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Sister Adele pottered her way through the kitchen, intending to take a moment to make sure Sister Johanna hadn’t left the oatmeal too long on the fire. Instead, she found a tow-haired six-year old named...Sprat (?!?)...perched on a stool beside the great pot, stirring to beat the band and smiling for all the world like it was his one joy in life to make certain everyone got their breakfast that morning without benefit of burnt-ness in the bottom of their bowls.

“G’morning, Sister Adele,” he crowed cheerfully.

“G’morning back,” she said. “Where’s Sister Johanna?”

“She had business,” said Sprat earnestly. “I said I’d look after things while she was at it.”

Sister Adele smiled to herself. 

“Your name’s not really Sprat, is it,”  she said.

“No, ma’am, s’far as I know my name is Trevor...though I think some does call me Sprat.”  

“Well thank you for letting Sister Johanna go on about her business then, Trevor, and after breakfast, you come find me so I can properly thank you for looking after things so well.”

Trevor beamed. “I’ll do that, ma’am,” he said. “And thankin’ you then...”

Adele and Trevor carried on, he stirring and she climbing the stair up to where the great ground floor hall thronged with children, lining all the benches alongside all the long tables, and squeezed round all the makeshift ones called into emergency service to make certain everyone was properly fed every day. Sisters Rose, Mary and Claire nodded as she went by, the three of them a moment shy of madness trying to look after the infants in need of bottles and those still too young to feed themselves. Sister Adele did her best to smile encouragement, and went on down down the front hallway, struggled a bit as always with the heavy oaken door at the end, and then, something more than just their daily delivery of fresh-bottled milk. She sighed, fought against a rush of what might have been tears and no small amount of exhaustion, and knelt to pick up the shapeless thing lying beside the milk bottles.  

She looked down at the small creature in her arms, wrapped in little more than a threadbare blanket bound round with twine, and shook her head. There were times when she grew so tired of the seemingly endless stream of children come to the door of their shelter. With the recent outbreak of sickness, there had been so many. Some were simply left there, hungry and crying, often with less even than the one she held, others bearing a small gift of coin or food or something...anything that might assuage the conscience of the one who had left a helpless living thing upon the doorstep—one child too many, no matter the cause or the reason for abandonment. This one, incredibly, certainly no more than a fortnight old, had a small scrap of paper tucked in amongst the folds of her blanket. She read the shaky scrawl...

Her name is Brandywine Lloyd

Please take care of her.

...And wondered that the lost litle thing made no sound, only looked up at her with newborn eyes the colour of emeralds and seemed to soundlessly beg for her life, but with a placid trust that somehow, in the wash of the tide that had cast her adrift upon a doorstep in the City, there would be someone to hear her unspoken plea, and find it impossible to betray her trust.

“Well...you’ve found a safe harbour here, Brandywine Lloyd,” said Sister Adele softly, and poked gently at the girlchild’s button nose. She turned and bumped the door of the orphanage closed behind her. “I’ll no be the one t’serve you your first disappointment in life, and if God is willing, perhaps you’ll never know the meaning of such a thing.”

Brandywine Lloyd made no sound, only reached up a small hand to touch that of her benefactress, and sleepily closed her gemstone eyes as an acceptance of Sister Adele’s promise and benediction.
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The orphanage run by the Sisters of St John’s Mercy was in no wise a bad place for those who were taken in, and, in such circumstances lacking anywhere else to go, ended up staying through the first sixteen years of their lives. It was rarely ever silent, and day or night any number of the dozen or so sisters in residence could be found attending to one child or another, as well as those chores that could not be delegated to the children themselves; but it was clean, and, if not overburdened with unending resources, still a place where those in the merciful sisters’ charge were treated well and fairly, and with as much kindness and compassion as could be found at the end of every never-ending day.

Brandywine Lloyd became something of a conundrum for the good sisters. In the first year of her stay she was rarely if ever heard to make a sound of any kind, much less one of complaint or ill-temper; yet it became evident almost immediately that she was not cast in the same mold as any of the other children. She demanded no attention, and quite often took umbrage when it was given, as if the sisters were, perhaps, taking her daily welfare a bit too seriously.

“She’s most ferocious about her toddling,” observed Sister Margaretta one morning over breakfast tea, as they all sat in the great hall keeping an eye on the older children whose job it was to clear the tables and ready it for the noonday meal.  

Sister Claire said, “Yesterday before supper I found her on the third floor landing. How she climbed up there is beyond my comprehension.”

Sister Agathe added, “I saw her that afternoon at the foot of the stair. For the longest time she took no notice of me whatsoever, though I scuffed a shoe behind her once or twice.  She never even twitched, the wee thing, just stood there on those chubby little legs and I would swear to you she was measuring up the rise of each one, trying to figure out if she could manage it. I guess she did after all...”

“I think perhaps she simply flew up those stairs,” said young Sister Rose. “Sprouted her little wings and flew up there.”

“Don’t be foolish,” chided Sister Ruth, who was the eldest of them all, and had been in charge of the place until passing the everyday this-that-and-the-other to Sister Adele. “She may be an angel, that much I’ll grant you, but not that kind of an angel, so let’s not become overly solicitous where the little mite is concerned. She knows her own mind very well, that much I can tell you.”

Sister Adele sipped her tea and listened to them go on and on yet again about dear adorable little Brandy Lloyd. She herself had encountered a stubborn streak in the child, yet she recognised it was a stubbornness that was applied only to herself, in spite of being less than a year old. She simply went about her business and, if  ever challenged over something that was of some mysterious importance to her—yet bore no relevance to any other child—would quietly daze you in her placid green gaze until you had no choice but to let her have her way. And then she would smile, which everyone agreed was like a bolt of blazing sunshine through the grey melancholy of a cloudy day. 

So Brandywine Lloyd wandered about the orphanage as she pleased, often drove the sisters to distraction, and blessed them with smiles. Once past her first birthday (as it had been determined for her), she added trills of laughter, and as her hair became a tangle of long honey-blonde curls that grew longer with each passing day (she never allowed anyone with scissors to come near), her little diapered rump and most of her chubby little legs disappeared until she somehow seemed to float about like the angel many of the sisters swore her to be. When well into her third year in residence, she decided that a few words might be necessary under certain circumstances.

“...She’s so quiet most of the time you don’t even know she’s nearby...”

“I heard her speaking to Sally Cooper, the day Sally scraped her knee out in the garden and cried herself sick. Brandy just crept up beside her and started talking to her. I don’t know much of what she said...I couldn’t make out most of her words...but I did hear a little bit of it, in the tiniest little voice, whispering in Sally’s ear as she stroked her hand...she said. ‘It’s okay for crying, Sally. I’ll stay with you until it doesn’t hurt anymore...”
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“...Has anyone seen Brandy?”

“Not since breakfast. She disappeared well before morning prayers and I’ve certainly not laid eyes on her. Who knows where she’s off to...”

“Awa’ wi’ the faeries yet again, I wager,” offered young Sister Rose.

“Hush, you! Bad enough the wee creature makes herself scarce every time a bell rings for prayer. She’s a godless thing, that one.”

“No less our little princess, for all that!” said Rose fiercely, and looked about their table to challenge anyone to disagree. “There’s plenty of the fold turn away when they see others in need. Not her not ever. Say what you like, but she’s been a blessing from the day she arrived...”

That was more than five years gone, during which time Brandywine Lloyd had indeed been a blessing to anyone into whose life she chanced. Even the older children seemed drawn to her, for no reason they could put into words, only that hers was a nature and a temperament that was accepting of anything or anyone come her way, and always looked for the goodness in them rather than the bad. In her company, hellions in the guise of children raised less hell; those with no inclination to stir things up found a small sea of complete and utter calm that seemed to surround her. But that was simply the little girl’s nature as she related to those in her company. In her own heart and mind was where she kept her private thoughts and feelings, not from mistrust, but only the growing awareness that Fortune had cast her adrift, on her own, and she must be cautious if nothing else.

When she was old enough that her wandering began to take her out into the world beyond the walls of the orphanage, she found what she considered to be secret places of her own, that belonged to no one else; even when she shared them with the daily traffic of all the thousands who lived in the City; even when she stopped to ask her way of strangers, or was noticed by them—a small determined thing with shining hair well past the hem of her plain cotton shift—there was an impenetrable stillness that hung about her, an unshakable serenity in the startling green of her eyes. Hiding behind it were Brandy Lloyd’s secret yearnings...her hopes and dreams waiting for the magic to make them come true. 

Her daily travels took her all over the City—down to the harbour, to watch dolphins racing across the bay, gulls shrieking and diving into the water like feathered arrows, the sailors and their ships sailing in from all over the world and then, suddenly, steaming their way to the docks to unload all manner of exotic everythings that she viewed with wonder and disbelief, as she drank it all in, absorbed every image, learned without ever being consciously aware of being taught. 

She discovered the Emerald Gardens and the adjoining animal park, spent hours on tree-shaded pathways just observing, and whenever there was an extra coin in the pocket of her shift, buying snippets of fish for the otters, slivers of apricot for the brightly-coloured parrots, a bit of cheese for the foxes, or a cone of sweets for herself. She became widely known to a vast number of people who did the very same things, but never with quite the quiet intensity she displayed, or the dance of happiness that could be seen in her eyes.

At the gates of the Amaranth Palace, she was hastened away from them by the guards a dozen times, before they began to view her questions and endless curiosity as a welcome change from simply standing around and politely attending to their duties and the tourists in a very official manner. There she learned of the Queen, Caroline de Montigny, and some history of the land where she had been born, even if the exact circumstances of her birth remained a mystery. And then there was a day when she came upon the first of two things that would change the course of her life and the very nature of her relationship with everything around her. 

She had spent an entire day in an apparently aimless wandering, following her nose whenever it caught the scent of something intriguing, or her eye a glimpse of something never seen before. She’d gone the length and breadth of the Boulevard, pressing her nose against the broad display windows of the shops, moving quietly past the casual revellers on the terraces of the many cafes and restaurants, waving at the horses that moved the carriages alongside her and marvelling at the speed and chaos made by the appearance of motor cars on the greater avenues. So it was that she came to a sudden realisation she was too far from the orphanage to return before supper, or even nightfall; that where she now stood, on the border, as it were, of the old City where it met with the taller glass-and-steel towers of the new, was in the shadow of a tall spired cathedral that she knew only from the holidays, when the Sisters of Mercy brought them to prayer services at the ancient Church of St John the Defender.

It was not so much the church that commanded her attention as it was the archway just beyond it, set back from the street a short way, and the cobbled laneway that led beneath it...wreathed in twilight and shadows...a mysterious beckoning of adventure...perhaps a promise...of something...

Cautiously, she crept past the long flight of stone steps leading up to the great wooden doors of the church, hugged herself closely to the base of the stone archway as she followed the cobblestones with her eyes, to where they opened onto a courtyard. There were a few doors let into the adjoining building on the the other side of the lane, with a light shining in the small windows beside one of them. Being careful to make no sound, she went slowly past all of them until she reached the broadening of the stones, and then caught her breath as a smile such as she had never smiled before lit upon the features of her face—a reply to the welcome of what was there in the courtyard...

Trees along the high stone walls enclosing it. Bendy-twisty apple trees that now breathed back the sunshine of the day in a sweetness that made her dizzy. And in amongst all the branches of all the bendy-twisty trees she could hear things moving about ever so quietly, the rustling of leaves parting and pink noses wriggling ever so slightly to taste the scent of the intruder, and curious eyes as green as her own now intent upon her.

“Hello little weans,” she breathed a welcome, and took a step out from the shadow of the laneway, so they could see her.  

Her sandals made no sound on the moss-rimmed cobblestones as she inched her way around the outer perimeter of the courtyard, reaching up into the lowest branches... an introductory...cat-faces come to sniff more closely, one or two to bump moist noses into the offered palm of her hand, and even the soft rasp of a tongue on her fingers. 

The twlight deepened as she went once round the courtyard...and then a second time, whirling slowly from one tree to the next, kneeling to pick up an apple, fallen early to the ground yet sweet on her hungry lips because she had not eaten since breakfast.

“Hello little weans,” she said again, and now she could hear a faint rumbling from all of them, that rose and fell above the sound of evening traffic on the Boulevard fading away into the fast-falling purple of the night. She reached again into the trees and tickled velvet chins, wiped the juice of the apple from her lips with the sleeve of her smock...and saw what she had failed to see in her preoccupation with the cat-filled trees—the blank staring face of a ruined coach-house directly opposite the end of the laneway.

From where she stood she could see the broad doors sagging outward, paint flaking onto the flat stone pavers in the entrance-way. Above on the second storey were a bank of blank broken windows, shards of glass reflecting the last light of the day to creep over the surrounding buildings, or find its way through the nearby monoliths of the New City. 

Brandywine left off stroking silken flanks, scritching tiny chins. Drawn to the beckoning emptiness of the coach-house, the possibility of any number of things to be discovered beyond the decay and disrepair of its doors, she neither heard nor even noticed the almost silent descent of the cats...how they followed her at a small distance as she crossed the courtyard, and then inched her way through and past the splinters and broken glass.

Inside was a vast silence, empty stalls and litters of hay, scraps of leather harness, rusted steel troughs, a broken-down carriage barely discernible at the far end of the ground floor. She tried to imagine those to whom the place would have been of service when it was still in use, but found no enlightenment in anything that lay about on the floors or hung from the walls. 

The cats milled quietly at the entrance, declining to enter until after she had made a circuit of the place and discovered a stair leading upwards. Then they followed her, a busy silent tide of grey and white, black and brown, cream and orange. Upstairs there was no difference save that partitions had been raised, no doubt to create living space for grooms and servants. Brandywine heard mice scurrying about in the walls and over the floors, surprised by their presence. The cats, in deference to the one who led them, displayed remarkable forbearance; the mice remained at large, though now hidden safely away should feline temptation and tradition prove too strong, or suppertime suddenly occur to any one of them. Instead, they stood round at Brandywine’s feet and began to make small catlike noises... 

Brandy shivered in the darkness that seemed to flow through the coach-house all at once, leaving her adrift in a sea of shadows. With nightfall the air had become chill, and she clad in nothing but her smock, bare-legged, and now most assuredly too far from her warm bed in the orphanage. For a moment she grew entirely still, closing her eyes, fighting against the small terror she knew would grow and consume her if allowed to do so. She decided such a thing was not acceptable, and slowly the twinge of fright went away into the rising dark and was replaced by soft cat fur arching against her calves in an unseen display of solidarity by her four-footed companions.

“Well...here we are then,” she whispered to them. They replied with chirps and warbles and a great many other sounds that were reassuring, meant to remind her she was not alone, and stood amongst those who knew the coach-house very well. There was one who stood a bit apart from all the others, a great young tom whose plush pearl-grey coat seemed to glisten wth an inner light. He looked up at her, inquisitively.

“I suppose I need t’find someplace t’sleep,” she said softly. “Can you help me? Is there someplace safe...for all of us...?”

The tom appeared to grin at her, made a few sounds that seemed peremptory, and resulted in a handful of those around her leaving the pack to scurry back down the stairs. The tom twitched his tail, turned and sauntered down the hall to an open doorway... stopped... looked back over his shoulder at Brandywine. Those at her feet crowded her forward, until she could look through the doorway herself, to the far corner of the room where a small mountain of blankets and tattered old clothing lay heaped beneath a window whose unbroken panes of glass glimmered faintly with newly-risen moon’s light. She felt tails and bodies on the backs of her legs, urging her forward, until she was toppled over into the makeshift bed, that was thick with the rich biscuit smell of the countless cats who had slept there in the past  The big tomcat stood off to one side, nodding approval.

“You’re in charge, aren’t you?” said Brandy breathlessly. 

The tom nodded once more, and all the others ringed her round and settled themselves for the night, inching and wriggling up close enough that their warmth flowed over her. Moments later, three of those who had dashed off earlier, returned, but now with a small paper carton between the teeth of one, and an intricately-folded paper napkin between the teeth of another. Brandywine drank all of the milk in the carton, ate the two slices of buttered bread and the thick wedge of sharp spicy cheese tucked into the folds of the napkin. She fell asleep as moonlight flooded over the carpet of cats keeping watch over her, and dreamt she was a spell-bound princess in a fairy tale. 

She woke in early morning with the rising sun scattering magic dust through her window and all of them were gone. For the longest time she wondered if everything had been a dream, but a small carton that smelled faintly of soured milk lay empty beside her, and a paper napkin in one corner still had smudges of butter and crumbs of cheese stuck to it. On hands and knees she crept from her royal bed, down through the stale empty coach-house, and raced across the City...
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Her apologies for staying out all night were heartfelt and sincere. She bore her week’s-worth of extra chores as a well-deserved punishment, and was miserable to have caused the sisters so much worry...but behind every twinge of remorse, every promise to try not to do anything like it ever again, Brandywine’s thoughts returned continually to the ruined coach-house, the courtyard ringed with apple trees, and the courtiers of the kingly cat who had rescued her from a night she might well have spent miserably cold and hungry. When her week of penance was done, and upon the following day with her usual breakfast duties fulfilled, she once again went out into the City, but this time directly to the cobbled laneway that ran beside the Church of St John, unaware that the second major occurrence of her childhood was about to unfold before her.

Her previous visit had been in the twilight time of the day. Traffic of any sort along the Boulevard had surged briefly with those on their way home; but she had been a small girlchild in the midst of many, and all of them preoccupied with thoughts that had nothing whatsoever to do with even so charming a little girl as she might be. And she had been merely wandering, giving no thought to where she was going, or where she had been. This day was to be different, so she went purposefully through winding back streets, and threaded her way through alleys and narrow lanes in order to reach her destination, an innate caution against being too noticeable always uppermost in her mind when something of importance to her was at stake. She was on the sidewalks of the Boulevard only so long as it took her to reach the half-street that led to the Church...and the laneway beside it...

Again, she tiptoed past the broad stone steps, every now and again casting an anxious glance over her shoulder, lest one of the churchmen venture through the ominous-looking doors and insist on saving her soul whether it was in need of saving or not. The cobble-stones were still cool beneath her sandaled feet, waiting for the sun to rise up over church spire and office tower to shower them with noontide warmth. She crept to the archway and felt her heart begin to beat faster with anticipation; the prospect of a million magical cats awaiting her filled her with excitement, and she was quite certain she would recognise each and every one of them and they, in turn would know her as well, and welcome her back to their magical kingdom. She raced forward, already tasting the scent of new apples, oblivious to a man seated beside the door of the windows that had shone with candelight on her previous visit.

“Where d’ya think you’re goin’?” he inquired gruffly, turning in his chair to face her.

Brandywine stopped dead in her tracks, took a step away from him so her back was pressed against the high stone wall along that side of the laneway.  She wasn’t so much frightened as startled, and just a tiny bit huffy that whoever he was, he thought it entitled him to question her like that. 

“I was goin’ t’visit my friends, sir,” she said simply, trying not to be rude in return.

“Your friends.”

“Yes, sir.”

“No one lives along here past my door,” he growled at her.

She realised the growl was just his natural way of speaking, to go with how he seemed to dwarf the chair beneath him, a broad dark-haired man with bristly dark hair and a beard to go with.

“The cats live here,” she said. “In the courtyard...and in that old house...”

“The cats are your friends.”

Brandywine was intrigued that now he was asking her questions that sounded like he already knew the answers. She leaned forward a little bit, looking at him more closely, saw that his face was craggy and showed lines that weren’t from smiling, but his eyes were softer than his face, and not unkind. 

“They are,” she said, now crossing the laneway to within a few of her small steps from him. “I got lost here a little while ago. It got dark and I couldn’t go home, so they took me to one of the rooms in that old house at the end and took care of me...brought me some milk and some bread and butter and cheese.”

The man took some time to ponder that. Brandywine noticed he was seated before a wooden stand with a rectangle of white canvas on it...ragged thin black lines showing the outline of what might be a waterfall and some rocks and trees. She’d never laid eyes on a waterfall before, but that’s what it looked like to her. 

“Are you an artist?” she asked.

“I’m not finished with my questions yet...but yes..there’s some would say I’m an artist.”

“What’s your name? Are you famous?”  She nodded at his canvas. “I think I know what it is, but it doesn’t really look like a real one.”

She thought it best to project a knowledgable aspect.

“So you’re an art critic as well as a runaway.”

He was back to answers supposed to be questions.

“I’m not a runaway. I live in the orphanage,” she whispered, and tilted her head towards the courtyard. “I like it here...”

“The cats...”

She nodded.

“My name’s Robertson.”

My name’s Brandywine Lloyd...” she said, and spelled it for him, “...but you don’t have t’say the Y or the E at the end, so it’s like Brand-win...”  

She put her hand out. Robertson nodded and made it disappear inside his own.

“So you’re visiting the old coach-house because the cats took you there a while ago and brought you food?”

“It was a week ago. I couldn’t come back sooner because I had extra chores for making the sisters worry. But I went in by myself first and the cats came after.”

Robertson nodded again.

“There was a big grey one,” she said.

“That would be Grim,” he said.

“Why?” she asked

“Why what?” asked he.

“Why would it be grim?”

“That’s his name...at least, that’s what I’ve named him. He seems to run the whole show.”

“His name is Grim?”

“Grim the Grey’s what I call him.”

Brandy gave that some thought on her own, and decided it was a good name for her feline rescuer. Then the canvas caught her attention again.  

“It looks like it wants t’be a waterfall with rocks and trees.”

“It’s just a rough sketch. It’s how you start a painting. It’s how you learn how t’paint at all. You rough out everything that’s goin’ t’be in your painting and where it’s all going t’go, and after that you fill it all in with the colours...”

Brandywine said, “Show me...”  

Robertson frowned a bit.

“Just this once, then” he said, going gruff again. “I’ve no got the time t’be startin’ any kind of artist school.”  He smudged at a line of charcoal pencil with his finger and a shadow appeared on one of the shapes that was supposed to be a rock.

“D’ya see how that works? Now it looks like you’ve paid attention t’how the light came down on that rock, so some places on it would be brighter than others, and then you’d have the whole shape of the rock lookin’ as it should look if you were out walkin’ in the sun an’ found it sittin’ by the side of the road...or a waterfall. Works the same way when you’ve got different colours and shades of paint on your brush. The important thing t’remember, when you’re not making things up, is t’draw or paint exactly what you see. That makes it easy...”

They spent another three hours together, Brandy asking questions, Robertson shaking his head and answering them. Well past noon hour he fed her soup with beef and barley and vegetables, with thick slices of brown bread to go with, and then sent her on her way, into the courtyard at last. This time she managed to get back to the orphanage before nightfall, but only just barely because the cats did remember her; that night she fell asleeep with a feeling inside her that an entirely new world had just opened up in front of her.
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“...Get along you! We won’t have beggars coming in off the street. Get off...and stay away if you know what’s good for you!”

Stubbornly Brandywine stood her ground, staring up into a face that held nothing but contempt for her and the poor quality of her clothing. The woman was immaculately dressed, and wore some heavy scent that tempted Brandywine to sneeze outright. When the woman reached down to assist her in vacating the premises, Brandy took three steps backward and another to one side, planted her feet again.

“I’m not a beggar,” she said.  “I have money.”

“There’s nothing here you can afford.”

Brandywine knew otherwise. She’d already been to the supply shop once before, during a busy lunch hour when no one else had taken any notice of her. Now she pointed to the wall that held rack upon rack of drawing paper, in a dozen different colours and sizes and weight. 

“I have enough for three pieces of heavy paper and a drawing pencil and a smudger.” 

She reached into the pocket of her smock and brought forth the sum total of her savings—one small silver coin and three coppers.

“Stolen then, I’ll wager,” charged the shopwoman. “I know your kind, all sweet and innocent-seeming keeping honest folk busy while your smelly friends make off with things that don’t belong to them.”

Brandywine bit back on tears and would not look away.

“I have money t’pay,” she said softly. “You shouldn’t be cruel.”

The owner of the shop intervened then, and if Brandywine had been inclined to take pleasure in the public embarrassment of another person, the lecture the shopwoman received would have made her gleeful. Instead, she went away from the shop with her paper, pencil and smudger, and an assurance that she would always be welcome.

Once back at the orphanage she asked Sister Rose for assistance.

“To cut these up for you?”

Brandy nodded. “In fours, Rose, could you? Then I’ll have twelve.”

“Twelve for what, Branny?”

“Drawing. I’ve been practising with pieces of burnt stick on wood and paper scraps. I’m gonna make pictures on these and sell them...”

“Truly? You can do that?”

Sister Rose was a simple creature of kindness, but the thought of actually creating a picture was something well beyond any ambition she had ever harboured. Brandy’s obvious determination to do so was, to her, yet one more bit of evidence that her young charge was indeed an especially-favoured child of God.
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She remembered what Robertson had told her about making her pictures look exactly like what she was seeing. When she parked herself beside the gates of the Amaranth Palace, the royal guards on duty were now only curious to see what she was up to. Brandy spoiled three of her twelve paper rectangles because her hand shook so badly, and she couldn’t get the smudges to look like real shadows where the light didn’t fall upon the walls of the palace...but the fourth one was just right, and her keen eye for perspective and detail impressed a tourist from the Eastern Townships so much she was offered five coppers for it, which was what Brandy had paid for all of her paper in the first place.

She breathed a sigh of relief, and smiled to herself.  She had decided she wanted to be an artist, and now it seemed to be entirely possible. A fortnight later, she went back to the supply shop and came away with thirty sheets of paper beside a handful of coloured chalks, and one payment made towards a small wooden paint-box hinged so that she could open it up into an easel.
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“...It’s for you,” she said, warmed by the look of surprise and gratitude on Sister Adele’s face. “It’s the squirrel been sneakin’ about lookin’ for scraps all the time. He lives in the tree in the back garden.”

Adele was speechless for a moment.

“I can see that, Brandywine,” she said finally. “And that great hunk of cheese in his paws, that came from where...?“

“I gave it him, ma’am, so he’d sit still for me. It was from my lunch.”

“How long have you been doing this, my child?”

“The summer, ma’am. I met a real artist and he told me how t’do it.”

“He told you how.”

“And he showed me a little bit, too,” Brandywine admitted.

Sister Adele sat behind her desk and marvelled at the little terror come peacefully to life in a pencil-drawing. The squirrel had been the scourge of their kitchen for months, always a scamper ahead of anyone who tried to trap or discourage him. That her orphan girl had gotten him to sit still at all felt miraculous.and seemed to point to an explanation of sorts for the reason she had asked to see Brandy that morning.   

“The sisters tell me you no longer take your weekly allowance.”

“No, ma’am.”

“They also tell me you leave coins in the charity box every Sunday.”

Brandywine put her head down.

“I sell my drawings, Sister Adele. Sometimes I can pay for all my paper and things just by selling two or three of them, so when I have money left over...”

She shrugged, and looked at her feet. Sister Adele looked at the drawing again, and wondered if the small miracle of  a bit of cheese in Brandywine’s hand might very well mean that the other sisters had been right about her all along.

––––––––
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One evening after supper, just after her tenth birthday, Sister Adele called her into the small office tucked in a corner of the chapel beside the orphanage. Brandywine stood before the sister’s desk, waited patiently while she cleared the surface of all but a small folder she recognised as her “file”, the sum record and total of her decade in residence. Though in no way evident to all outward appearance, Brandywine felt a small shiver of dismay run up from the bottom of her spine and into the placid pool of her thoughts. 

“Good morning, Brandywine,” said Sister Adele very softly. “How are you today?”

“I’m fine, Sister Adele,” replied Brandy. “How are you?”

“Also fine, I’m happy to say, but...”

She stopped and looked at the slender figure standing before her, hands clasped on the front of her smock, a plain grey homespun that the girl had embroidered with brightly-coloured flowers and birds in flight. Brandywine thought to see some emotion less than fine flit across the face of Sister Adele. 

“Brandywine, are you happy here?” she asked slowly.

“Yes, ma’am, mostly I am.”

“Mostly.”

Brandywine nodded.

“It’s nothing t’do with here, ma’am, or anyone at all really. I know I get treated different,  that I’m allowed some things you’d rather not...and I’m grateful, ma’am, truly I am... You and everyone’s always been good t’me...” 

“But...?”

“It’s just me, I guess...I don’t know how t’explain...”

Sister Adele nodded, having no idea what the girl could not explain, but in some way understanding perfectly. She looked away for a moment, found that looking back was difficult, and there was a tightness in her throat perforce must be dealt with before she could go on. 

“Brandywine,” she said at last, “we’ve not been entirely fair with you, we—“

“Don’t
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