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In Which Lizas Circumstances Change for the Worse
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Liza huddled in the armchair near the window, her mothers shawl wrapped tightly around her shoulders. Despite the fire, she couldnt seem to get warm. The blinds were drawn against the mornings winter light.

It shouldnt be sunny.

There was a discreet knock at the door. A maid in a black dress with a white apron entered, carrying a meal on a tray. Miss Liza, you mustnt shut yourself away like this. Its not like you. With a quick motion, she deposited the tray and jerked the blinds open. Liza blinked and held up a hand to shade her eyes.

Cora!

With all due respect to your bereaved state, Miss, the staff is beginning to talk, Cora scolded. This is no life for a young lady such as you. Go out of doors, put some color back in those cheeks.

Theres nothing for me outside.

The hotel suite had been her refuge since the day she had walked behind the black carriage drawn by four black horses and watched the shovelfuls of black earth rain down on her parents coffins. And now what? Her family had come to London to join society. But without Mamas letters of introduction, there would be no welcome for Liza in the best homes. There would be no glittering season followed by a brilliant marriage. She was alone in a strange country; she had neither friends nor family. When her parents cabriolet had plunged into the Serpentine a fortnight ago, it had desolated Lizas life too.

I have a letter for you, Cora said enticingly.

Hiding her face in the protective wing of the chair, Lizas answer was muffled. Leave it on the table.

The notation says Urgent.

Liza peeked out from under the shawl. Who sent it?

A satisfied smile spread across Coras face. I dont know. She handed Liza the letter. Look for yourself.

Liza stood up and brought the letter to the window. Its from Papas lawman, Mr. Ratisbon.

Coras bright smile dimmed. I never knew good news to come from a lawyer. She picked up Lizas dressing gown from the floor and bustled into the bedroom.

Liza broke the seal and began reading the letter half aloud. Assetsliensfive hundred pounds owed?creditorslegal actionOh my goodness. She sank back into her chair. Papa left nothing? Less than nothing. Her breathing was shallow as if her lungs had shrunk along with her expectations. How am I to live?

For the first time, she looked at her luxurious hotel suite and realized it must be expensive. Two bedrooms, a sitting room, meals on trays, a maidit all cost.

Did Mr. Ratisbon include the hotel in his list of creditors? She would be a thief if she slept here another night or ate another meal. How could she afford to pay for Cora?

What on earth am I to do?

Liza began to pace. How could you do this, Papa? she whispered to the sumptuous room. You and Mama were my whole world. How could you leave me with nothing?

The crinkle of paper in her hand recalled her to the last paragraph of Mr. Ratisbons letter. Her heart beat faster. After informing her she had lost everything, the lawyer presented her with the opportunity of a lifetime.

Cora!

Miss?

I have to get dressed! Im to go to court! Liza exclaimed, waving the letter. More precisely, I have an interview at half past one oclock to be a lady in waiting.

Coras eyes widened. To the Queen?

No, to the Princess Victoria at Kensington Palace.

Court is where the King is, Miss Liza, Cora corrected. But the little Princess is just as good. Shell be the Queen someday. I saw er once, picnicking with er mother, the Duchess, in yde Park. Shes ever so pretty.

Shes not so little. I read in the broadsheets shes sixteen, a year younger than I, Liza said. If I suit her, Im to live at Kensington Palace.

Your good mother would have been proud. Coras face fell when she saw Lizas stricken expression. Im sorry, Miss.

Liza rubbed her sore eyes. Youre right, Cora. My mama would have been so pleased. This was all she ever dreamed ofbut now shell never know. She straightened her back and tilted her chin. We must pay particular attention to my toilette, she said. This appointment is the most important of my life.

Liza carefully folded Mr. Ratisbons letter while Cora hurried away to fetch Lizas clothes. Liza ran her fingers across the crease, thinking hard. What if she didnt find favor with the Princess? Or rather, Her Highnesss governess, the Baroness Lehzen? Mr. Ratisbon said that the Baroness would make the decision. This interview must go well. It must. Liza had nowhere else to go.

Your black lace? Cora asked from the bedroom.

No! Not that Lizas voice faltered as she recalled her parents funeral, but then she forced herself to be practical. Never mind, its the best I have, even if it reminds me of terrible things.

She slipped her dressing gown off her shoulders and stood in her chemise. Cora fastened a wide petticoat around her waist.

The corset? Cora asked.

Mama would have insisted. No, Liza said, with a twinge of guilt. Its wretchedly uncomfortable.

Your waist is tiny enough as it is, Cora said, fastening the dark skirt around Lizas middle. The black silk was heavy with fine lacework from Brussels. Liza remembered the rainy afternoon she and her mother had spent in the milliners shop poring over dozens of styles. Cora buttoned the sleeves into the armholes. They were wide below the elbow but narrow at the shoulder. She tut-tutted, This style looks more like a leg of mutton every season.

Liza stared at her reflection in the mirror. Mama always told me I looked washed out in dark colors.

But you have to wear your blacks, its disrespectful else, Cora said.

To honor Mama and Papa properly, I will, Liza said. Tears rolled down her cheeks. She sighed; this had to stop. The Princess would send her away if all she did was cry.

Cora avoided looking at Lizas face. She finished joining the hooks and eyes at the back of the bodice. That looks lovely, she said. Your shape is ourglass perfection.

Taking a deep sniff, Liza pursed her lips and set her shoulders back, fighting her tears. With these huge sleeves and wide skirt, anyone would look like an hourglass. But even as she said it, she remembered laughing with her mother, discreetly of course, at the ladies who insisted on the latest styles even though they did not have the natural tiny waist.

Tis the fashion, Miss. Coras voice was firm.

Liza said, Fashion isnt everything. She swallowed past the lump in her throat; her mother would have swooned had she heard Liza say such a thing. Fashion had been their consuming passion, save for the opera and theater. But now Liza had more important concerns.

What about jewelry, Miss? Cora asked briskly.

My gold and enamel locket. It contained a small length of her mothers hair. And the jet bracelet and pin. I must look my best.

A pretty girl like you is sure to please the Princess. They say she as no friends er own age. Youd be a boon to er, you would.

I hope so. Liza fastened a black bonnet on her head and arranged the black ribbon to display becomingly in her blond curls. It would be a boon for me to go where there are no memories.

The lobby was filled with its usual denizens, well-to-do young ladies and their mothers and, on occasion, pompous fathers. Two weeks ago Liza had been utterly at home here; she had grown up in fine hotels in the most elegant cities around the world. A murmur spread through the room when she appeared at the top of the stairs. Behind gloved hands or strategically held fans the ladies whispered, speculating. Liza blushed.

Stop being self-centered, Liza. They cant possibly know the moneys gone. They are curious because Ive been a hermit in my rooms this past fortnight. They cant possibly know.

Miss Hastings! A peremptory voice drew every eye to her. It was Mr. Arbuthnot, the hotels manager. Though portly, he insisted on wearing gaudy vests that emphasized his girth. Miss Hastings, I must speak to you about your account.

Liza wished she could sink into the lush red carpet. Instead, she took a breath and made one foot follow the other down the stairs. Now everyone was staring at her and she knew they werent admiring the lace on her mourning dress.

Good afternoon, Mr. Arbuthnot, she said formally.

Recalled to his manners, he said, Of course. Good afternoon. May I speak to you in my private office, please?

Liza looked for any possible reprieve, but his piggish, black eyes were implacable. Why, certainly, Mr. Arbuthnot, although I only can spare you a few moments. I have an important appointment.

He led the way through the crowded lobby. Liza followed as slowly as she dared. Her fathers lawman had said she wasnt responsible for her fathers debts. But did Mr. Arbuthnot know that? Perhaps the bailiffs were waiting to take her to debtors prison?

Mr. Arbuthnot opened the door. Liza craned her neck to see past his bulk. Her knees weakened with relief; the room was empty.

Mr. Arbuthnot sat behind a too grand mahogany desk. Most discourteously, he didnt offer her a seat, but Lizas legs were trembling so, she sank unbidden into the deep chair opposite him. Immediately she regretted her choice; the chair dwarfed her petite frame and she felt like a small child.

Do you know why Ive asked to see you? he began.

Youd like to offer your condolences? Liza asked hopefully. But she had spied a letter with Mr. Ratisbons handwriting on his desk; the manager would not be commiserating with her over her tragedy.

Your account is in serious arrears, Miss Hastings. He frowned and picked up the letter. Your fathers solicitor tells me you have no fortune at all and no prospects, he said as though it were her fault.

Two weeks ago, he had fallen over himself to indulge their every whim. Violets in winter? Of course, Lady Hastings. Seats to the opera for Don Juan, starring the famous tenor Luigi Lablache? Consider it done, Miss Hastings. But his courtesies had a price.

Mr. Arbuthnot, my father was a valued client of yours.

Indeed he waswhen he was alive to pay his bills.

Liza gasped. How much is the amount outstanding? she asked, when she trusted her voice again.

Forty-three pounds, two pence, he said.

Liza recoiled as if from a blow to her body. Her gloved fingers twisted around the handle of her little reticule, which contained only a few pounds and a handful of change.

That is the amount due immediately, he continued. If you stay another night, it will be more.

Of course, Liza said. My parents would have, she began again.

The hotel is deeply sorry for their deaths, but even our generosity has its limits. Have you no one to pay your debts?

As you know, we have only just arrived in London from Munich. I know no one. Liza struggled out of the chair. As it happens, I have an appointment this morning that will provide me with a new home. She smoothed out her full black skirt. I will pack my trunks and leave as soon as possible.

Mr. Arbuthnots fleshy lips quivered with impatience, And your account?

Lizas stomach was full of angry butterflies. I have no way to pay right now, but it will be settled, she promised.

I dont see how, he replied, his tone snide. But Claridges will not be the loser; Im sure I can sell your personal chattel for at least some of what you owe.

You cannot! Liza cried.

But I can. He tapped the letter on his desk. Ask your solicitor.

You cant sell my clothes to strangers! And certainly not my mothers jewelry and my fathers books As Liza listed the other possessions she could not bear to lose, her voice grew louder and more shrill.

Miss Hastings, calm yourself. He stood up and made sure the door was closed. Im the matre dhtel of the finest hotel in London, what will my paying guests think if they hear your caterwauling? He shoved a handkerchief at her.

With so little money in her reticule, how could Liza buy some time? Looking up at him from under her damp eyelashes, she said, Im so sorry, Mr. Arbuthnot, but Im an orphan, at my wits end.

Mr. Arbuthnot shifted from foot to foot, his eyes looking everywhere but at Liza. Theres nothing I can do.

With a sudden air of inspiration, Liza sat up straight saying, Perhaps I should throw myself on the mercy of your guests? Once I tell them the hotel is going to cast me out onto the street, someone will help me.

Youll do no such thing! he snapped. Ive the hotels reputation to think of.

You have left me no choice, Liza sniffed, dabbing at her eye with his cologne-laden handkerchief.

Perhaps I could let you have one trunk with your personal effects, Mr. Arbuthnot grudgingly offered.

That would be exceedingly generous, Liza said, hating the necessity of sounding grateful.

But the rest he said.

You may hold my other belongings until I pay the debt, Liza interrupted.

For ninety days, he countered. Then I sell everything.

A twelvemonth at least. You must give me time to find my feet, sir, she said. Surely that would be time enough to make her fortune or at least to find a suitable husband at Kensington Palace.

Half a year. And thats my final offer.

Thank you. I appreciate your kindness. She stood up and waited for him to remember to hold the door open for her. She was about to sweep through when she remembered another problem. One more thing, she said.

What? he said sourly.

I have a meeting at Kensington Palace, but Ive no money to pay for a hansom cab.

You could walk.

I could, she mused. But how would it reflect on Claridges? A young lady, walking unescorted through Hyde Park?

He snorted. Miss Hastings, I think if you had been in charge of your fathers business interests, there would be an estate worth inheriting.

Liza waited, her face impassive.

Very well, Ill pay the fare, he said at last. But first you pack your things. I have an Italian nobleman arriving this evening. He can afford to pay for your suite.

When Liza came back downstairs, Mr. Arbuthnot was waiting for her. He rushed forward to take her arm and shepherd her through the crowded hall, and Liza rewarded him with a genuine smile. To her surprise, she felt grateful to Mr. Arbuthnot for forcing her to pack so quickly. She would have mourned every item; cried over every glove, cufflink, and book had she more time. Instead, her single trunk was bursting with her favorite things and clothes appropriate for a grieving daughter.

Mr. Arbuthnot accompanied her to the door and instructed the doorkeeper to pay for a hansom cab to Kensington Palace. Then he turned on his heel and retreated to the comfort of Londons finest hotel.

Liza was left standing with the doorkeeper, her eyes blinking against the cold sunlight. He blew a shrill whistle and was answered with the clip-clop of hooves and the rattle of a cabriolet driven by a tiny man in an oversize greatcoat and a battered top hat.

Miss, its nice to see you taking the air again, the doorman said loudly. He lowered his booming voice. Ill ask the driver to take the long way around, avoid the river.

Liza swallowed. She had not considered that she might have to cross the bridge where the horse had bolted, plunging Mama and Papa to their deaths in the muddy waters of the Serpentine. Liza smiled at him, grateful for his thoughtfulness. With a practiced hand, he helped her into the carriage.

As she sank down to the cushioned seat, Liza forced herself to breathe deeply. Her exhalation hung suspended in the chilly air, like a promise or a threat. Whatever the future held for her, it was about to begin.
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The carriage wound its way through Hyde Park. Liza averted her eyes from the cold grayness of the river in the distance. They traveled along Rotten Row, where even in these frigid temperatures, societys finest showed off their clothes, horses, and social connections.

The carriage wheels crunched up a long gravel drive studded with weeds and stopped at an imposing iron gate. Streaks of rust marked the gate and the ornate pineapples topping the gateposts had long ago lost their gold leaf. The red brick building beyond the gate looked like an ordinary country house. Large enough certainly, but Liza spied a broken window- pane and brickwork in need of repair.

This is Kensington Palace? Liza asked the cabbie doubtfully. Are you sure?

Tis cert, Miss, he said, his bright blue eyes twinkling. It dont look like much, I know, but thems that live ere cant afford better. The King dumps all is poor relations at Kensington.

Liza got out of the carriage and rooted around her reticule, looking for some loose coins, but before she could find a tip, the cabbie touched his white hat in a salute and clicked to his horse. The cabriolet lurched forward and she watched him go, feeling very alone.

The tall, black gate was locked. Liza spotted the porters box just inside the gate, but no porter to ask what her business at the Palace might be. Glancing around the empty courtyard, she spied a smaller pedestrians gate. It swung open at her touch, the metals coldness seeping through her fashionable gloves. She shivered, although not from the cold.

Cowardice is a luxury you cannot afford.

Climbing the wide, stone steps to the tall, oak door, Liza touched her mothers locket for luck and struck the brass knocker to a reverberating thud. No response.

Shouldnt Kensington Palace have a footman or a butler to open the door?

Growing bolder, Liza knocked again. Still no answer.

Hello? she called out. Is there anyone here?

She shifted from one foot to the other and tapped her fingers against her wrist.

She knocked a third time. No sooner had the knocker hit the strike plate than a tall footman jerked open the thick door. Clad in dark green livery with a powdered wig atop his head, he looked flustered, no doubt due to the furious old woman standing behind him. She was short and stout and dressed in gray muslin; a chatelaine with keys jangled at her waist.

The housekeeper, Liza concluded.

Miss Elizabeth Hastings to see the Baroness Lehzen. Lizas voice squeaked like a door that hadnt been opened for months.

The housekeeper squinted at her, her shrewd eyes taking in every detail of Lizas fashionable ensemble. Are you certain? she asked.

Of my name or that I am here to see the Baroness? Liza responded sharply.

Pursing her lips, the housekeeper said, You have come to the wrong entrance. She pointed. Go along the length of the Palace to the small, red door there.

My apologies. Had there been a proper porter, I would have inquired. Liza gestured around the empty courtyard.

I am responsible for the inside of the house, not the exterior, the housekeeper snapped. Ill admit you at the proper door. She gestured to the footman. He closed the heavy door in Lizas face.

Lizas jaw dropped.

The standards for royal help must be very low.

As she trudged around the house, Liza could not help but take note of the gardens surrounding the Palace. Even with the trees bare of leaves in late winter, its beauty encouraged her to take heart with the early crocuses, pale yellow and blue, forcing their way through the soil. She reached a nondescript, red door, its paint peeling. Just as her knuckles came down to knock, the door swung open.

The housekeeper must have run the length of the Palace to meet her so quickly. So slow, Miss Hastings? We do not tarry here at Kensington Palace. Her words came between puffs for air.

Im sorry, Miss

The housekeepers eyebrows lifted halfway up her forehead. Mrs. Strode. Housekeepers are always referred to as Missus. A plump index finger beckoned for Liza to follow her.

Before the door could swing closed, Liza jumped inside. She bit back a sharp comment. Once she impressed the Baroness, then she could chastise the help.

The door led into a round room with a cold flagstone floor and doors leading off in every direction. The only light came from narrow windows and a few cheap, tallow candles hanging from the walls. Mrs. Strode opened the third door on the right curve of the room and led Liza up a damp stairwell with spots of mold on the plaster walls.

Despite her warm woolen cloak, Liza shivered. The Palace is very chilly, she said.

Mrs. Strode stopped short and turned, glaring down at Liza from the step above. I am sorry Kensington does not meet your expectations, Miss Hastings, she said, her syllables soaked with sarcasm. The Duchesss means may be slender, but let me assure you, we know how to respect our betters in this house.

Abashed, Liza dropped her eyes and mumbled, I beg your pardon. Perhaps shed do better to guard her tongue. Who knew how much influence this odious housekeeper had with the royal family?

With a sniff, Mrs. Strode continued her ponderous progress up the stairs and down a shabby hall. She stopped without warning and Liza trod upon her skirts. Youll have to be more graceful if you are to serve the Princess, the housekeeper said sharply.

Yes, Maam. Mrs. Strode seemed to expect something more, so after a moment, Liza said, Ill bear it in mind.

Mrs. Strode opened the tall, white double doors. Baroness Lehzen, Elizabeth Hastings.

This room was another disappointment. It did not fit Lizas idea of a royal parlor at all. With a long table in the center facing a desk, it resembled a faded schoolroom. Cracks ran up and down the walls. Though the sun streamed inthrough windows marred by fingerprints and streaks of weatherthe room still felt chilly. Liza thought she saw a black beetle skittering into the cold fireplace. The carpets were threadbare and the curtains frayed at their hems.

At least they match.

A tall figure was sitting stiffly on a faded blue velvet armchair. Her dark hair, shot through with gray, was piled high in a braided crown. Liza had not expected an older woman; the Baroness looked at least fifty. In all the novels she read, the governesses were young and pretty.

Mrs. Strode, you may go. Baroness Lehzen flicked her bony hand in dismissal. Liza stepped forward and after a moments hesitation, curtsied prettily.

So you are Miss Hastings. The Baroness made the statement sound like a question. Her hand disappeared into a pocket in her navy skirt and emerged with a handful of caraway seeds. She crammed them into her mouth.

Yes, my lady, Liza answered.

Thats wrong. She shook her head irritably, chewing the seeds all the while. You must call me Baroness. Her English was thickly accented. Mr. Ratisbon tells me you are an orphan?

The familiar wave of dark pain hit Liza and threatened to sweep her feet out from under her. Yes, Baroness.

How did you lose your family? she asked, making it sound as if Liza had misplaced them.

A carriage accident in Hyde Park.

The Baroness gave a little nod, dismissing the parents. Elizabeth is too grand a name, she said. What were you called at home?

Liza forced the words past the lump in her throat. My family called me Liza.

Liza. The Baroness rolled it on her tongue. How old are you?

Seventeen, Baroness.

Victoria will be seventeen next month. A tender smile flitted over her lips, then passed. Have you had any education?

More than you.

Yes, of course. Im very good at parlor games and anagrams. I can also play the pianoforte. Lizas mother had ensured she was well versed in all the tools a lady of leisure required to combat boredom.

None of that is of use here, the Baroness frowned.

Liza had never heard the Princess was so serious-minded. It might be very grim at Kensington Palace.

Can you sew?

Sew? Of course I can. For a moment, the memory of her mothers golden head leaning over her embroidery, patiently showing Liza a new stitch, was more real than the Baroness.

The Baroness coughed, bringing Liza back to the moment. Liza managed to say, I am quite handy with an embroidering needle.

If you can embroider, you can mend, the Baroness said. Let me look at you. The top of her body ramrod straight, she levered herself out of the upholstered chair. Circling Liza, as though she were a horse on sale at the fair, Baroness Lehzen muttered, Not too tall. Pretty enough, although the complexion is pasty.

Black is not my best color, Liza felt compelled to say.

The Baroness scowled. Did I ask you a question? she said.

No, Baroness.

Control your tongue!

Too much jewelry. And the dress is too fashionable, the Baroness continued. The Princess prefers bright colors.

Im in mourning for my parents, Liza said. Her nervous fingers plucked at her mourning locket.

That is irrelevant here, Miss Hastings. Nor am I accustomed to being contradicted, the Baroness said, as she lowered herself back into her seat.

Liza willed her tone to be respectful. I apologize, Baroness, but my nerves have been strained by my tragedy.

A maid is not permitted to have nerves.

There was a long silence while Lizas heart sank.

Mmaid? Perhaps she had misheard.

What else? the Baroness said, her eyebrows nearly touching her ornate crown of hair.

Im here to apply to be a lady in waiting! Liza winced, hearing her own shrillness.

A commoner? The Baroness laughed. Even if the Princess was permitted a lady in waiting, she would have to be, at the very least, a countess.

I cant be a maid, Liza protested. Im a lady.

The Baroness frowned. Mr. Ratisbon told me your father was in trade.

He was, Liza admitted. But his products were such a favorite with the late king, he was knighted. Papa had been so pleased. It was then that he and Mama began to speak of an auspicious match for Liza.

Knighted! Baroness Lehzen made an impatient noise. This interview is over. I have no wish for you to demean yourself. Mrs. Strode will show you out.

Lizas last bits of pride disintegrated into dust as she imagined begging Mr. Arbuthnot for another night at Claridges Hotel. She couldnt do it. Wait! she cried. What kind of maid?

The Princesss maid. And as needed, mine also. The Baronesss face tightened. But its impossible now. You are a lady. And one with too much pride. She reached for the bell on the table. You can go.

Lizas chest contracted, squeezing her heart of every drop of blood. Her thoughts raced: what could she do to change the Baronesss mind?

The double doors slammed open, banging against the wall. A King Charles spaniel, dressed in a red tartan vest and blue velvet trousers, scampered in, yipping loudly. Following on his heels, a girl in a white muslin day dress with pink trim walked in. Her long, fair hair was tied back, like a little girls might be, with a matching ribbon. Behind them both, a parlor maid followed, panting for breath.

The Princess!

The newspapers sometimes published drawings caricaturing her prominent blue eyes and her lips, pursed together like a cupids bow. And here she wasin the flesh. Liza liked the look of her immediately.

Oh darling Lehzen, look at Dash! cried the girl, with a hint of a German accent. She held up her hand and the dog jumped on its hind legs and turned in a circle. Isnt he mignon?

He may be adorable, but your manners are not, Princess. With a gesture, the Baroness directed the dog to sit. The spaniel whimpered and obeyed, as intimidated by the Baroness as Liza was.

Victoria pulled herself up tall and held her weak chin unnaturally high. Lehzen, please forgive the intrusion, she apologized. Then she turned to Liza with manners just as exquisite. And do pardon me for interrupting.

With a pang Liza realized the Princess assumed she was a proper visitor.

The Baroness hastened to correct her mistake. Victoria, this is no one.

Lehzen, shes clearly someone! Victoria giggled. Look at her dress. She held out her hand. I am the Princess Victoria.

Liza curtsied as her mother had taught her. Your Highness, she said. My name is Liza Hastings.

The Baroness bustled in front of Victoria, as if to protect her from riffraff. Victoria, go to your room, Liza is here to apply for Annie Masons job, but as you can see, she is clearly unsuitable.

Victorias eyes went from Lizas fashionable slippers to her jet and enamel earrings. I think she is suitable in every way, Lehzen.

It is not for you to say.

No one consulted with me about Annies dismissal. The Princess put her hands on her hips. At the very least, I should choose my new maid.

I will find someone better. One who is not so well born, said the Baroness.

Can anyone be too well born to serve me? Victoria asked, frowning.

Liza smothered a smile as she saw the Baroness did not have an answer to that.

Victoria, go to your room, we will discuss it later.

Lehzen, I shant be disappointed again, the tiny Princess stomped her foot, daring her giant governess. I insist you hire Liza.

Liza racked her brain, searching for anything that might help Victoria persuade the Baroness. She remembered her father complaining the royal family was more German than British. Though her mother had teased him that his own daughter was half-German, Papa still grumbled that the monarch should be British through and through.

Bitte Baroness, bentige ich diese Beschftigung. Please, Baroness, I need this position.

Both the Baroness and Princess stared.

Sprechen Sie Deutsch? Baroness Lehzen asked. You speak German?

Ja.

How? the Baroness asked, her voice sharp with suspicion.

But your face, your voiceyou are English, Princess Victoria said, her voice full of delight.

My father was from Leeds, but my mother was born in Munich. We traveled a great deal for his business, but I always spoke German with Mama and English with Papa.

The Princess was intrigued. What kind of business?

He imported delicacies. He supplied the Kings table with sauerkraut and sausage.

The Baroness interrupted with a guffaw. Ah! I knew the name was familiar. Your parents were Sir Sauerkraut and his Lady Bratwurst!

The Princess giggled.

How dare you say such a thing! Liza exclaimed.

The Baronesss eyes narrowed. The Princess gasped.

Liza froze. Excuse my outburst, Baroness. It is just my parents died so recently

Is that why you are wearing such dreary mourning? the Princess asked. Her face was filled with morbid interest.

Yes, Your Highness, I am an orphan.

Thats appalling, said the Princess. And I know exactly how you feel. My father died when I was a baby. He was English too, while my Mama is from Germany. Just like you!

Liza tried to drag the Princesss attention back to her plight. I have neither friends nor family in England.

You are utterly alone? Tears welled up in the Princesss eyes. You have no one?

No one, Your Highness. I need this position quite desperately. Liza let herself hope.

Victoria snatched the Baronesss hands and held them to her lips. Lehzen, dont you see, it would be a good deed to hire Liza. And it would be so amusing for me to have someone to talk to. And she speaks German; that will be easier for you.

Perhaps. The Baroness looked at Liza, her lips pursed as she looked her over a little more closely. But if I do, Victoria, you must promise not to be too familiar with her.

Liza fixed her eyes on the floor.

I hugged Cora farewell not two hours ago!

Of course not. I shall be as stern as you. The Princess embraced the Baroness. Thank you, my darling Lehzen.

The Baroness tried not to smile as she said, Go write in your journal. Your mother will look at it tonight.

It isnt as though anything ever happens worth writing about, the Princess said. With a becoming pout, she called to her dog. Dash followed Her Royal Highness out of the room, barking cheerfully as he trotted behind her.





3
In Which Liza Goes Below Stairs
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As though Victorias presence had thawed the Baronesss frozen demeanor, her face had more color. I cannot deny my Victoria anything, she said with a pleased smile. They say in England she is spoiled ripe.

Spoiled rotten, Liza corrected. The Princess is spoiled rotten.

The Baroness frowned and without warning pinched the flesh above Lizas elbow.

Never be disrespectful of the Princess, she hissed.

Liza bit her lip to prevent herself from crying out. She closed her eyes until the pain subsided, reminding herself of all she had at stake.

The Baroness rang for a maid and told Liza she would be interviewed by Mrs. Strode next. Liza followed the housemaid through a labyrinth of stairways and halls. Rubbing her sore arm, Lizas eyes fixed on the maids white apron and starched cap.

Will I have to wear a cap and apron too? Liza asked.

The maid stopped in surprise. Of course not. A ladys maid wears proper street clothes. Aint you never been in service before?

Liza hesitated. No, she said finally. This is my first position.

The maid glanced sideways at Liza, paying particular attention to her dress and accessories. You werent born to it, she said flatly.

Liza shook her head ruefully. My name is Liza.

Im Nell. Dont worry. If you worship the Princess, youll be in good odor with both er and the Baroness. She wrinkled her nose and laughed at her little joke.

The Baroness seems very devoted, Liza offered, cautious of saying the wrong thing.

Like a dog guarding a whelp. She acts more like Victorias mother than the Duchess does.

They came to a white door with a crystal doorknob. Every great house had a door just like itseparating the gentry from the servants. Nell pulled it open to reveal a narrow, gloomy hallway. The other side of the door was lined with green baize and the doorknob was made of plain gunmetal.

Why is the door covered with fabric? Liza asked.

Muffles the sound from our side, I suppose. And keeps smells in. The family dont want to smell dinner until its on the table.

Liza stepped through. Without a stairwell in sight, she had gone from above to below stairs. They were back in the round, stone room where Liza had first entered the Palace. Nell opened one of the doors to reveal a stifling, hot kitchen with two large, coal-burning stoves and deep, stone sinks lining the walls. A cook and two scullery maids bustled around cleaning up one meal and preparing the next.

Nell led Liza past a narrow room with a battered, oak table and long, wooden benches. There were no windows.

The servants all, where we eat. The smell of stale beer and onions reminded Liza she hadnt eaten anything from the breakfast tray at the hotel. Her stomach twisted with hunger. Claridges Hotel had already assumed a dreamlike haziness, as though it were someone elses life. Nell went on, Most of the time, youll eat upstairs, off a tray.

By myself?

Nell snorted. Youll be grateful after youve met the others.

She pointed to another door. The still room where Mrs. Strode makes er cordials. She indicated a door at the end of a long corridor. The butlers pantry. But you wont ave much to do with Mr. Jenkins. Fortunately, since es usually three sheets to the wind. She winked. He keeps the keys to the wine cellar and its is job to be sure the wine asnt gone offtakes a lot of tastin that does.

Where will I spend my time? Liza asked.

Not down ere with us. Youll be above stairs. You ave to maintain your position.

What position? Liza asked bitterly. Im a maid.

A ladys maid, Nell corrected. You rank at the very top.

Theres rank below stairs? Liza had never considered the lives of servants once they left her hotel suite.

Of course there is. I remember the airs Annie Mason put on when Lehzen was Baronessed. Everyone had to greet her first in the morning because her position had improved, except for one French maid I wont name. Nells smile was tinged with sadness. I do miss Annie.

Liza touched Nells arm to stop her. The Princess mentioned Annie Mason left suddenly. What happened?

Nells open countenance clouded, Miss, I dont old with gossip.

Please. If Im to take her place

Miss, youre a proper lady, Nell interrupted. You wont make er mistakes.

They arrived at a plain door and Nells relief played across her face. She knocked immediately. Wait, Ill tell Mrs. Strode yer ere, she said as she slipped behind the door, leaving Liza alone in the hall. Liza remembered how she had tried to put Mrs. Strode in her place and her cheeks grew warm. Nell reappeared. Go in, she whispered. er bark is worse than er bite. She gave Liza a little push.

The warmth of the room struck Liza like the heat of an oven. Sitting ensconced in a large wing chair near a coal fire, Mrs. Strode sipped from a cup of tea and looked like the mistress of the house.

Apparently, Miss Hastings, the Baroness has decided you will suit. The perfect enunciation of her vowels questioned the soundness of the Baronesss judgment.

Yes, Mrs. Strode.

Eyebrows lifted, Mrs. Strode stared at Liza, tapping her fingers against her teacup. Liza realized she expected a curtsy. Staring straight ahead, eyes wide to keep from focusing on Mrs. Strodes forbidding face, she bobbed.

Sit down, Mrs. Strode said.

Liza sank gratefully into a chair. She slipped her shawl off her shoulders to prevent perspiring in the overheated room.

Your duties will start tomorrow, Mrs. Strode said. You may move your things here tonight. Your room is on the second floor, near the old state apartments. You will be the only person in the wing. She paused.

Ill be alone?

If you wish, you could share a room with another servant, Mrs. Strode said.

Id prefer my own room, Liza replied quickly. So long as she had privacy, that wing of Kensington Palace could be haunted for all she cared.

Very well. Theres no water closet on that floor, but Nell will supply you with a chamber pot. Youll bathe in the kitchen with the rest of the female servants every Friday. We have standards at Kensington.

Liza thought wistfully of the gleaming water closet at Claridges.

Mrs. Strode kept talking. Unless the Princess or the Baroness says otherwise, you are always on duty.

Always? Liza asked. Mrs. Strodes scowl told her to mind her tongue. Im sorry, Mrs. Strode, but, you see, Ive no experience. I know what my maid at Claridges did for me, but Id be very grateful if you would explain my responsibilities.

Mrs. Strode stiffened in her chair. Your maidat Claridges?

Yes, maam.

A lady, untrained, serving the Princess. Mrs. Strode fanned herself. What is the Baroness thinking? Especially after the last one She trailed off, dismayed.

Lizas stomach began to churn; she couldnt lose the post now. Mrs. Strode, Ill work hard and I learn quickly.

Until you fail, I dont suppose I have a choice. Mrs. Strode sighed. Do you have something to write with?

Nodding vigorously, Liza pulled out her notebook from her reticule and began taking notes. Spying Lizas favorite gold pencil, Mrs. Strodes face tightened. The Baroness takes morning tea at eight oclock. On Mondays, you must be ready to help her with her bath.

Liza remembered the enormous claw-footed hip baths at Claridges. Even there, the poor maids carried heavy pails of steaming water to fill the tubs every morning.

Do I fill the tub myself?

Certainly not. That is the housemaids job. Id never be able to hold my head up amongst the other royal housekeepers if a ladys maid did such a thing.

Liza breathed a small sigh of relief and scribbled, No Pails.

Youll lay out the Baronesss clothes and assist with her hair.

Liza and her mother had often whiled away a rainy afternoon dressing each others hair. The task would not be onerous although the Baronesss wiry gray loops were a far cry from her mothers golden curls.

The Baroness will instruct you regarding your duties with the Princess. She tapped the claw arm of her chair. You will have one afternoon off each month.

Per month! Liza cried, certain she had misheard.

Per month, and Ill thank you not to take that tone with me again, Mrs. Strode said, frowning.

Slavery was abolished in 33!

Im sorry, Maam, Liza mumbled. I am only surprised to learn servants have so little freedom.

Mrs. Strode harrumphed. In my experience, the more liberties you give a servant, the more they take. You will have free time when you are not needed by the Baroness or the Princess. I expect you to occupy yourself decently by reading the Bible or suitable poetryColeridge or Wordsworth.

Lizas mischievous sense of humor surfaced despite her best intentions, What about Byron?

That reprobate! Certainly not. If you must read something modern, you may read Miss Austens novels.

Thank you, Maam, Liza forced herself to say. Ill do exactly as you say.

Finally, youll be paid twenty-three pounds per annum, paid quarterly, the housekeeper concluded.

Papa gave me more than that for my dress allowance!

Though Liza was learning not to complain openly, her face was not so disciplined.

You could do far worse, Miss Hastings. From her expression, Mrs. Strode clearly thought Kensington Palace was getting the sharp end of the bargain.

Liza calculated quickly. At that rate it would take more than two years to pay her account at Claridges. Her things would be sold long before then. She began negotiating in earnest.

It might be the usual wage for a maid, Mrs. Strode. But I think my situation warrants more.

With a bark of laughter, Mrs. Strode said, Pray tell?

Victoria

The Princess or Her Highness, and dont you forget it.

Darting her tongue over her dry lips, Liza began again. The Princess insisted I be hired. She is sympathetic to my personal tragedy. And my education and experience offer the Princess more than a typical maid ever could.

Mrs. Strodes face was impassive. She stood up abruptly. Wait here, she said and left the room. Liza didnt know if that were a good sign or not. For all she knew, the housekeeper might return with that stout footman to throw Liza out for impertinence. She felt suddenly overheated and edged her chair away from the fire.

Mrs. Strode returned as brusquely as she had left. Ive spoken with the Baroness. Against my advice, she has authorized thirty pounds.

Liza opened her mouth, to be interrupted by Mrs. Strode.

Miss Hastings, I dont know why the Baroness is offering you this outrageous wage. She paused. But I will not tolerate any more negotiation.

Yes, Maam, Liza said with a small smile. It was a start.

Miss Hastings, you will be entrusted with a national treasure. Princess Victoria will someday be our Queen. Take excellent care of her.

Of course, Mrs. Strode, Liza assured her. There was a gentle knock at the door. It was Nell calling Mrs. Strode to dinner. Miss Hastings, youll join us. On Sundays, all the servants eat together. Since you will rarely see the other domestics, it will be useful to introduce you to everyone at the same time.

Its only three oclock, Liza said, glancing at the crystal clock on the side table. Nevertheless, her stomach rumbled in anticipation.

Naturally. Servants in a great house have to eat several hours before our employers. Otherwise, who will prepare the meal and wait at table?

Liza had never once considered it. During those thousands of intimate hours with maids over the years, as they had dressed her, bathed her, and ministered to her every need, Liza had never once asked about their lives below stairs. Flushed with shame, Liza followed Mrs. Strode to the dining room.

The sounds of a dozen noisy people in an enclosed room struck Lizas ears like a hammer. The men sat at one end, the women at the other. A tall man in black with a red, bulbous nose punctuating his long face, stood at the tables head.

This must be Mr. Jenkins, the drunken butler.

All the chatter stopped as Mrs. Strode sailed into the room, her chatelaine jangling at her waist. The servants craned their necks to get a better look at the newcomer.

Mrs. Strode went to the far end of the table. She gestured to Liza, who smiled brightly. This is Miss Elizabeth Hastings. She will be serving the Baroness and Princess Victoria.

Lizas smile faded before the curious stares. The men were looking at her face while the women were openly envious of her dress. She recognized the footman in green livery who admitted her into the Palace. He stared at her and boldly smiled at her discomfiture. Nell waved. One of the parlor maids giggled, only to be hushed by her neighbors.

Mademoiselle Blanche, please move down a seat for Miss Hastings, said Mrs. Strode. She addressed a superior-looking woman arguing in a lisping whisper with her neighbor. Like Liza, she wore street clothing, not a uniform. Another ladys maid then, Liza decided. Perhaps she served the Duchess.

She sits below me, Mademoiselle Blanche answered in a French accent, with a shake of her jet black curls. I outrank her.

Mr. Jenkins cleared his nose with a honk. Mrs. Strode, I dont want to presume, but Mademoiselle Blanches mistress is a Duchess while Miss Hastings will only serve a Baroness.

Exactement, said Mademoiselle Blanche with a nod. I serve the Duchess not une baronne fausse. Everyone looked blank. A fake Baroness.

Liza frowned, trying to place Mademoiselles accent.

You forget, Mr. Jenkins, Miss Hastings will also serve the Princess, the future Queen. Mrs. Strodes nostrils flared and splotches of bright pink appeared on her round cheeks. She sits higher than Mademoiselle Blanche.

Non! Je refuse. Mademoiselle Blanche did not budge. She stared defiantly at the housekeeper, her nostrils flaring.

I dont care where I sit, Liza said. She pulled out the chair below Mademoiselle Blanches and sat down decisively. What does it matter?

The hostile expressions on everyones face told Liza she had blundered.

Miss Hastings, in the future, do not presume to substitute your judgment for mine, said Mrs. Strode. Since Miss Hastings is already seated, we will discuss it another time.

Mademoiselle Blanche smiled triumphantly.

Eating alone might not be such a burden.

The door swung open and a scruffy kitchen boy strode in carrying a roast on an enormous platter. He placed it in front of Mrs. Strode, and handed her a carving knife and fork. Everyone watched reverently as she reduced the roast to thick slices, then the kitchen boy served everyone as though they were royalty.

Excuse me, Mrs. Strode, is there any chicken? Liza said. Beef tends to give me indigestion.

Everyone at the table burst out laughing and the now familiar, forbidding look on Mrs. Strodes face gave Liza her answer. Mutely, she held out her plate and accepted a slice of roast beef.

Liza let the conversation flow over her head as she avoided bits of congealed fat floating in the meats juices and wolfed down the overcooked cauliflower and stewed spinach. She looked up, startled, when she heard her name.

Miss Hastingss belongings need to be collected, Mr. Jenkins, said Mrs. Strode.

Mr. Jenkins nodded. Ill send Simon.

Simon turned out to be the handsome footman in green livery. He nodded to her, his mouth stuffed full of beef.

Ive only one trunk, Liza gritted her teeth to keep her jaw from trembling. My other things are in storage. She prayed Mr. Arbuthnot would honor their agreement. Should I accompany him?

More tittering, instantly quelled by Mrs. Strodes glare. Of course not! That would be unsuitable, Miss Hastings. Simon is perfectly capable of picking up another servants trunk without your assistance.

Liza stared down at her plate, fingering her locket. Mama and Papa would be mortified to see her so humbled.

What is the direction, Miss? Simon asked, flashing her a glimpse of bright white teeth in a reassuring smile.

Claridges Hotel in Mayfair, Liza said.

There was a murmur at the name of the prestigious hotel.

With an avidity that Liza found distasteful, Mr. Jenkins asked, With whom were you in service?

Pardon me? Liza asked.

Mrs. Strode answered for Liza, Miss Hastings was a guest at the hotel.

Each diners fork stopped in midair as everyone stared at Liza.

Mademoiselle Blanche said to the table at large, That explains her wardrobe. She leaned toward Liza and shamelessly inspected her jewelry. Unless she learns to dress like what she is, shell be on the street more quickly than the last one.

Lizas hand went protectively to her necklace.

Mr. Jenkins started to laugh, which turned into a fit of coughing when Mrs. Strode raised her eyebrows. The Duchess will not countenance a maid dressing more fashionably than she, Mr. Jenkins said when he recovered.

Im in mourning, Liza protested. I dont have many other clothes.

Mrs. Strode shrugged. Make do. In time the Baroness will give you her old dresses. Once youve removed any frills which mark the dress as a ladys, you may wear them. She stared disapprovingly at the lace of Lizas dress.

But I cant wear her clothes, shes much too tall, Liza blurted out.

Mademoiselle Blanche sniffed. You alter them for yourself or sell them. It is a perquisite of the position. You will also get the Princesss clothes. Her clothes are beautifully made, even if they are not  la mode. She sounded envious.

Her curiosity about the Princesss oddly immature dress getting the better of her, Liza asked, Why doesnt the Princess dress more suitably for her age? The servants exchanged knowing looks.

The Duchess feels the Princess is too young to follow fashion, Mrs. Strode said.

Shes sixteen! Liza said.

If the Duchess has her way, said Mr. Jenkins, the Princess will always be treated like a little girl.

Pas du tout! Mademoiselle Blanche shook her head vigorously. The Duchess is protecting Victoria, who is immature. She will protect her even when she becomes Queen, as her regent. She made a face in the housekeepers direction. Then she will be more important than the Princess. Which is why I sit higher at table.

Simon joined in, But if Sir John Conroy lived in the Palace, his valet would sit higher than all of us.

That man aims to be King in all but name, said Mr. Jenkins.

King John, Mademoiselle said. Or, as I hear the King calls him, Con-royal.

There was laughter all around the table.

Bewildered, Liza asked, Ive never heard of a Sir John. Who is he?

The Duchesss personal secretary and comptroller, Mr. Jenkins said. He manages her accounts.

More than just her accounts, Simon said with a leer.

Hes insufferable! said the butler. Yesterday, he suggested we were drinking too much port wine. I told him the household was drinking just as much as it always had. He hiccoughed.

He accused me of eating the Duchesss bonbons, Mademoiselle Blanche added. As if I could keep my figure if I stole candies. It must be the Princess. She is always sneaking food when she can get away with it.

Liza glanced around the table nervously. How was it a maid could speak so familiarly about the Princess? To her surprise, many of the servants, even Mrs. Strode, were nodding.

Sir John thinks weve a thief in our midst, Mr. Jenkins pronounced.

Arent there guards at the Palace? Liza asked.

Who would pay for em? Simon asked with a laugh.

But the Princess is the heir to the throne! Liza said. Doesnt she need protecting?

They all burst out laughing again. The Princess barely has friends, much less enemies, Mr. Jenkins said. Sir John and the Duchess keep her sequestered as much as they dare. They want her to rely on them for everything.

Liza felt a twinge of worry for the Princess.

Mrs. Strode gave a sharp glance around the table as though the conversation had gone too far. It is not for us to question our betters. She took a sip of ale and then spoke to Mademoiselle Blanche. Mademoiselle, as you are familiar with Miss Hastings duties, I will look to you to help her settle in.

The maid scowled and began muttering under her breath in French. Liza listened carefully, not to the words, but to how she pronounced them. After a moment or two, she put down her fork and turned to Mademoiselle Blanche.

Where are you from, Mademoiselle? she asked sweetly.

Simon said in a smooth voice full of malice, Mademoiselle is from Paris, where all the most superior maids come from. As she tells us. Frequently.

I spent a summer in Paris once with my family, Liza said. Its curious, but you dont speak like a Parisian at all.

Nell gasped, then giggled.

You are mistaken, Miss Hastings. Spots of color appeared under the French girls face powder. I was born and trained in Paris.

Liza deliberately made her voice artless. I heard your exact accent when we visited a pig farm in Normandy.

Simon chortled. Miss Hastings has exposed you, Mademoiselle Pig-Keeper. What else have you lied about?

Cest insupportable! Ill not stand to be interrogated like this. Pushing back her chair, Mademoiselle Blanche leaned down and whispered in Lizas ear, As the highest servants in the house, we might have been friends. But it will never be! Jamais! She flounced out of the room, her nose in the air, like an insulted poodle.

That will teach her to tangle with a real lady. Silly cuckoo, Simon said, holding up his glass to toast Liza.

Liza cast her eyes to her plate to hide her flushed cheeks. Her first meal, and she had already won an admirerand an enemy.
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A Broadsheet, Published Anonymously

Princess Victoria: A True Heir to the Hanovers?

Sources close to the little Princess living at Kensington Palace have alerted this writer to a worrisome situation. Princess Victoria, the heir presumptive to the throne, is woefully unprepared for her awesome destiny as Queen of the British Isles.

Our sources report she is mentally backward for her age, frivolous, and self-centered. Easily irritated by her tutors, she has been known to throw her schoolbooks at them in a fit of temper. Despite the devoted attention of her mother, the Princess is incapable of comprehending novels or poetry. She studies several languages, but speaks none of them well. English, which should be her native tongue, is pronounced with a noticeable lisp and, worse, a German accent.

Princess Victorias weakness of mind leads this writer to question the Princesss readiness to rule. If the King, whose health worsens daily, should pass away before she achieves her eighteenth year, her Mother is designated to be regent. There could be no wiser choice. However, the nation might be even better served if the Duchess can be prevailed upon to remain regent until Victoria is at least twenty-one or perhaps even indefinitely.
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