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Prologue

 

Everything I needed to wear beneath my clothes was already in place.

I selected a shirt the color of unspoiled snow, eased my arms into the sleeves, slowly did up the buttons from narrow waist to chest and finally to neck. It felt peculiar to wear something on my upper body, in particular my waist, that did not bind my skin like a glove. How odd not to feel constricted where one expected to. The trousers that I slid up over the slight swell of my hips were made of black superfine wool, and I buttoned these as well. This was even more peculiar, the sensation of the expensive fabric against my calves and thighs.

A sound in the outer hallway brought me up short. Was someone coming? The threat of intrusion, of discovery before I'd finished, terrified me. It was a danger I lived with daily, as natural to my new life as a lack of danger had been to my old one. But after a long moment spent stock-still, hearing no more noises, I concluded that the sounds were of my imagination's making, a product of my fears.

I was well practiced in the art of tying ties, and I commenced doing so now, taking up the length of black silk and fitting it around my collar. Then I took the ends and fashioned a knot that I knew without looking would fall at a slightly rakish angle. My intention was to convey that perfect mix of convention (I was wearing a tie) and indifference to convention (I did not care how that tie looked). Over all, I put on a black superfine wool coat that matched the trousers. 

Only then, when I was fully dressed except for shoes, did I turn to confront my reflection in the looking glass.

And what did I see there?

A clean-shaven young gentleman about sixteen years of age, with thick black hair so wavy there was almost a curl to it—there would be, on humid days—and eyes nearly as dark; pale skin; generous lips; a fine straight nose. The young man looking back at me was handsome and gave off an air of self-confidence.

There was just one problem; two, actually.

The barely discernible bulge in the front of the trousers had been created by a carefully balled-up pair of stockings.

And the young gentleman—I—was a girl.



Chapter one

"William, I am so disappointed in you!" 

Paul Gardener always addressed his great-nephew as William when he was displeased with something he had done.

I was seated on a chair by the fireplace, sewing, my long skirts around me, as I had been just a moment before when a servant at the door to the drawing room had announced Will. The drawing room ran the length of the house, from front to back, and had large windows at either end that cast long shadows now that night was nearly upon us. The ceiling was a blinding white, while the walls were painted scarlet, punctuated with well-placed brass candle fixtures; the master of the house and I were seated at the room's far end. There was an enormous area rug, also in scarlet but accented with cream, and a large bookcase containing all of the master's favorite volumes, of which I'd read more than a few.

"Bet." Will acknowledged me with a nod after first greeting his great-uncle, as was proper.

"Will." I returned the nod but saw no reason to rise for the occasion, although I was happy to see him. I was always happy to see Will, no matter what the circumstances.

Paul Gardener did not rise either. It was difficult for him to do so without assistance. In the past few years, he had aged a great deal. Indeed, both eyes, formerly a sharp blue, were now so fogged by cataracts that he glimpsed only flashes of the world through thick clouds, and it was one of my jobs to read to him from the papers or from books when he was of a mind to be read to. Still, despite his many infirmities, Paul Gardener took great care in his dress and appearance; his proud mane of hair was white and thick. I had seen artists' renderings of him when he was younger and knew that in his youth he had been nearly as handsome as Will. 

"I had somewhat hoped you would be happy to see me, Uncle," Will said with a wry smile.

I dared look at Will no longer for fear I would break out into laughter, so I cast my gaze back down upon my sewing. It was not so much that the sewing needed to be done as that I needed something to do.

"Of course I am happy to see you!" the old man sputtered. He looked befuddled for a moment as he corrected himself, "Well, that is, if I could see you." After that brief moment of befuddlement, he recalled his outrage. Raising a gnarled fist, he shook the sheet of paper he held clenched in his hand. It was a letter, and ever since I'd read its contents to him last week, he'd been holding it pretty much every moment I had seen him. "What," he thundered, "is the meaning of this?"

Without needing to look at what his great-uncle was holding, Will knew to what he was referring.

"It means," he said, "that I have been sent down from school."

Which is a nice way, I thought, of saying that you have been expelled.

"I understand that!" the old man said. "I may be blind, or near enough, but I am not stupid. But what I don't understand—what I cannot understand, William—is why?"

Will's expression softened from its usual air of studied indifference. Whatever else Will was, he did not like to hurt his great-uncle; still, he would not do what was against his nature merely to please. He opened his mouth to speak—perhaps even to make an effort to sound contrite—but he was stopped by the grandfather clock at the other end of the room banging out the hour. 

"Oh." Paul Gardener lowered his fist. "It is time for dinner."

No matter what was going on around him—including storms outside or within the house—Paul Gardener would have his meals on time.

"The Boers could show up here in London," Will had said to me on his last visit home, "they could march up right to our door and enter, weapons drawn, and Uncle would say, 'You may kill me in half an hour, but first I must finish my supper.'"

Will approached his great-uncle's chair and, placing his strong hand under the elderly man's elbow, helped him to his feet. "Uncle?" Will invited, holding his own elbow out so that he might escort the old man to the dining room.

They were nearly through the doorway when Paul Gardener paused and cocked his head, listening. His eyesight may have been awful, but his hearing was perfect.

"Elizabeth?" he called back to me, having detected the absence of any following footsteps. "Aren't you dining with us this evening?"

He said this as though I were always welcome at the table, and yet I always waited to be asked, never assuming anything. I knew that indeed my presence was not always welcome.

"Of course, sir," I said, at once setting aside my sewing. It would never have occurred to me to say no.

As I followed behind them, I saw Will turn his head and glance back at me over his great-uncle's shoulder. His smile was devilish, and I returned it in full.

You, Will, I thought, have just been saved by the bell.

***

But that saving did not last long, not even through the soup course.

"Really, William, how many times does this make that you have been sent down from a school? Is this the second or the third?"


The dining room was another long room—really, the entire house was filled with long things—and the walls were covered in white wallpaper with a rose pattern. There were framed mirrors on three walls, a china closet, a curio cabinet, and a sideboard on which breakfast was often set out. A large Oriental carpet covered much of the hardwood floor, and the chairs we sat on were ornate, the seats and backs covered in rose crushed velvet, the carved mahogany trim intricate. The mahogany table itself could have sat twenty easily, but we three congregated at one end, Paul Gardener at the head while Will and I faced each other. 

Overhead, the chandelier shimmered brilliantly.

"It is the fourth," Will admitted, at least having the grace to look embarrassed at this admission.

"The fourth!"

A maid entered, Molly, and she silently proceeded to bring the platter of roast beef to the master. Sara followed behind her with the potatoes, and Ann brought up the rear with the assorted vegetables.

"This last does not really count as being sent down," Will said, smiling as though pleased to be able to make this distinction.

The old man looked surprised. "It doesn't?"

"Not at all," Will said as Molly brought the platter to his side. "Since it was end of term, and we were all going home anyway, this falls more under the heading of my being requested never to return."

"Oh." The old man looked as though his great-nephew had succeeded in scoring an important point. "I see."

Sometimes I wondered if there was anything Will couldn't get away with.

Will studied the food on his plate, and I took advantage of his being preoccupied to look at him.

Will and I had much in common in terms of appearance. Really, given how alike we were, it was no wonder I sometimes thought of Will as my brother. I was very tall for a girl, and we were both lean, although I had some slight curves in places he did not. We both had dark eyes—although his proud eyebrows were slightly heavier, and my lashes were longer—and black hair. The texture of our hair was even similar: wavy with a tendency to curl when the weather was humid. Of course, my hair was very long while his was trimmed much shorter. Oh, and I did not need to shave. 

Funny, I did not think myself pretty, and yet I did find Will handsome.

"Miss Smith?"

Those two words called my attention back, and looking to my side, I saw Molly standing there, waiting for me to serve myself from the platter.

The servants always called me Miss Smith whenever the master and Will were around, but simply Elizabeth when they were not. It was a thing I had never gotten used to, as though I were two different people in one body.

"Thank you, Molly," I said, helping myself.

She dipped a curtsy, as she had done after serving the other two, but the one she dipped for me seemed to have some irony to it.

Well, who could blame her?

"Elizabeth?" The old man turned to me once all the servants had left. "Can you remember all the reasons William has been sent down from school or, er, requested never to return?"

I wondered if he really could have forgotten them. I did not like being put in a position where I had to say anything negative about anyone else in the household—my own place felt far too tenuous—but I could not simply ignore a direct question. Well, perhaps if Will were the one asking.

"Let me see..." I tilted my head toward the ceiling as though it would take a great effort to remember, as though Will's scholastic crimes weren't so notable that of course they sprang readily to mind.

"The first time was cheating," I said, then stopped myself. "No, that's not right. Will had to build up to that. The first time was lying, it was the second time that was cheating, the third time was general mischief—too many fights and that sort of thing—while this last time, the fourth time—"


I had to stop myself again, truly puzzled. "Why, I don't know what the fourth time was. The letter never said." 

His great-uncle and I both turned in Will's direction, questioning looks on our faces.

"I, um, set the headmaster's house on fire," Will said.

The old man practically jumped out of his seat. "You set—?"

"But there was no one inside it at the time," Will quickly added.

"You set—? You could have been arrested! You should have been arrested! Why weren't—"

"It was a decrepit house," Will said. "The headmaster needed a new one." Then he laughed. "Really, I think he was rather grateful for my efforts, but of course he couldn't say that, so I was merely asked never to return."

"You're an arsonist!"

Will shrugged. "Not if I was never charged with any crime."

Although I'd often thought that Will could probably get away with anything, I did marvel at times that schools kept accepting him, given his history. But then, all I needed to do was look around me, taking in the evidence of the enormous wealth of Paul Gardener and the power I knew went with it. As long as Will had a great-uncle who could buy him out of trouble, schools would continue to accept him; the ones that had been provoked into expelling him had done so only with great reluctance and much apologizing. Were it not for his great-uncle's money and influence, Will would no doubt have become a social pariah for his misdeeds, been kept away from the best of society.

"I don't understand." The old man threw down his napkin in despair. "You have had every advantage. And you are smart! Why must you lie? Why must you cheat? Why must you do all of these awful ... things?"

For once, Will, who always had an answer for everything, remained silent.

If his great-uncle had asked me, I could have answered that question. But he hadn't, and I was glad of that. Will did not like to hurt his great-uncle, and I did not like to do so either; I would never even consider it unless something truly important was at stake. 

"It is almost," the old man said, as though he had seized upon a shrewd thought, "as though you do not want to be at school."

I almost laughed out loud at this, and from the look on his face, Will was having a similar reaction.

"But it does not matter what you want," the old man went on, steely now, no longer bothering to wonder why Will did the things he did. "By the end of summer I will have found you yet another school, no matter who I have to bribe or how much it costs me. I don't even care if it is the worst school in all of England—which is probably the only sort of place that would accept you at this point—this time, you will not get sent down!"

***

We went back in the drawing room, where Paul Gardener asked for the pudding course to be served, following which he poured a glass of port and requested that I read to him.

Will made to leave, but, having heard the sound of retreating footsteps, his great-uncle called him back.

"You will listen to Elizabeth read," the old man commanded. "Who knows? You might even learn something."

So Will slouched in a chair, hands clasped behind his head, long legs stretched out in front of him, looking bored out of his mind as I read from King Lear.

The old man liked me to read Shakespeare to him, liked that I had a talent for creating different voices for all the characters so he never had to ask me who was speaking, but not many pages in he was snoring in his seat.

"Come outside with me, Bet?" Will invited.

I placed a piece of red silk ribbon to mark the spot where I'd left off reading and gently put the volume aside. Then I followed Will out of the room, to the rear of the house, and through the French doors that led to the back garden. 

Taking a seat on the curved stone bench, I watched as Will paced under the early moonlight.

With no more sun, and with summer proper yet to get under way, it was chilly out. Could we not, I wondered as I rubbed my hands over my arms for warmth, have discussed whatever Will wanted to discuss inside?

"If I have to go back to that school, I will go mad!" Will erupted.

"Well," I said, reasonably enough, "you do not have to go back to that school. In fact, you cannot go back to that school."

"Any school, then," he said, seething.

"Will you please stop pacing?" I said. "It is dizzy-making watching you go back and forth like this."

"Fine." Will still seethed but at least he obeyed my request, coming to sit beside me.

"Your great-uncle is right," I said. "Your behavior makes no sense. You are smart enough to do well in school, very well, and yet you choose not to. You are good enough not to do the awful things you do, and yet you choose to do them anyway."

"Yes, yes, I am a puzzle to everybody. Please, Bet," he said. "You're not going to say 'Why, Will?' to me too, are you?"

"No, of course not. I know why you do as you do. It is because you do not wish to be where you are."

"Yes!" His sense of relief at being understood for once was so strong I could almost reach out and touch it with my hand, touch him to show my sympathy.

And yet I couldn't do that. It was rare for me to touch another person and just as rare to have another person touch me.

So instead I settled for unleashing my anger. Will and I had known each other long enough that I could do that in front of him, provided we were alone; I could do it in front of no one else in the world.

"And do you have any idea," I said, "how insanely angry you make me?"


He drew back at this, startled. 

I continued before he could stop me.

"I can read just as well as you can, Will Gardener! I am just as smart as you are! And yet I am stuck here, in this house, while you"—now it was my turn to seethe, and I gestured toward him with my hand, disgusted—"you are out there in the world!"

"You are right," he admitted softly. "It is not fair."

That softness, that sensitivity, was almost harder to bear than his infuriating behavior. In a way, I felt as though he'd be doing me a favor if he were to laugh at my ambition. Perhaps if he did, I would think my desires silly as well, and eventually, one day, I would stop wanting what I could not have.

"Right," I said, crossing my arms firmly against my chest. "It is not fair."

"But it is the way of the world," he said.

I did not like this so much. I did not like thinking anything impossible. But now I worried that if we continued on in this vein, I would burst into tears of frustration in front of him, and this I did not want to do.

So I changed the subject.

"Tell me, Will. I know you do not want to be at school—I think even your great-uncle understands that, even if he does not like it—but if you could have whatever you wanted, if you could have your greatest wish, what would you be doing instead?"

"Promise you will not laugh?"

I did not promise. I merely gave him an offended look. The very idea—as though I could not be trusted not to laugh.

Will took a deep breath and spoke on the exhale. "I should like to join the military."

It was a good thing I had made no promise, because I did laugh.

"But that is ... that is ... preposterous!" I laughed some more.

"No, it is not."

"But you are only sixteen!" I laughed even harder. "You are too young!"


"No, I am not." His voice grew enthusiastic; his face became animated with excitement. "Do you know, Bet, that they have tents at fairs, stalls in the streets—all you need do is go to one of these places, say you are of age, and they will believe you. They want to believe you." 

His words sobered me instantly, the idea that such an idiotically dangerous thing could be so ridiculously easy. But then I thought about it some more and pulled a face.

"Well, if it is that easy, then why don't you go enlist right now?"

I thought I had him. He was fine at talk. But when it came down to it, he was too scared to reach for what he wanted.

He gave a nod of his head toward the house, where his great-uncle snored by the dying fire inside. "Because of him," he said. "It would kill him if I left."

"You leave him all the time when you go to school," I scoffed.

"Not like this," he said. "When I go off to school, he has good reason to be sure that I will come back, and that when I come back I will be alive."

Now there was a cheerful thought.

And a sensitive one as well.

It gave me pause to think that, amidst all the lying and cheating and mischief and arson, Will had managed to grow quite a bit of compassion for other people.

"I am all he has left," Will went on.

I was tempted to point out that his great-uncle had me also but I did know that it wasn't quite the same thing. Family was not something that could be replaced, as I well knew. And whatever else I might be to the old man—helper, reader, on some days even friend—I was not family.

Will confirmed as much by adding, "I did try to raise the issue with him last time I was home—I thought perhaps I could join the military in the usual fashion, go to an appropriate training school first before entering into the service—but I had to stop when he became upset. 'Don't you realize you are my only remaining relative? If something happened to you, I would die.'" Will attempted a casual shrug but couldn't quite pull it off. "It was awful." 

It was awful, to think of the old man so upset. But it was also awful, perhaps even more so, to think of people not pursuing the things they wanted most in life.

I had one dream in this world, wanted one thing: the chance to be at school. Will had that thing I wanted most, and yet he valued it cheaply, dreamed of something else. Was there not some way Will and I could both achieve our dreams?

I was thankful that Will was so dejected about the hopelessness of his situation that, for once, he remained silent long enough to allow me time to think. That was the thing whenever Will was home: it was wonderful having his energy fill up the musty corners of the house, bring life back to the old place, but his energy did fill it up, entirely, so there was little space for anything but Will.

But now...

I asked myself the question again: Was there not some way both Will and I could achieve our dreams?

And within that blessed silence, I began to see the glimmering of an idea, which fast formed into a full-fledged plan.

Could we...? If we both agreed...?

As the excitement grew in me, I began to find fault with my own idea. For one thing, it could never work. For another thing, and perhaps more important in terms of my own vanity, Will would no doubt laugh in my face. If he, as evidenced earlier, did not like to be laughed at, I liked it even less. When you possess little in the world except your own pride, it is an awful thing to have it taken from you.

But what was I talking about? Why let pride stand in the way of what I wanted? And why give up and declare a thing impossible before even trying?

I had to try.

But before that, I did still have to point out, breaking the silence:

"You do realize war is stupid?" I said, eyes narrowing at Will.

"I do know that girls think that," he allowed.


"And girls are right." I paused. "Still..." 

"Still what, Bet?" he prompted when I did not speak for a long time.

Considering how often males were the center of attention in the household, never mind in the greater world, it was nice to feel as though I could occupy that place as well, when I had a mind to.

"Let's see," I said. "You want something I don't understand and have no use for—to go to war. And I want something you think is silly and do not want—to get an education. Have I got that right?"

Will shrugged, looking perplexed and even a trifle annoyed at what he no doubt regarded as my pointless statement of the obvious: facts of life that could never be changed. "I suppose."

"Perhaps," I said, feeling the smile stretch across my face, "there is a way we can help one another out."



Chapter two

Will called me Bet because when we first met he hadn't been able to say Elizabeth. For my part, I could not say Will and called him Ill instead, but whereas he was allowed to keep his nickname for me, I was hastily dissuaded from using mine for him. 

We set eyes on each other for the first time when we were four years old, even though we had lived under the same roof since we were born, Will screaming his way into the world just a month before me.

I had no memory of Will's parents, but I had seen paintings of them in Paul Gardener's home.

Will's father, Frederick Gardener, had been that most masculine of clichés, tall, dark, and handsome, like his only son, and he had made his personal fortune in the import-export business. His wife, Victoria, was also tall, but there all physical similarities between husband and wife ended. In her portrait, Will's mother had hair the color of honey shot with gold, and eyes that looked as though the artist had borrowed parts of a summer sky to re-create them. And where Frederick looked as though he was at least trying to maintain some appearance of seriousness, Victoria had a smile that was broad, open, and generous.

Occasionally, Will would talk about that earlier house we'd both lived in: what ways it was the same, what ways different from the house we later lived in with Paul Gardener. But his reminiscences—of croquet mallets strewn across the lawn, of a nursery crammed full of decorations and toys, not to mention of the kind nanny that went with it all—were for me like hearing about a country I had never traveled to. For myself, I remembered with clarity only one small part of that house, and that a part that Will had never seen. I had also been in Frederick Gardener's study and one other part of the house, or so I'd been told of the latter—the wide foyer on the one and only occasion I crossed the threshold of that house—but I was exiting rather than entering, leaving that house for the last time, my face pressed into the shoulder of the person carrying me, and so I had no memory of what I was leaving behind me. 

Will's father had been a handsome and successful businessman, his mother a beautiful society matron who could afford to choose whether to be kind or not. Who had been my mother?

Why, she had been the maid, of course.

My father? I had no idea. Nor was there anyone left alive who could tell me.

In all my memories of my mother—and I am sorry to say there are not many, and there are fewer and fewer as the years move on—she is impossibly young. Becky Smith was pretty in a way that was wholly different from Victoria Gardener's expensive beauty. My mother was tiny and dark—I can only assume I inherited my great height from my father—and she was always busy, busy, doing whatever was required of her to help the household run smoothly. I would glimpse her briefly in the still-dark early hours of the morning when she rose from our shared bed to start her day, and at the end of that long day when she fell back into bed, exhausted. Occasionally, if she could steal a few minutes, she would visit me in between. The rest of the time, particularly when I was very small, other servants took turns attending to my various needs.

I understood, from having overheard the conversations of others, that when my mother "got herself into trouble," as the saying goes, there had been some talk of putting her out on the street. It would have been the usual thing for a family like the Gardeners to do. What use was a maid who suffered bouts of morning sickness? Why should a respectable household even consider keeping on a maid who had been foolish enough to get herself in the family way with no husband in sight? It would be unseemly. It was unheard-of. 

And yet, to Victoria Gardener at least, it was not unheard-of. Perhaps her own condition, being with child, made her more sensitive to her maid's? Perhaps that made her more empathetic than other women of her position in society would have been, and she could imagine how frightening it would be to be pregnant and alone and suddenly find oneself put out on the street with no hope of a better prospect? Whatever her reasoning, she made the kindly decision, prevailing upon her husband to go along with it, to let the maid stay. So long as Becky Smith kept her baby confined to the servants' quarters at the top of the house, so long as the household itself was not disturbed in any discernible way, Will and I were to be allowed to grow up under the same roof.

Later on, when I learned what had happened, it was odd to think of Will and me living our early years in the same house, never seeing each other, our experiences of that house so vastly different. Will told me later that he had been happy back then, and I believed him. For myself, my few memories indicated that I had been happy too. There was food to eat, a place to sleep, I was cared for when people had the time—what other life had I ever known?

And then the typhoid came.

***

Typhoid is a fever contracted from consuming food or water that has been colonized by bacteria. I knew this from reading I'd done on the subject when I was old enough to become curious.

Typhoid causes a very high and sustained fever, an enormous amount of sweating, stomach disturbances, and diarrhea. The progression of the disease is typically four weeks, the four different stages of it distinguishing each week.


In the first week, the patient experiences a steadily increasing temperature, general tiredness, persistent headache and cough. There may be hemorrhaging from the nose, and even the eyes, and many experience abdominal pain. 

During the second week, the fever elevates to a level of approximately 104 degrees Fahrenheit and remains there for quite some time. Delirium is frequent at this stage, and the patient sometimes becomes quite agitated. In approximately one-third of patients, rose-colored spots appear on the lower chest and abdomen. Labored sounds can be heard from the lungs and abdomen, the latter becoming distended and painful. The spleen and liver also become enlarged, and the diarrhea can be green and awful.

Over the course of the third week of illness, a number of complications may set in: intestinal hemorrhage, intestinal perforation, encephalitis or acute inflammation of the brain, abscesses.

In the fourth and final week, the fever remains very high, extreme dehydration occurs, and the patient becomes almost constantly delirious.

Sometimes, somewhere during all that misery, the patient dies.

Not always, but often enough.

I could talk about typhoid only in a medical-textbook sort of way, as I have done here, for to do any differently would mean dwelling on memories that were too painful to think of.

***

The typhoid took Will's parents.

The typhoid took my mother.

In the beginning, I did not understand what was happening to her. Well, in truth, for the entire month that followed, I did not understand. All I knew was that my mother, with her special sunny smile that she reserved for me, was no longer waking in the still-dark hours of the morning to start her workday. In fact, she could not even get out of bed.


The other servants tried to keep me from her—whether because they did not want me to see her in such a state or because they feared I would get the illness as well, I could not say. She was kept quarantined, as Will's parents were quarantined in their own far more spacious section of the house. I was ordered to sleep with one of the other servants. 

But I would sneak out in the middle of the night when everyone else was sleeping to visit her.

Sometimes, seeing her in her delirium, I did not even recognize her as my mother. I did not understand half of what she said. But I could yet remember what her smile looked like, what it felt like to have her hand touch my cheek, and so I would crawl into bed beside her, my body clinging to her feverish one.

We were like that one night when her breathing labored once more, then slowed, then stopped, and I felt that seemingly eternal fever finally leave her as the cold settled into her body.

They told me later that when they found us in the morning, my small arms were gripped around her stiff neck so tightly, they had to pry me from her.

***

On the face of things, there were some startling coincidences between my life and Will's: the way his parents and my mother had died, our close birthdays, even the way we looked. Paul Gardener liked to say that there were no accidents in life, that everything happened out of choice or through design, that everything happened for a reason. But from where I sat, so much of life did seem accidental, haphazard. How else to explain why one person lived while another died? How else to explain why one was born a boy, one a girl, one into the upper class, one into a substantially lower social stratum, the fortunes and futures of both dictated wholly by things over which they had no control? If there was any choice or design in that, I couldn't see it.

After the deaths of Frederick and Victoria Gardener, it was decided that Will would go live with his great-uncle, Paul Gardener. It was not just because he was the only relative remaining who shared Will's last name, but also because all of Victoria's relatives taken together could not come close to Paul Gardener's wealth. He had the best kind of fortune: a family fortune. 

When Paul Gardener, not yet an old man, came to collect his charge and settle affairs at the house, which was to be sold, he took some time to talk to the staff. They needed letters of recommendation, as they now had to seek new employment. Will was present at the time, and he told me later about the exchange that transpired between his great-uncle and one of the servants.

Paul Gardener was in his nephew Frederick's study, going through the dead man's bills, when a servant came in bearing tea on a tray.

"I hope you will be able to find a suitable placement," he said, addressing the servant with kindness. "I would gladly give all of you positions in my own home, but I fear the old place is already overstaffed as it is."

"Thank you, sir. I'll manage."

"My nephew and his wife—they were the only ones unfortunate enough to succumb to the typhoid?"

"Oh, no, sir. One other died as well." When Will would tell this part of the story, I always pictured the servant shrugging as he said what came next, as though the other life lost was of little matter. "It was just one of the maids."

"I see. That is hard. And it must be very hard on the poor maid's remaining family."

"Oh, but she had none. Unless of course you include her daughter."

"A daughter!"

"Yes, sir. An orphan now, though, since she is no longer anyone's daughter."

"What has been done with her?"

"Oh, she is still here. Well, but not for long. The proper authorities—"


"Bring her to me," he commanded. 

A moment later, I entered Paul Gardener's life; I, with my downturned eyes and my old brown dress. Out of the corner of one of those downturned eyes, I glimpsed a boy, the first I'd seen outside of pictures in the books my mother had occasionally borrowed from the Gardeners' vast library. The boy was about my age, I thought, and wearing knee pants.

At that time, Paul Gardener was clear-sighted and vigorous, nothing like the man he would be twelve years later.

He came down to my height, bending on one knee with ease and not exhibiting any of the creakiness that would plague him later in life. He reached out his hand to me slowly, as though trying not to startle a skittish animal, and with gentle fingers raised my chin so that we were eye to eye.

"What is your name, child?"

"It is Elizabeth, sir."

"Elizabeth," he said softly. "A fine name. Perhaps someone fancied that one day you would be a queen." He paused. "Do you know what is to be done with you, Elizabeth, now that your mother is ... no longer here?"

I met his steady gaze. My mother had taught me to use precision when answering adults, and I sought to do so now. "They say I am to go to an orphanage, sir."

"An orphanage!" He barked a laugh but it did not sound to me as though he was genuinely amused. "The workhouse, more like."

I did not know to what he was referring, but from his expression I guessed it was no place I would ever want to go.

"Tell me, Elizabeth," he said, his voice gentle once again. "If I gave you a choice between going to this ... orphanage place or coming back with me and the boy to live in my house, which would you choose?"

I bit my lip. I was not used to choosing anything for myself. I thought about the fact that the orphanage—or workhouse, as he called it—was a complete unknown to me while this man seemed kind, and the boy looked like he had the potential to be ... interesting.


Despite my mother's advice to always speak precisely, I still had trouble with my w's, so when I spoke, my words came out: "I 'ill go with you, sir." 

Paul Gardener laughed. "I can see you have a bit of trouble pronouncing some of your letters." He looked at the boy with a twinkle in his eye, but when he next spoke, his words carried a jolly teasing in them and not a cruel one. "She has difficulty with w's, while you have trouble with words of too many syllables. But already, boy, she speaks better than you."

It was then—as I realized for the first time that I would never see my mother's face again, would soon leave behind the only home I had ever known, and for what, I did not know—that I started to cry. I don't think I had fully understood until that moment that my entire world had changed in irreversible ways. The shock of it filled me with sadness and fear like nothing I had ever experienced.

And so it was that Paul Gardener picked me up in his arms and carried me out of the study and through the foyer I had never seen. I did not see it then either, for my face was buried in his shoulder.

***

Grangefield Hall was a far larger home than the one we had come from, or at least that was what Will told me. Since I had never properly seen the outside of the home I had lived in before, I had nothing by which to gauge this new place, although the outside did look impressively large, with all its stone and turrets and ivy. The inside did seem a lot bigger than what I'd been used to; certainly the bedroom I was led to was bigger than the place I used to sleep.

That bedroom was on the third floor. On the floor below me, I was told, were Paul Gardener's rooms and Will's, while above me were the servants' quarters. It felt odd having a room all to myself; before, I had always shared. The room, which I was told had been one of the guest rooms, was decorated in a sober and masculine manner. Not that I minded; my old room had been decorated in a mostly empty manner. 

"Do not worry," Paul Gardener advised, "I will have someone in to redecorate the room so it is more suitable for a girl." He regarded my brown dress. "And we will see that you get some new clothes as well."

Embarrassed at the idea that he might pity me, I tried to hide one worn boot by covering its top with the other. But I was too late.

"Shoes too," Paul Gardener added, leaving me to get used to my new surroundings.

If material possessions really did bring joy, then in losing my mother, I had gained a little bit of heaven.

But from where I was sitting, it did not seem to be an even trade.

***

Will had to teach me how to play.

I realize how odd that sounds. Imagine that: a child who didn't know how to play. But back at his parents' house, my "play" had only ever involved helping the servants with chores a small child was capable of helping with—standing on a stool and drying pots and pans, dusting the servants' quarters, polishing the silver. Of the last, I could remove the tarnish from a soupspoon so well that the queen could delight in viewing her image on its curved surface. But give me a ball or a proper toy or even a doll? I had no idea what to do with such things.

"Kick it, Bet!" Will shouted across the lawn at me as I stood there, watching the ball roll by. "You're supposed to kick it back to me!"

"Why?" I asked.

"So then I can kick it back to you!"

"And then I suppose I'll be expected to kick it to you a second time?"

Will nodded eagerly.

"What's the point?" I asked.


A puzzled look came over Will's face. "I dunno," he said. "Most people think it's rather fun." 

"Fun. " The word seemed so foreign to me, the very concept unimaginable. "Fun."

Then, seeing Will's crestfallen look and wanting to please him, I trotted up to the ball, tentatively drew one leg back, and kicked it toward him.

My God, I thought, that was fun.

And when, sure as night following day, Will kicked it back to me, and it was once again my turn to kick it to him, I struck the ball with my foot much harder.

That harder strike felt even better.

It was as though all the anger that had been in me—and for the first time I realized that I was filled with anger, anger at the universe for taking my mother, anger over the unfairness of pretty much everything—was briefly released from my body with the force of that kick.

"You are good at this!" Will said, chasing after the ball, which had shot right past him. "I think maybe you have played this game before!"

"No!" I laughed, surprised at the sound of laughter coming out of my body, surprised at how good and joyful I suddenly felt. "But I think I like it!"

Will and I became friends that day.

For the next six years, we played together as friends—equals, even—with Paul Gardener often observing us from his study window or, on nice days, from the fieldstone patio out back.

Then, when I was ten, one of Victoria Gardener's relatives came to visit, as they did from time to time in order to check on Will's progress. She sat beside the master of the house on the patio in her wide-brimmed hat, the two of them sipping lemonade as Will and I played a spirited game of croquet under the hot summer sun. I never could figure out if she spoke at a near shout because she was hard of hearing or because she wanted to be overheard. Whatever the case, her words reached us with ease.


"I understand, Paul, your having permitted the children to play with each other when they were younger. And it is to your Christian credit that you were kind enough to take in that wretched child rather than let her go to the workhouse. But do you not realize how ... wrong it is to allow them to continue so casually in one another's company?" 

If she was hard of hearing, the old man was not of a mind to accommodate her infirmity, because when he spoke—and I was sure he did, for I saw his lips move—it was impossible to hear what he said.

"No, you don't understand," the woman said. "Yes, Victoria was kind enough to let the maid continue in service, but you must realize, she never intended for the maid's child to be raised with her son."

More silent words from the old man.

"Surely you can see how ... unseemly this all is," the woman went on, growing more heated by the moment. "What's more, you are raising unrealistic expectations in that girl. Treat her like an equal, like one of the family, and she will grow up believing that one day a life like this could be hers. Now I ask you: Can you imagine any young man of Will's stature ever considering marrying a girl who was a maid's bastard? Really, Paul, you do that girl no favors."

To this, the master of the house said nothing.

***

It was decided that since Will was ten, he would be sent away to school. He would still visit during semester breaks and over the summer, but he really was old enough to go now, his education paramount.

As for me, after six years of blissful playing, I was now to assume more responsibilities around Grangefield Hall. No, I was not to be moved to the servants' quarters, although I believe some of them felt I should be, but it was expected that I would take on chores: I would do mending, I would help out when any of the other servants was sick, I would polish the silver—I had made the mistake of admitting a proficiency at that task—and, of course, I would read to the master whenever asked. 

My fortunes and Will's had been intertwined for six years, but now our lives diverged: he was to receive a proper education, while I was to assume a life somewhere between resident and servant.

Just as my bedroom was located on a floor between the entitled inhabitants of the house below me and the servants above, I lived between worlds, not quite family, not quite servant, neither fish nor fowl.

I was grateful to Paul Gardener, whom I always addressed as sir, never Mr. Gardener, and whom I always thought of by his full name or as the old man or the master of the house or simply the master. I even loved him a little. If not for him and the generosity he had shown me, I would have been sent to the workhouse.

But Paul Gardener was not my family, and neither was Will.

And Grangefield Hall was not my home.
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