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CHAPTER 
One 

BILTMORE ESTATE
 NEAR ASHEVILLE, NORTH CAROLINA 
AUGUST 1898 



Like a butterfly breaking free from its confining cocoon, Tillie Reese emerged from the barren, tan-colored servants’ hall into the opulence of Biltmore’s main level. These predawn hours were her favorite. All was dark, no one stirred, and she had the entire floor – easily a half acre in size – all to herself.

She’d walked this path many times and could navigate it without candle or lamp. For just a moment, she imagined herself mistress of the chateau. Elegantly dressed, gliding across the parquet and trying to decide whether to have Chef prepare petites bouchées or puits d’amour. Whether to spend the morning reading Yeats, Browning, or Dickens. Whether to call the carriage round for a drive through the country or ride one of the thoroughbreds waiting in the stable.

Tightening her grip on her housemaid’s box, she inhaled deeply. The polish she’d made of linseed oil, vinegar, turpentine, and wine tickled her nose. She allowed herself a sneeze – something strictly forbidden were anyone about.

The click of her heels echoed throughout the vast, wide-open area as she skirted the sunken atrium filled with palms, exotic plants, blooming shrubs, and a large fountain sculpture yet to be turned on. She finally reached the tapestry gallery and paused, listening to the silence, enjoying the anonymity of the dark.

Let there be light.

She pushed the familiar white button. Electric lights flared, illuminating a room so long it could hold two modest houses. Several groupings of sage brocade sofas and chairs filled the area. Huge tapestries lined one wall. Opposite them stood a wall of windows and French doors.

The soft hum of the Edison bulbs bid her good morning. The thrill and miracle of the electric lights never failed to stir her. But this morning something else warred for her attention, and suddenly, the light made her feel exposed, vulnerable, naked.

She touched the black button. Darkness slammed back down like a closing trunk lid. All was quiet again. Not a whisper of sound.

She held her breath. Felt her heart hammering in her breast. And allowed the thought she’d been hiding since last night to fully form in her head.

Bénédicte was leaving. Returning to France. Leaving the new Mrs. Vanderbilt without a lady’s maid.

A lady’s maid. Next to housekeeper, the highest-ranking position for a woman. The servant who had morning tea brought to her by the first housemaid while the second housemaid made up a fire in her room.

The servant who was free to take a bath as often as she liked. Who traveled with Mrs. Vanderbilt. Who read books – books! – aloud to Mrs. Vanderbilt. Who was required to dress in the same fashions as Mrs. Vanderbilt. Best of all, a lady’s maid earned quite a bit more money, so she could help her family and others in the community who were in need.

Tillie, as head parlormaid, would surely be considered for the position. The housekeeper had requested a private audience with her before breakfast. Lord willing, it was to discuss just that.

After hugging the thought one last time, she carefully returned it to the recesses of her mind. Dawdling in fantasies when she should be setting the gallery to rights was no way to put her best foot forward.

Pushing the white button, she again flooded the room with light. If the entire first floor was to be in complete readiness before the master and his bride descended for the day, she’d best get busy.
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Chatter, laughter, and the clinking of plated ware filled the servants’ dining hall, but Tillie participated in none of it. She avoided eye contact with the long row of liveried men sitting opposite her and the equal number of uniformed women beside her. She took particular care not to glance her brother’s way. One look at Allan and he’d know something was up.

The dining hall servant, a young girl of sixteen, refilled Tillie’s glass of milk. “Is everythin’ to your liking, Miss Tillie? You’ve barely touched your liver and bacon.”

“It’s fine, Nell. Delicious, actually.”

Nell glanced at the clock but said nothing as its minute hand jumped a step closer to the half-hour mark.

Tillie took a large bite of potatoes. She’d have to eat quickly if she was going to finish before eight-thirty. But after her meeting with the housekeeper, her stomach had lost its ability to digest.

“May I have your attention, please?” From the head of the table, Mrs. Winter made her request only once, and just that quickly, a hush fell over the room of servants. As housekeeper, she was second only to the Vanderbilts, outranking even the butler.

Her gaze briefly touched the butler’s at the opposite end of the table; then she surveyed the long rows of men and women between them. “As you know, Bénédicte has decided to return to France as soon as a replacement for her can be found.”

All eyes turned to Mrs. Vanderbilt’s lady’s maid. She sat immediately to the right of Mrs. Winter and across from the hallboy, underbutlers, and footmen. The dark green fabric of her gown strewn with pink and yellow blossoms caused her olive skin to glow.

From what Tillie had been told, between the language barrier and the isolation of Biltmore, Bénédicte could not adjust. She wanted to go home.

Next to Bénédicte was Tillie. On Tillie’s right, the head chambermaid, then the first housemaid and so forth all the way down the table to the laundresses and scullery maids.

“Rather than importing someone from France or England, or even from Newport,” Mrs. Winter continued, “Mrs. Vanderbilt has decided to award Bénédicte’s position to one of our current staff members.”

The attention immediately shifted to Tillie and the three girls to her right – the leaders of the domestic corps.

“After much consideration, she has narrowed the choice to either Tillie or Lucy.”

Dixie Brown bent over her plate, capturing Tillie’s attention. The excitement and delight on her friend’s face was unmistakable.

Tillie offered her a slight smile, then glanced at her brother. Allan’s brows had converged. His thoughts unreadable.

Mrs. Winter took a sip of coffee. “While Mrs. Vanderbilt is deciding, Tillie and Lucy will be called upon to take on a few of Bénédicte’s duties. As a result, some of you will be required to take care of whatever chores they leave behind.”

To Tillie’s immediate right, Lucy Lewers sat tall and confident, her caramel-colored hair coiled neatly beneath a snowy cap, which was nothing more than a piece of frilly cloth resting on the crown of her head. Long lashes framed eyes the same caramel color as her hair. Her skin held no blemish, her profile no flaw. With the slightest lifting of her chin, she looked down the table at all the underlings, as if her appointment to the position was imminent.

“Finish up,” Mrs. Winter admonished. “The day is calling.”
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Allan cornered Tillie on the way to morning prayers.

“Why didn’t you tell me?” Grabbing her by the arm, he propelled her into the canning pantry and closed the door. He stood a half foot taller than she, with wide shoulders and hair every bit as thick and black as her own.

“I only found out myself just before we sat down to breakfast.” She rubbed the place he’d squeezed.

“What are you going to do?”

She cocked her head. “Do? I’m going to work my fingers to the bone and beg God for His favor. What do you think I’m going to do?”

He pinched the bridge of his nose. “It’ll change everything. You’ll be one of them, the swell set.”

She smiled at the term referring to the butler, chef, lady’s maid, and valet. “But I want to be one of them. Can you imagine all the opportunities I’ll have? The pay? The clothes? The privileges? The travel?”

“Travel? You can’t so much as look at a carriage without getting sick. How, exactly, do you plan to manage that?”

She stiffened. “I’m older now. I’m sure the motion won’t affect me like it did when I was little. Besides, think of the freedom I’ll have every single day. I’ll be able to – ”

“Freedom?” he scoffed. “There’s no such thing as freedom with that job. You’ll be at her ladyship’s beck and call all hours of the day and night.”

“But that’s just it. I’ll be confidante to Edith Stuyvesant Dresser Vanderbilt!”

“You won’t be on the fourth floor with Dixie and all the other girls. You’ll be stuck on the second floor with her and the high-and-mighty Mrs. Winter. You won’t be able to have dessert, or tea, or gossip with the rest of us. You’ll have to retire to Mrs. Winter’s room with the swell set.”

“And partake of the same desserts the Vanderbilts are having!” Tillie shook her head in mock sorrow. “That will certainly be a burden.”

He tightened his mouth. “You won’t be able to get married.”

She frowned. “None of us can get married. Not unless we want to lose our jobs.”

“You could get married. It would just mean you couldn’t work in the house. You’d have to work on one of Mr. Vanderbilt’s farms or in the dairy or something like that.”

“Why would I want to do that when I can work here? Are you crazy?” She reached for the door.

He pressed his hand against it. “A lady’s maid position will eat up the best years of your life, Tillie. Then the minute a gray hair pops up or a tiny wrinkle forms, out you go. Only the young and beautiful can be ladies’ maids.”

“Gray hairs? You’re talking to me about gray hairs? I’m eighteen.”

“I know how old you are.”

“Then what are you so worried about? I’ll be careful with my earnings. And when the time comes, leaving my job won’t be a concern because I’ll have enough to live on for the rest of my life.”

“Alone. With no one to keep you company. And not at all in the style you’ll have become accustomed to.”

Rolling her eyes, she crossed her arms. “I thought you’d be happy for me. If I get this position, Mama will think she’s died and gone to heaven.”

“Conrad’s in love with you.”

She stilled, then slowly lowered her arms. “Conrad? The footman?”

She pictured the gangly young man who was so skinny he stuffed his stockings in order to give himself shapely calves.

“You know any other Conrads?” Allan asked.

Anger surged through her. “Well, he’d better put me right out of his mind. I’m not caring which nor whether about him nor anybody else, and if he jeopardizes this for me, I’ll have his head on a platter.” She hammered a finger against her brother’s chest. “You understand me?”

“You don’t even like him a little? All the girls flirt with him.”

“They’d better not let Mrs. Winter catch them or they’ll be the ones sacked, not him.” She took a deep breath. “I want this job, Bubby. I want it more than anything I’ve ever wanted in my life. You tell Conrad to stay clear of me. You hear?”

Sighing, he released the door. “I hear.”



CHAPTER 
Two 

I will not cast up my accounts. I will not cast up my accounts.

No matter how many times Tillie recited the mantra, the nausea would not go away. The carriage hit a rut, jostling her inside and out. Gritting her teeth, she looked out the window, but watching the trees and foliage roll past like ocean waves made it worse.

Oh, why couldn’t we have ridden with the top down?

She had much more control in an open carriage. It was the enclosed ones which gave her the most trouble. Her palms began to sweat. Think of something else.

Edith Vanderbilt sat across from her, reading The Prince and the Pauper, her body swaying in rhythm with the carriage. She had brown hair and hazel eyes, was twenty-five years old, nearly six feet tall, and commanded such presence Tillie felt small by comparison – even though she herself was five foot eight.

The stale air inside the carriage thickened. Tillie’s nostrils pinched together in an effort to draw in oxygen. Think of something else.

Mrs. Vanderbilt had met and married Mr. Vanderbilt in Paris, though she was originally from New York. So the gowns she’d brought with her were the very latest in European fashions.

Tillie’s nausea crept up to chest level. She slipped a finger between her neck and collar.

You’re not a child. You’re a grown woman. Think of something else.

The blue serge Mrs. Vanderbilt wore was different from anything Tillie had ever seen. The skirt fastened at the side and was elaborately trimmed with graduated braids of different shades and styles. The epaulettes covering slightly puffed sleeves were pointed and trimmed in the same style.

A prickling sensation began behind Tillie’s eyes. The nausea now sat at the back of her throat. Beads of moisture formed on her upper lip. Don’t do this, Tillie. Don’t.

She concentrated harder on the gown. If she were to earn the lady’s maid position, would the outfit one day be hers when it was tossed aside?

Moisture collected on her neck, back, and under her arms. She opened her mouth, quietly drawing in deep breaths, then blowing them out. Think of something else.

She eyed her mistress more closely. Hers wasn’t the lush hourglass figure so popular nowadays, but more willowy. Tillie was somewhere in between. But if she needed more fabric in the bodice, she’d be able to take a few inches from the length of the skirt.

The carriage hit another bump. Gagging, Tillie slammed her eyes shut and pressed gloved fingers to her mouth.

“Are you all right, Tillie?”

Please, Lord. Make it go away. I cannot cast up my accounts on my first assignment!

She swallowed, forcing the bile back down. “I’m fine, ma’am. Thank you.”

Placing a ribbon between the pages of her book, Mrs. Vanderbilt set it to the side, then tapped on the roof of the carriage. It immediately slowed, then pulled to a stop. The vehicle rocked as the driver bounced off. The door opened.

“Is anything amiss, ma’am?”

“I think I’d like to ride the rest of the way with the top down, Earl. Would you mind?”

He held out his hand. “Not at all, ma’am.”

She placed her hand in his, allowing him to guide her through the door. “Come, Tillie. Let’s stretch our legs, shall we?”

The tall young coachman offered her a hand.

Tillie covered her entire mouth. Tears sprung to her eyes. Her shoulders jerked in an effort to hold the sickness inside. 

Earl leaned in to see what the delay was, his eyes widening. “Take the deuce.”

Grabbing her around the waist, he hauled her out of the carriage and bodily carried her to the nearest tree. Too miserable to object, she waited for him to release her, then crumpled to her knees, unable to control the waves of nausea any longer. 
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“It’s all right.” Mrs. Vanderbilt smiled from across the open carriage. She’d insisted on Tillie facing forward while she rode backward. No amount of naysaying would persuade her otherwise.

And if that wasn’t bad enough, after humiliating herself in front of Mrs. Vanderbilt and Earl, Tillie then succumbed to tears. Silent tears, but tears nonetheless. Tears which refused to stop. And it didn’t matter anyway. Her chances of becoming a lady’s maid were gone.

The thought brought a fresh bout. She made no pretense of delicately patting her eyes with her handkerchief. She wiped them, then blew her nose, knowing full well it was unladylike. But then, so were puffy eyes, a blotched face, and a red nose.

She rubbed her head. Her mother would be heartbroken. It would have been better if Tillie had never been in the running than to have been selected as a candidate only to be withdrawn before the contest had even begun.

And not just because of her mother, but because of Tillie’s own aspirations. Becoming a lady’s maid was her one chance to come up in the world and see beyond the borders of Asheville, North Carolina. But now that chance was gone. Trampled. All because she couldn’t ride in a vehicle for any length of time without getting sick.

Mrs. Vanderbilt cocked her head to the side. “My sister used to be afflicted with your same ailment.”

Tillie sniffled.

“For her, riding backward, being enclosed, or doing stitching while in motion was what usually brought it on.”

Tillie nodded. “Me too. I’m so sorry, ma’am.”

“Nonsense. Don’t give it another thought.” She held up her book. “I found this in my husband’s library. It’s by a man named Mark Twain. It’s quite good.”

Tillie crinkled the wet handkerchief in her hands. “I’ve never read him before.”

“You like to read?”

“I love to.” Looking off into the distance, she scanned the Blue Ridge Mountains, which framed the horizon. “When I was a girl, I collected my own library. Inside the cover of each book, I’d write ‘Private Library,’ along with a number and my name.”

Mrs. Vanderbilt leaned back. “And what books did you have in your library?”

“Let’s see . . . The Three Musketeers, Ben Hur, Macbeth, Oliver Twist.”

“A rather adventurous list.”

She dropped her gaze. “I had three older brothers and I desperately wanted to be one of them – one of the big toads, I used to say.” She shrugged. “So I read books like Pride and Prejudice only under the cover of darkness.”

Amusement played at the corners of Mrs. Vanderbilt’s lips. “And did you become one of the big toads?”

“No, ma’am. They always saw me as a girl first and a pest second.”

She nodded. “I only have sisters, but I can appreciate your wanting to be one of the big toads. I’ve felt the same way at times.”

The chasm between Tillie’s world and hers was insurmountable, yet the new Mrs. Vanderbilt was so approachable, so normal, it took Tillie aback. In previous wealthy homes her employers had been haughty at best, tyrannical at worst. She’d not been allowed to speak with the lady of the house unless it was to deliver a message, and then she had to do so in as few words as possible.

Yet here she sat having an actual conversation with Mrs. Vanderbilt. And though her mistress expressed a childhood yearning to be one of the big toads, not even her sisters would dare question her standing now.

“Where’s your library?” Mrs. Vanderbilt asked. “I assume it isn’t up in your room at the Estate?”

“Oh no, ma’am. It’s at my parents’ house. They live on the property, though. My father is a painter. He paints Mr. Vanderbilt’s insignia on, well, just about anything that needs it.” She gestured to the right and left. “He painted it on the doors of this carriage, for instance.”

Eyes bright, Mrs. Vanderbilt raised her brows. “Did he? I’ll have to take a closer look when we stop.” Picking up The Prince and the Pauper, she gave Tillie a rundown of what had happened in the story so far. “I’d ask you to read for me, but I’m afraid that wouldn’t be a very good idea under the circumstances.”

“I could try, ma’am.”

She chuckled. “No, no. I insist. I’ll read it to you instead.”



CHAPTER 
Three 

The day had been something straight out of a fairy tale. Other than the debacle at the side of the road, of course. But once Earl had put the top down and Mrs. Vanderbilt had begun to read aloud, Tillie’s stomach settled and they reached Asheville just as the prince and the pauper decided to switch places.

Tillie had no time to ruminate about it, though. The intoxication of being in town, shopping with Mrs. Vanderbilt, and carrying her purchases had captured all of Tillie’s attention. The Vanderbilts were nothing short of royalty in the area, and though everyone liked Mr. Vanderbilt, they absolutely adored his new bride.

Tillie had been told as much many times, but because most of her work was done indoors before the family rose in the morning, she hadn’t had an opportunity to see it firsthand. All day long the townsfolk catered to Mrs. Vanderbilt, and then in turn to Tillie – simply because she was accompanying the lady of the manor.

Storekeepers tried to anticipate her needs. The bookshop they visited filled with customers pretending to peruse books. A young man on the boardwalk turned a startling shade of red when they passed. And children ran beside their carriage throwing flowers.

The entire experience left Tillie energized and enthralled. Arranging her skirts on the carriage seat, she savored the moments, tucking the memories deep into her heart.

As Earl turned the coach south and approached the outskirts of town, Mrs. Vanderbilt whispered, “As soon as we’re out of sight, we’ll switch places.”

Heat sprung to Tillie’s cheeks. “I’m much better, ma’am. There’s no need.”

“All the same. And next time, we’ll be sure to bring the cabriolet so we can both face forward.”

Next time? Next time? Was Mrs. Vanderbilt suggesting Tillie was still in the running? She couldn’t possibly be. But –

 “Earl?” Mrs. Vanderbilt straightened. “What’s going on?”

Tillie twisted around. The old ramshackle military school sat at the end of Black Bottom Street. It had housed one failed venture after another since the Civil War until finally being converted into an asylum for indigent orphan children. If she’d received the lady’s maid position, it would have topped her list of needy causes to contribute to. After helping her family, of course. But now, both were out of reach.

Barren grounds and long-deserted farm equipment surrounded the crumbling three-story brick structure with missing windowpanes and a sagging roof. In the dirt yard, a crowd of children stood shoulder to shoulder, cheering on two grown men engaged in fisticuffs. One wore a suit, the other only trousers and a shirt.

“What’s happening, Earl?” Mrs. Vanderbilt repeated.

He slowed the carriage. “I’m not sure, ma’am. All I know is, my twin seems to be in the center of it.”

“Your twin? You have a twin?”

“Yes, ma’am.”

Tillie’s attention swerved back to the two men. It didn’t take long to ascertain which was the twin. The uppermost qualifications for coachmen and footmen were height and good looks. Earl had both and a good deal of brawn to go with it. So did his twin.

“Stop the carriage at once,” Mrs. Vanderbilt said. “Go see if you can break them up, then bring him to me.”

“Yes, ma’am.”

Earl pulled into the unfenced yard, removed his hat, then jumped from the seat. Several of the children turned round, but the fighters took no notice.

Earl’s tailed coat and velvet knee britches of deep maroon contrasted sharply with the simple, unadorned clothing of the orphans. And though his appearance and that of the fancy carriage distracted the children, they were unwilling to ignore the fight.

Earl’s brother dodged a swing, then quickly followed with a fist to the nose of his opponent. A crack split the air.

The man’s head snapped backward, eyes rolling. He slammed to the ground, flat on his back. A puff of dirt exploded around him.

Tillie barely managed to conceal her distress. The man who’d just been laid out was the new orphanage director. She gripped her hands in her lap. Mr. Sloop had done wonders with the children since taking on the directorship last year. No longer did the wards of the state race about town causing mischief in threadbare clothing and filth. They bathed, dressed respectably, and didn’t stray beyond their yard – other than to attend Sunday services.

Mr. Sloop had begun to renovate the old building and was in desperate need of more funds. Funds Tillie wanted to contribute, but couldn’t on her current salary.

Bending over, Earl’s twin hauled Mr. Sloop back up by the collar and cocked back his fist.

Earl stepped into the circle and grabbed his brother’s wrist. “He’s down, Mack.”

Retaining his grasp on the man, Mack whipped his head around, dirty blond hair falling into enraged eyes. A trickle of blood seeped from his mouth into an unkempt beard. Recognition cleared his eyes and his lips curled into a snarl. “Better back up, brother, or you’ll soil your prissy finery.”

“What’s going on?” Earl made no move to release his twin’s wrist.

Mack’s eyes darted toward one of the children.

Earl followed his gaze, zeroing in on a girl in a brown calico with a wide sailor collar. The juvenile style of her dress did nothing to disguise her maturing form. “Ora Lou?”

Tillie caught a glimpse of a darkening bruise on the girl’s cheek before the teener spun around and raced through the front door of the orphanage.

Earl returned his attention to a pair of brown eyes just like his. Only they were brimming with contempt. Whether it was contempt for Earl’s livery, his station, or for Earl himself, Tillie couldn’t be sure.

“You’re picking a fight because he hit Ora Lou?” Earl’s exasperation was clear. “She’s just a girl, Mack. What does it matter?”

Mrs. Vanderbilt stiffened. Tillie sucked in her breath. She was unsure which upset her more – Earl’s prejudice or his assumption the director had hit Ora Lou, which Tillie was certain he’d never do.

A low growl from the back of Mack’s throat sent shivers up her arms. His muscles bulged from holding up the dead weight in his fisted hand.

As one, the children backed up.

“Take your hands off me, Earl.”

Earl shook his head. “Can’t do that. I’ve got Mrs. Vanderbilt in the coach and she wants to meet you.”

“Well, I don’t want to meet her.”

Heat surged up Tillie’s neck. Couldn’t he see they were within hearing distance?

“Doesn’t matter,” Earl said. “She told me to bring you to her and that’s exactly what I intend to do. I’d appreciate it if you’d come willingly, though. I really don’t want to make a mess of my prissy finery.”

Mack studied his brother a moment, then sighed and turned his attention to the director in his clutches. He was still out cold.

Mack drew him closer. “You ever lay a hand on my sister again, and I’ll finish what I started here.”

With the warning spoken to unconscious ears, he flung Mr. Sloop to the ground. Earl released Mack’s wrist and swept his hand in an after-you gesture.

“This better not take long.”

The children parted, too timid to approach the carriage. None of them seemed concerned for their director. Much as Tillie wanted to see to his welfare, she forced herself to stay put. Finally, an adolescent boy hurried inside. Hopefully he was fetching Mrs. Sloop for help.

As the brothers advanced, Tillie couldn’t discern for certain if they were identical. They definitely had the same build, same height, and same eyes, but with Mack’s beard and filth disguising all else, she couldn’t be sure.

She knew what Mrs. Vanderbilt was thinking, though. Two footmen who were not only tall and handsome, but identical, would be the stuff of legends amongst her set.

“Ma’am, this is my brother, Mack Danver.”

Mack looked her square in the eye. The challenge was unmistakable.

Mrs. Vanderbilt tilted her head. “I think your defense of your sister is honorable, Mack Danver, though I’m not sure about the method.”

He lifted one shoulder in a disdainful shrug. “I probably overreacted. She’s just a girl, after all. Little more than a domestic animal.”

Tillie gasped.

Mrs. Vanderbilt lifted a brow. “A mountain highlander, I presume? What brings you to the city?”

Mack turned to leave.

Earl grabbed his arm. “Our pa’s been gone awhile, but Ma just passed, so we had to break up the family. Our siblings, other than Ora Lou, were placed into homes and scattered all over the mountain. Since I live up at the Estate and Mack boards as a janitor for the Battery Park Hotel, we had to put Ora Lou here at Sloop’s orphanage.”

Mrs. Vanderbilt leaned into the cushions of the landau. “How would you like to work at Biltmore House, Mr. Danver?”

Tillie gaped at her mistress. She could understand wanting him on the property as a stable hand or in the dairy until he could be cleaned up and taught a few things. But in the house? Right away? Without a reference?

Mack turned his head to the side and spit. “I don’t think I’d care to work there one iota.”

“My husband pays his staff New York wages. Much more than what you’re making at Battery Park, I’m sure. With the income you’d make at Biltmore, you’d be able to set your sister up in her own place in no time.”

“She’ll make do.”

“In my experience, sir, orphanages rarely raise a child to adulthood. If the ward can’t be placed out, she’s often put onto the street.”

His eyes grew cold. “She can just dress like a boy and carry a pistol, then. I’m not working for a bunch of brigetty folks who live at the back of beyond.”

Mrs. Vanderbilt held his gaze for a long moment. “So you’re afraid?”

Shaking off Earl’s hand, Mack took a step forward. “I’m not afraid.”

“Aren’t you?”

He didn’t answer. Nor did he need to. He looked ready to prove his point the same way he had with the unfortunate Mr. Sloop.

Finally, Mrs. Vanderbilt gave a nod. “If you change your mind, come to the house and tell them I sent you.”
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Tillie stood in front of Mrs. Winter’s desk.

“It isn’t enough to pass lightly over the surface,” the housekeeper was saying. Her blond hair had begun to silver and new wrinkles appeared at the corners of her eyes and mouth. “The rims and legs of the tables along with the backs and legs of the chairs and sofas need to be rubbed vigorously.”

“Yes, ma’am.” She’d assumed she’d been called in because of the little episode she’d had on the way to town. Never did it occur to her Alice had done shoddy work in the tapestry gallery.

“It’s very unlike you, Tillie.”

“Yes, ma’am. It won’t happen again.” She wasn’t about to shift the blame to Alice. Part of her trial period was to delegate her responsibilities to others when she had need to. With the trip to Asheville, she’d needed to.

Still, as head parlormaid, those downstairs rooms were her domain. She’d see to it Alice didn’t miss so much as an inch of furniture next time.

Mrs. Winter removed the glasses perched on her nose. Her blue eyes gentled. “I understand you comported yourself quite well in town today.”

“Thank you, ma’am.” Here it comes.

“Mrs. Vanderbilt was suitably impressed.”

But . . .

“In a day or two she and Lucy will be going about the estate. Mrs. Vanderbilt intends to take a census of all staff members and their families.”

“Yes, ma’am.”

“During that time, Bénédicte will give you a tour of Mrs. Vanderbilt’s bedroom, closets, and drawers. It is important you memorize everything’s exact place and Mrs. Vanderbilt’s preferences.”

She was still in the running. A thrill shot through her. “Yes, ma’am.”

Putting her glasses back on, the housekeeper made a notation on the paper in front of her. “That will be all.”



CHAPTER 
Four 

Mack stepped out of the barbershop and ran a hand across his cheek, trying to adjust to the smoothness of his face. He planned to stop by the police chief’s office to see what could be done about the director of the orphanage, but he knew the chief wouldn’t take him seriously unless he cleaned up.

First stop had been the bathhouse. His clothes had been so filthy, they’d insisted on delivering them to the laundry while he bathed, then loaning him clean ones until his could be scoured. It wasn’t that he enjoyed living in filth, it was just his employer didn’t allow the nighttime janitor to make use of the hotel’s wash bins or bathtubs. Not even a tin bath. And he didn’t have money to spare for a bathhouse. Every cent was put toward the day he could get Ora Lou out of Sloop’s orphanage.

He took a deep breath. It felt great to be clean again. Cutting across Mule Alley and down Saloon Row, a buzzing fly pestered his ear while the smell of alcohol died on the breeze.

A squatty brick laundry house sat at the end of the road. He thought it ironic to have a place like that tucked behind the town’s red light district. On second thought, maybe it was fitting. Sometimes you had to pass through the dirt before you could get yourself clean.

Of course, the city fathers hadn’t meant anything profound about life. They just wanted to keep the billowing steam and drying clothes out on Asheville’s edges.

He stepped through the laundry door, a blanket of wet heat immediately enveloping him. A whiff of lye and enough bleach on the air to sting his lungs momentarily cut off his oxygen. Rubbing boards, scrubbing brushes, and a big iron mangle took up most of the room. Just inside, a young woman worked tub and posser like a butter churn, her shoulders wide, her neck as thick as a man’s, while her granny reached for one of the irons heating on the hob.

The washer girl paused, swiping a hand across her brow. “Earl? What’re you broguin’ about in the middle of the week fer? Ain’t you supposed to be up at the Big House?”

Mack hesitated. It had been a long time since someone had mistaken him for Earl.

She placed a fist on her waist. “Well, come on in and set ya a cheer. I been meaning to talk to you anyways. Something’s gotta be done about that sister of yourn over at Sloop’s.”

Frowning, he closed the door. “My sister?”

“Aw, don’t act like ya don’t know what I’m a’talking about.”

“I’m afraid I don’t, actually.”

She tsked. “I’d think a feller who’s as big on sweetheartin’ as you, he wouldn’t need things spelled out.”

He narrowed his eyes. “What things?”

“Forbus Sloop’s a regular o’ Daphne Devine’s. I’m surprised you hadn’t bumped into him coming or going.”

Mack didn’t question how she knew who visited the bawdy house. She had a clear shot of Miss Daphne’s place right through her side window. He glanced out at the white clapboard two-story, which had its shades drawn tight against the daylight.

He knew his brother was a regular. That and his drinking ate up every bit of money he earned. If he’d just show a little restraint, there’d be money for Ora Lou to leave Sloop’s. But that wasn’t going to happen.

“What do Sloop’s activities have to do with my sister?” he asked.

Her red, cracked hands gripped the posser’s handle. “Well, I’ll tell ya. She’s gettin’ her womanly curves. And she’s living under that sorry feller’s roof while his wife turns a blind eye to his backhandin’.”

His chest tightened. “Are you saying he’s harmed Ora Lou?”

“I’m saying Ora Lou has a new bruise most ever’ week. What do you suppose it is that has Forbus in such a swivet that he’s gotta wear her out with his fists?”

Mack didn’t hazard a guess. “How do you know this?”

“I pick up and deliver Sloop’s laundry.” She pumped the posser in and out of the water.

“How long has it been going on?”

“Couple o’ months now. Though this last time the bruise was nastier ’n usual. Heard tell yer brother saw it and just about tore Forbus apart.”

He scowled. “I did not.”

Her churning stopped; then her eyes slowly widened. “Creation. You’re not Earl. You’re the brother. Land’s sake, what happened to you? You look just like Earl.”

“I shaved, that’s all.” He rubbed his jaw again. “And I’m nothing like my brother.”

She resumed her chore. “Does that mean you’re gonna do somethin’?”

He nodded. “I imagine so. Just as soon as you give me my clothes.”
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Mack didn’t have much occasion to go to City Hall. He had an inborn distrust of authority types, and Captain –Hovious confirmed his misgivings.

The two-hundred-fifty-pound officer leaned back in his chair, his paunch swelling over his belt. “Now, that’s the pot calling the kettle black, if you ask me. Forbus Sloop was in here not two hours ago, making the same complaint about you. And he was perty near black and blue all over.”

“He’s abusing the girls.”

“I know Forbus myself. He’s a happily married man.”

“Who spends more time at Daphne Devine’s than he does at home.”

The captain grinned. “Don’t we all, brother. Don’t we all.”

Mack tensed. “I want to talk to the chief.”

Hovious picked something green from his teeth. “Well, the chief isn’t here. And even if he were, he’d say the same thing.

This town owes a debt to Sloop, what with the way he’s taken in all those guttersnipes and cleaned them up. Before he came along, Asheville was overrun with the little beggars.”

“I want someone to check on it anyway.”

“Sorry, but we have more pressing matters to tend to.”

Flexing his fists, Mack took a step forward.

Hovious narrowed his eyes, then slowly rose to his feet. “I wouldn’t advise it, Danver.”

The captain didn’t carry a firearm. None of the police did. They didn’t have to. They were armed with enough bulk to do what needed to be done. And if they required an edge, the clubs at their waists did the trick.

Mack kept his hands to his sides. “You tell the chief that if my sister gets any more bruises, he’s gonna have trouble on his hands.”

“And if she runs into a door or something?”

“Then trouble won’t begin to describe it.” Mack slammed out of the office. If Ora Lou was to be helped, and the police wouldn’t cooperate, then he’d need to turn elsewhere. And wherever that was, it would have to involve a person of influence.

The only person like that he knew was an old friend of his late father’s. A man who’d been president of the college Pa had taught at. The man who’d first brought Pa to Asheville. The man who was now Buncombe County’s state representative. 

Mack glanced at a giant clock on the wall of the rotunda. Maybe he could catch Leonard Vaughan before he left for the day. It had been years since he’d seen him, but he knew the man would give him an audience.

He wandered the corridors of City Hall until he finally found a door with Vaughan’s name painted on the glass. He knocked, peering through the window. A man on the other side waved him in.

The office smelled of books and cigars, but the giant oak desk was clear of papers, as if Vaughan had just cleaned it off in anticipation of going home.

“May I help you, young man?” he asked, standing as he closed a drawer.

The familiar face of his father’s dearest friend made Mack’s chest catch. He catalogued the changes the years had wrought – a receding hairline, gray at the temples, wrinkles at his eyes. Mack tried to superimpose those changes onto the memory he had of his father, but could not.

Mack whipped off his hat. “Hello, sir. Danver, here. It’s good to see you.”

Vaughan stilled, lifting his brows. “Earl?”

“Mackenzie, sir.”

“Well, for the love of Peter.” He waved him into a seat and resumed his own. “I see you’ve exceeded even your father’s height. Is Earl the same?”

“To the inch.”

“Imagine that.” After a moment, his facial muscles sobered.

“I’m sorry about your mother. I went to your homeplace the moment I returned from Europe and heard of her death, but it was abandoned. All I could find out was the family had been split up.”

“I tried to keep us together, but Earl wouldn’t give up his job at Biltmore and come home. He’d acquired a taste for women and spirits. So the children were left to me.”

“How old are they now?”

“Ora Lou’s thirteen. The boys are nine, eight, and seven, respectively.” He sighed. “Not so little anymore, now that I think on it.”

“So what happened?” Vaughan opened a drawer and offered Mack a cigar.

Waving it off, he settled back in his chair. “Nothing changed for me, of course. Ever since Pa died I’d been using what I made at the hotel to put food on the table for Ma and the children. But with her gone, it was hard on Ora Lou.”

“I guess she felt she should step into your mother’s shoes?”

Mack nodded. “I couldn’t bring the boys with me to work, nor could I quit and help Ora Lou.”

“What’d you do?”

“I decided to start working as many double shifts as I could. By the time I made it back up the mountain, Grandpa had moved into the cabin and told the boys they didn’t have to do any work. That’s what Ora Lou was for. And if she didn’t comply, he’d raise a hand to her.”

“The devil you say.” Cutting the cap off his cigar, Vaughan clucked his tongue. “I suppose I shouldn’t be surprised. It was always his way.”

Mack tightened his jaw. “Even still, Pa spent years training us to respect the womenfolk. I can remember Earl and me laughing about it behind his back, thinking how ridiculous it all was. But when I came home and saw those boys doing nothing while Ora Lou planted, hoed, gathered fodder, split rails, cooked, washed, and everything else, something just snapped in me.”

“I can imagine.”

Mack ran a hand through his hair. “I realized then, I couldn’t provide for them and simultaneously protect Ora Lou and the boys from Grandpa’s influence. So I took Ikey, Otis, and John-John to families on the other side of the mountain, where folks school their children. But Ora Lou was different. Even though most clans treat their women well, I couldn’t quite bring myself to leave her so far out of my sphere. So I put her in Sloop’s orphanage.”

Vaughan lit the edges of his cigar. “Well, I daresay she’ll do well there. That Sloop is a fine fellow.”

“What makes you say that?”

Blowing out the match, he tossed it in a tray. “All you have to do is look at what he’s done for those children. They were in the streets one day with barely enough clothing to cover their backs. The next, he had them beneath a warm roof with full bellies. Have you seen what he’s done with the parlor? He’s methodically renovating the whole place. He just finished his office and – ”

“He beats the girls.”

Vaughan stopped, the cigar halfway to his mouth.

“I’ve suspected for a while, but when I saw Ora Lou’s face yesterday, well . . .” He gripped the arms of the chair.

“Are you sure? She didn’t run into something?”

“I’m sure. And it’s been going on for a while.”

Vaughan fell back in his chair. “Is it just Ora Lou, or are there others?”

“I don’t know, but I suspect there are others.”

“Have you gone to Chief Pilkerton?”

“Just came from there. They threw me out and told me not to come back.”

Vaughan rubbed his head. “Doesn’t surprise me. Pilkerton and Sloop go way back.”

“Well, I’m not going to put up with it. I made it clear to Sloop that Ora Lou was off-limits, but all the same, I don’t like leaving her there.”

Staring into the distance, Vaughan shook his head. “I just can’t believe it.”

“That’s why I’m here.”

Vaughan looked at him. “Whatever amount you need, I can have it for you by tomorrow.”

Mack stiffened. “I didn’t come for a handout.”

“Your father was like family to me, son. I’d be honored if you’d let me do this.”

“No, sir.”

Sighing, Vaughan shook his head. “That confounded mountain pride. As quick to resent alms as you are to return a blow. I can’t even remember how many times I asked your mother to accept my help, but she absolutely refused.”

Mack leaned forward, settled his elbows on his knees, and clasped his hands between them. “Actually, I do have a favor to ask.”

Vaughan took a puff of his cigar. “Name it and it’s yours.”
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Tillie sat at her parents’ table soaking in the love and laughter. This was the first day off she’d had since her news had been announced, though her mother had learned of it almost as soon as Tillie had. As predicted, Mama had been over the moon.

“Did Mrs. Vanderbilt pay for her stuff with real gold coins?” little Martha asked, her blue eyes wide. “Did you carry her gold pieces for her?”

The Reese children had come in bunches, like radishes. Tillie and Allan were part of the first bunch – and the only ones still in North Carolina. The middle two boys had moved west.

The second batch had started coming when Tillie was six. One baby a year for three years straight. Then another dry spell. Gussie and Ricky, the oldest of that bunch, had shouldered much of the burden for the youngers.

When Tillie had left home at twelve to be a step-girl for a well-to-do family in Asheville, another bunch had begun arriving. Five-year-old Martha was part of it.

“Nobody carries their money with them,” Gussie told Martha. “It’s vulgar. They have their bills sent to the steward.”

Tillie and Allan exchanged a glance. Gussie would be twelve in the spring and thus leaving home. In anticipation, Mama had her reading The Handy Book for the Young General Servant.

“Did she buy diamonds and dresses and a new pair of shoes?” Martha breathed, her black ringlets hovering over her food as she leaned in toward Tillie.

“She can’t tell you.” Gussie handed a piece of bread to her youngest brother, Ennis. “Mrs. Vanderbilt relies on the total discretion of those who serve her.”

Mama carved a piece of meat off the hare, her enormous bosom rocking with the motion. For such large proportions up top and down below, she had a relatively small waist – accentuated by the cinching of her apron strings. “That may be so, Gussie, but it isn’t as if we’re in Newport. Here, all of Asheville would know of Mrs. Vanderbilt’s purchases before she ever even left the store. So if Tillie wants to tell us, I’m sure it would be all right. We are family, after all.”

Gussie snorted, but the room fell silent. Tillie could feel their ears growing as they waited for her reply. Even little Ennis looked at her, his mouth now full of bread.

She took a sip of milk, stalling. The townsfolk would discuss Mrs. Vanderbilt’s every move in great detail for weeks to come, but that was them. Not the staff. Not her personal maid. If she were to blur the lines, how would she know where they started and where they stopped? Before she could formulate a response, Allan came to her rescue.

“I don’t think the good people of Asheville were talking about Mrs. Vanderbilt so much as they were Tillie,” he said.

Mama’s smile was smug. “Really? What were they saying?”

He jabbed some peas with his fork. “Earl Danver made sure everybody knew it took him twice as long to get to town as usual, because after every bump Tillie had to cast her bread upon the waters.”

Mama popped Allan’s knuckles with her spoon. Popped them. Tillie hadn’t seen her do that since he was twelve.

“You hush up, Allan Reese. I don’t want to hear another word about that or that infernal Earl Danver.”

Allan’s brows shot up to his hairline as he massaged his offended hand. “I’m afraid the secret’s out, Ma. It’s quite the joke belowstairs, and Till’s endured no small amount of ribbing because of it.”

“What’ve they said, Allan?” Ricky’s toothy grin stretched from one large ear to the other. “Does she have a nickname?”

“Ricky!” Mama waved her spoon, but the ten-year-old was well out of reach.

“Does she?”

Straightening his spine, Allan looked down his nose. “I’m afraid, young sir, that your sister relies on the total discretion of those who serve beside her.”

The little ones giggled. They loved it when he put on his footman airs.

Thank you, she mouthed.

Mama signaled for the plates and flatware to be passed to her for washing. “Tillie’s still better than that Lucy Lewers. Why, Lucy has men sniffing after her all the time. You’ve seen the way she carries on at the barn gatherings during parlor games and twistifications. It’s downright scandalous. You won’t catch our Tillie doing that.”

“Nothing wrong with twistifications.”

All eyes swung toward Pa. He weighed about one hundred thirty pounds and, like Ricky, had a toothy grin. He didn’t talk much, but everybody in the county knew him on account of his being the best dancer these parts had ever seen.

Mama gave him a stern look. “Dancing gives the boys ideas, Herbert.”

“Aw, we’re just letting off a little steam.” Allan pulled his napkin from his collar. “Nobody thinks anything about it.”

“Just the same.” She turned to Tillie. “The last thing you need now is some loafer showing some interest. You probably shouldn’t go to the barn gatherings at all until your position as lady’s maid is secure.”

Tillie frowned. “Not go? But I haven’t missed a single one since I was hired on.”

“I’ll watch out for her.” Allan pushed back his chair. “You ready to sit on the porch, Pa?”

Pa finished off his milk, then stood. Looking down the row of children, he zeroed in on Tillie. “Some ginger cookies would help you on those carriage rides.”

“Ginger cookies?” she asked.

“Ayup. And you go on to those twistifications. If King David can dance like a fool, I’m figuring a few whirls around the floor’ll be all right for you.”

She smiled. “Thanks, Pa.”

“I still think you need to be careful,” Mama warned.

“I will.” Tillie rose to help with the cleanup. As soon as the table was cleared, Mama shooed the little ones out, leaving her alone with Tillie.

“I’m so excited for you, dear. And so proud.” Mama dipped the plate she’d scrubbed into the rinse bowl, then handed it to Tillie.

“I want this position so bad, Mama.”

“And I think you have every chance of getting it.”

“I don’t know.” Tillie ran a drying cloth across the plate. “Lucy has a leg up after what happened to me in the carriage.”

“Perhaps. But think of all the hours, days, years, even, that we’ve put into preparing you for this very thing.”

Tillie contemplated the number of books she’d read, the perfection her mother had demanded from her needle, the laborious hours she’d spent dressing and redressing Mama’s hair, along with the lessons she’d received on concocting herbal remedies and cosmetics.

“Lucy may have a leg up,” Mama continued, “but when Mrs. Vanderbilt asks for Corfe’s edition of Handel, I wouldn’t put it past her to go searching for a coarse dish with a handle.”

Tillie snorted.

Removing her hands from the water, Mama dried them on her apron, then clasped Tillie’s within both of hers. “It is a rare, rare opportunity you’ve been given and likely the only one you’ll ever have. Don’t you see? This is it, Tillie. This is your dream. Your chance. You mustn’t squander it.”

“I won’t.”

“You must be cheerful even when they expect long hours. Discreet when you overhear gossip. Tolerant when Mr. Vanderbilt invades his bride’s domain. And virtuous when upper menservants come sniffing about you.”

“I will.”

“You must not blush or lose your composure when you perform intimate services for Mrs. Vanderbilt that women of lesser stations would be too modest to have done for them.” 

Even as she spoke, her mother blushed and they both thought of the lessons Tillie had been taught by doing for her mother what she would one day do for Mrs. Vanderbilt if she were to win the position of lady’s maid. Services which became so frequent as to no longer embarrass Tillie, though clearly they still discomfited her mother.

Mama’s eyes teared. “When I think of all our hard work and how badly I’ve wanted this. Now, here you are, on the precipice of living out the dream we’ve been clinging to. Think of the life you’ll have. So much better than mine or your father’s.”

Tillie squeezed her hands. “I know. And I can’t thank you enough, Mama. Now, don’t you worry. I won’t let you down.”

Swallowing, Mama withdrew her hands, swiped her eyes with the corner of her apron, then returned to the dishes.

Tillie stacked the plates inside the cabinet, her resolve solidifying. No matter what it took, she must secure the coveted position. Failure was not an option.
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