even all these years later.

      Lost in her thoughts, not paying enough attention, she hefted the heavy tray again. It was unbalanced, and she wobbled, losing her grip on one side.

      The tray tilted⁠—

      Before it could tip and dump all the fine china and leftover food, a large, warm hand closed over hers on the tray's edge.

      Alice stifled a gasp as she registered Mr. Braddock at her shoulder. She'd been so lost in her thoughts she hadn't heard him re-enter the room.

      For a fractured second, she stared at his hand surrounding hers. Warm, calloused. A working
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