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Chapter 1: A Glass Slipper

We sat together
in front of the fireplace embroidering napkins. Una was much faster
than me, her stitches neat and uniform. “It’s a shame,” my mother
remarked as she held up my work, “Your buttonhole stitches look
square. I don’t know how you do it.”

“Everything I do is cornered,” I tried not
to look up and failed.

“You don’t have to do it,” Mother crumpled
the napkin, letting it fall into the basket of scraps, “Una could
finish the set for you.”

I waited until she left the room to retrieve
my napkin, “I like my work.” Folding it into quarters, I placed it
on top of Una’s three, the buttonholes perfect yellow suns in each
corner.

“Work puts the song in my heart,” Una began
to hum. Her voice was a bird-like soprano that made mine sound like
a child playing the violin.

“Well, you’ll have lots more of it coming
your way with the prince’s bal masqué. It will be, ‘Una, polish the
doorknobs. Una, take in this bodice. Una, clean the fireplace.’
Because you know, the prince will somehow see our cinders,” I stuck
myself with a needle and winced.

“I would love to see a bal masqué. Perhaps I
should attend,” Una finished another napkin.

“If you wore gloves and a very high-necked
gown I suppose you could,” a smile pricked at the edges of my
mouth, “Oh, and if there’s a conversation you don’t understand,
giggle and fan yourself.”

“I will understand.”

“What if it’s about shipping or smithing? I
can only follow conversations about clocks. Last dance I told
William how to fix his pocket watch. He wouldn’t speak to me for
the rest of the night. I should have giggled and fanned, but he
makes all my edges come out.”

“I will court the prince and rule the
world.”

I set my half-finished embroidery on the arm
of the settee and fished a key out of my reticule. “Could you pick
up the green floss?”

Una leaned forward and I slotted the key in
her back. “You always keep me well wound,” Una’s fingers closed
around a skein of floss, “Do you need this color, or are you
giggling and fanning.”

“Ah,” blush crept into my cheeks, “I have
been found out.” I turned the key anyway. At least she hadn’t
noticed that I always wound her when she said strange things.
I’m going to subjugate all mankind. Wind. Someday I will
open up Father and see what makes him tick. Wind.

“William,” Una’s voice slurred, “Will he be
at the bal masqué?”

“I suppose.” Just thinking of him made me
feel sharp. A week ago he had given me a glove, the button torn off
the cuff. It sat neglected underneath a half-stitched
handkerchief.

The glove stayed there over the remaining
months, and I forgot its presence as preparations for the bal
masqué reached a fever pitch. The entire house was cleaned from the
eaves all the way down to the root cellar. Una had no time to do
anything other than chores. Even the last-minute alterations had to
be done by me and Mother so Una could continue scrubbing.

So it was with regret that I took my place
across from my parents in the carriage. Una would not be able to
attend.

The carriage rattled its way over the
cobblestones, the inside lit like a giant jack-o-lantern. Children
waved from windows, standing on tip-toe to catch a glimpse of a
feathered mask.

The castle rose out of the skyline, its
turrets towering over the surrounding buildings. We rumbled onto a
drive that circled a statue of a lion, its head thrown back mid
roar. Carriages halted, one behind the other, and a footman opened
the door and placed the step. Between the darkness of night, my
skirts, and the edges of my mask, I could see very little until we
arrived at the ballroom.

The ballroom seemed to throb with color and
voices. I recognized no one, and I found myself staring at the shed
feathers that lay on the floor. I was counting them when a man
approached me.

“May I have this dance?”

“It would be . . . “ I stopped mid-curtsy.
He wore only one glove, and through his tri-color mask, I could
make out the sparkle of recognition in his eyes. “You could have
worn another set of gloves,” I took his hand.

“I am still waiting for a certain lady to
repair my other one,” William rested his other hand on my
waist.

“No gentleman would want a glove repaired by
that lady. Somehow she will get your button crooked.”

William laughed. “I shall wear it anyways
because her stitches show her esteem,” he waltzed me over to one of
the grand staircases. A woman was descending it and her costume
caught my eye.

“Oh look,” I gasped, “Her dress is
clock-themed.” Interconnected gears were stitched all over her gown
and her mask was made of moving clock parts.

“At first I thought that was you,” William
steered me under the stair, “but it was only Una.”

“Una?”

“Yes, I spoke to her.”

“Oh no, I didn’t bring her key. What if she
winds down and can’t move?”

“Then you can fetch her,” William tightened
his grip on my hand, “but for now you are my partner and there’s
something important I’ve need to tell you.”

“Important?” My eyes were on the man to whom
Una was speaking. I couldn’t be certain, but he had a royal
bearing.

“I have been thinking about . . . is that a
clock?” William wasn’t the only one who turned. Everyone swiveled,
their eyes searching for the source of the bonging.

Out of force of habit, I counted them.
“Twelve o’clock,” I stepped on Williams’s foot as the crowd
shifted, “It isn’t though.”

“Una’s gone,” William looked to the door,
“Let’s go.”

We pushed through the crowd, past the
prince, his hands cupped around a shoe made of watch bezels and
domed glass. Una was waiting for us under the lion, posed on the
bare mechanism of her unshod foot, the other lifted in the air.
William helped me load her into his carriage.

He didn’t remove his mask until he sat on
the carriage seat across from me. I cradled Una’s head in my
lap.

“I have been thinking about who you fancy,”
William rapped on the top of the carriage. It moved forward with a
jerk.

“No one.”

“No, there’s someone you think of always.
And I realized I’m jealous of Una,” he shifted on the bench, “I
wish that you thought that often of me.”

“But William, have you thought of how it is
to be her, to be stuck in a body that must constantly be wound, to
be regarded as an item instead of a person?”

“I think,” he rested his head in his hands,
“that we should not speak again for a while.”

“Yes,” I blinked hard, the cogs on Una’s
gown blurring until they resembled a series of squares, each stitch
a repetition that I could not escape, “we bring out the worst in
each other.”


Chapter 2: The Bird in the Clock

Once we had laid
Una on the settee, I fully expected that William would leave.
Instead, he lingered by the fireplace, comparing his pocket watch
to the handsome clock on the mantel.

I ignored him as best as I could, sorting
through the drawers of my sewing box until I found the spare keys.
There were five of them, all of different types, and I held up two
steel crank keys to check which would fit on Una’s arbor.

“It’s a shame I wasn’t my father’s son,” I
took both keys over to Una.

“You prove my point,” William clicked the
winding knob of his watch into place.

“How so?” I tried the first of the keys; it
failed to fit.

William slid his watch into his breast
pocket, “You think, and rightly I suppose, that if you were a son,
you would be taught more horology. Then you would be able to better
serve Una.”

“I thought we weren’t on speaking terms,” I
tried the second key. It fit neatly in her arbor, and I gave it a
turn.

“I meant after tonight.”

“And what is so special about tonight?” The
first part of winding was always so difficult. The weights, once
still, were hard to put back in motion.

“We are alone.”

Una twitched, her raised leg lowering to
join the other one.

“That is not something a gentleman would
say,” I turned the key faster.

“Not to a lady,” William turned his back to
us.

“By all means, go find one. We’ll see how
far you get, you son of a costermonger.”

He put his hand over mine, his eyes icy
blue, “Who you let, dab namow?”

“What?”

“Who. Did. You. Tell?”

“You,” I untangled his hand from mine,
placing it on the key, “Wind her for me.”

“I can ruin your reputation too,” he closed
his hand over the key.

“My bosom trembles,” I let myself out of the
sewing room. William was bluffing, or at least I assumed he was.
Either way, I wasn’t about to let him get the best of me. The
kitchen was one room over, and I poured water from a pitcher into a
cup. The stove sat cold and a clock ticked on the wall, its
pendulum swinging. I took a swallow of water, then another.

The door to the sewing room stood ajar, and
voices trickled out from it. “It was registered under a flag of
convenience, of course, and it should arrive tomorrow. Either way,
I don’t need the distraction.”

I could not make out Una’s response, but I
could hear the soft sing-song of her voice.

“All I’m asking for is an hour. Surely you
can afford me that,” William sounded pleading.

Tapping on the door, I feigned a yawn, “I’m
afraid tonight’s exertions have worn me out. I shall be retiring to
my rooms.” At the very least I could remove my crinolines. Una’s
help would be required for the rest, undoing the tiny buttons down
the back of the gown and the lacing of the corset.

I was near the top of the stair when I heard
the echo of my own footsteps. Thinking it was Una, I waited on the
dark landing. The clock nearest to me began to chime, and I counted
the hours, “One, two, three, four.”

William appeared in the darkness, a match in
one hand. He cursed as it burnt his fingers, then hurried to light
another.

“Five, six, seven, eight,” I counted.

“Don’t you ever light the lamps?” He touched
his match to the wick of a wall sconce.

“I thought you would leave.”

William responded by shortening the distance
between us. I could feel a gust of air as my crinolines bounced
backward, the stiffness of the boning pushing into my petticoats.
He took my hand and kissed my arm just above the glove.

“Una is here,” I took my hand back.

“She promised to stay downstairs,” he
breathed against my neck.

I shivered, a part of me willing to do
whatever he asked of me.

“Do I frighten you?”

“No,” I quivered.

“Then why do you shake so?” His lips grazed
my skin.

“Because you tease - “ I broke off the
sentence with a gasp.

We continued in the same manner until the
clock struck again. “My hour is up,” William held me at arms
length, his hands on my waist.

“One,” I counted, “two.”

“It’s nine o’clock.”

“Shh. Three, four.”

There was a creak on the step as Una
ascended.

“Sometimes I think this house is one big
clock. Una is the gears, and you are the bird that pops out,”
William released me and adjusted his suit coat.

“Five, six, seven.”

Una appeared at the top of the stair, “It’s
time to say goodnight.”

“Goodnight, Cog. Goodnight, Bird,” William
bowed stiffly to each of us.

“Eight, nine.”

Una led the way to my room. While she helped
me undress, I peppered her with questions. “Was that the prince?
How did it go? I love your dress. How did you find time to make it?
What did you talk about? Did you dance? How did you get there?”

“You have marks on your neck,” Una slid the
gown over my head. For a moment I was lost in the folds of chiffon
and silk.

“I bumped into something,” I unfastened my
crinolines.

She unlaced the back of my corset, “To
answer you, yes, that was Prince Charmont. We talked about the
night sky. Apparently, he’s quite taken with the idea that one can
predict the future from it. We danced a little after looking at the
stars.”

“And the dress?”

“I caught birds for the feathers. Mice
helped with the rest of it.”

“Mice?” I was going to have to wind her
again.

“Yes, I used their bones in the hoop
skirts,” she removed my nightgown from the wardrobe then helped me
into it. “I may need your help if Prince Charmont comes looking for
me.”

“Of course,” I had no idea what she was
asking of me.


Chapter 3: Mistakes

There were only a
few souls by whose company I could abide. One of those few was my
sister Drusilla. She was sitting in her garden, a wide-brimmed hat
casting cool shadows on her arms. Her needles clicked as she
worked, a ball of yarn at her feet. A kitten with crusty eyes
batted at the hem of her dress.

“How are you and Mister Harrington?” I sat
on a stone bench.

“That man,” she set down her knitting with a
sigh.

I couldn’t repress a smile, “What is he up
to now?”

“He has decided, much to my objection, that
the entire garden should be underwater,” Drusilla scooped up the
kitten. It mewed, twisting in her hands.

“How?”

“Oh, very simple. ‘The Romans did it long
ago.’ He’s right, however, the Romans didn’t give up partway
through projects. Besides, he believes it could function as a
calling card of sorts,” Drusilla took out a handkerchief. She wiped
the kitten’s eyes with the tenderness of someone who understood
vulnerability. When she was finished, she looked back up at me, “Do
you think I’ve made a mistake?”

“Do you?” I leaned forward, “To me he is
amusing, but I’ve never thought of what it would be like to live
with him.”

“Perhaps we should take a walk,” Drusilla
rubbed the kitten’s head, then set it on the ground.

“Would you like me to push?”

Drusilla pulled a lever on her chair, “No, I
think I need the exercise.” She gripped the wheels with her
bird-like hands and propelled her chair forward. It wasn’t until we
passed through the gate by the dogwoods that she stopped, stooping
to pick up a fallen pink blossom. “John gets so focused on his
projects that he forgets I exist,” she set the flower on the arm of
her wheelchair.

“Isn’t that just how men are? William is
forever ignoring me. He hardly writes to me when he travels.”

Drusilla turned onto the pavement, “Father
isn’t like that.”

“How do you mean? He’s always in his
workshop snapping at anyone who breaks his concentration,” a gust
of wind hit me, lifting my hat from my head. I grasped the brim
with both hands.

“Sometimes John works all night and all day
for weeks on end. Other times he doesn’t want to do a thing. Father
always works the same hours each day, excepting Sundays.”

I turned my back towards the wind, “Is
plumbing seasonal?”

“Seasonal?” Drusilla blinked at me, “Does
the sink only break in winter?”

“Yes.”

“No,” Drusilla’s forehead wrinkled, “At
least, I don’t think so.”

“If it was, it wouldn’t be his fault.
William’s work is seasonal. Sometimes he has nothing to do,
sometimes he’s very busy. He’s also cruel,” I looked down at the
pavers. They were a series of hexagons that made me want to skip
like a child. I would hop away until my discontent, like my shadow,
could no longer keep up.

“You still fancy him,” Drusilla pushed
herself forward.

“No, I know what he really is,” I put a hand
on Drusilla’s shoulder, “I bring him up, only for contrast. Mister
Harrington isn’t cruel. He may be distracted and a bit too
ambitious, but he’s not calculated.”

Drusilla shrieked out a laugh. It was just
like my own, a terrible thing that sounded as if someone had
stepped on a crow. “Can you imagine,” she gasped, “what John would
be like if he were calculated?”

“I think we would all have underwater house
gardens and, what was the last thing? Portable plumbing? I really
didn’t understand that one.”

“It’s just like a fountain.”

We both laughed, the street echoing with our
caws. A carriage rumbled by, the horses’ ears twitching.

Stopping in front of a dressmaker’s window,
Drusilla stared at the display. It was a pink ball gown, cleverly
placed in front of a mirror and turned away from the window. Tiny
pearl buttons trailed down the back to a silk bow. “John was too
busy to attend the bal masqué, but you went,” Drusilla’s eyes
focused on the dress in the mirror, “How was it?”

“Well, it was lovely. Let’s start with that.
It had all the things a ball needs to be a success. There were too
many people, everyone was overdressed, and there was quite the
spectacle when a clock sounded midnight and it wasn’t even eight,”
I grinned.

“A clock?”

“It was Una. She has decided that she will
marry the prince.”

Drusilla pulled away from the window and
moved on to the next. Once she was parked in front of an everyday
cotton dress, she returned my smile. “I’m sorry I missed it. Father
must have been in a tizzy about the clock.”

“Everyone was. Una left the prince holding
her shoe, and ran out to that tasteless lion statue before
completely winding down,” I gazed at the window, seeing that night
in the reflection. “She was standing on one limb, frozen in place.
Oh, her gown was beautiful though. All these cogs interconnecting
with each other. It was as if you could pull a thread and set the
whole thing in motion.”

“Did you wind her?”

“I didn’t have a key. It took all of
William’s strength to get her in his carriage. She’s so heavy.”

“After all you know of him, you were still
allowed that man to accompany you?”

I could tell Drusilla was angry by the way
she gave her wheels a jerk. She jolted over to the candy shop
before coming to a dead stop in front of a window full of
confections in boxes and jars.

“He didn’t accompany me.”

“Do I need to find out more about him? I bet
there’s more,” Drusilla pulled a cloth-bound book from her
reticule. She flipped through it, landing on a page headed with
William written in her fine script. My eyes scanned down the page.
“Is from Lisava? Surname Trousseau? Parents deceased, no siblings.
Fr. in Lisava knows no Trousseau family. Many Williams, two match
descriptions. Costermonger and smith. Smith still lives there.”

“We ran into each other at the bal masqué.
Somehow he recognized me,” I took the book from her, flipping
through the pages, “How many people have you investigated? Twenty?
Fifteen?”

“I don’t count them, Anastasia. When my
curiosity is piqued by someone, I explore them. They aren’t
numbers, they are stories,” she held up a hand.

I passed the book back to her, “He knows I
know who he really is. Maybe he’ll stay away from me.”

“Maybe the horse won’t go to water,”
Drusilla tucked her book back into her reticule, “but please, if he
does, do be careful around him.”

There was a jingle as the candy shop door
opened next to us. All I could see was the fingers of an ungloved
hand, but it was enough for me to want peppermints.


Chapter 4: Nougats

The candy shop
had a series of steps down from the street level into the store. On
a typical day, such a design annoyed me, as Drusilla would be
forced to remain waiting outside. This, however, was not a typical
day, and I was thankful to not have to involve her. I followed the
one-gloved man as he ambled past the jars of hard candies. He
turned down an aisle of boxed nougats, stopping so quickly that I
ran into him.

“Stop following me,” William grabbed my
wrist.

“I wasn’t - I just - “

“You just wanted to know how much I heard,”
William dropped into a squat, pulling me down with him. The
shopkeeper walked by, his head bobbing above the tidy rows of
Italian nougats. William pulled out a box from the lowest shelf and
thrust it into my hands, “Tell your sister to mind her own
business.” He stood, and pacing to the end of the aisle, knocked
into a display of lollipops. Candy spilled everywhere, and I found
myself sandwiched between customers and the shop boy, who was
trying to restore the display. William slipped up the steps, and I
watched him, a feeling of helplessness welling up from the bottoms
of my walking shoes.

Drusilla.

If William so much as touched a feather on
her hat, I would let Una have her way with him. I would invite him
to tea and slip poison in his drink. I would, I would.

An opening appeared in front of me, and I
squeezed through. The shopkeeper stood at the counter, his eyes
searching each patron for pockets bulging with stolen lollys. I
placed the nougats on the counter, “If you please, sir, I’m in a
bit of a hurry.”

He took my money, the cash register ringing.
I was one step up when a hand grasped the back of my skirts. It was
the shop boy, his cheeks flushed. “Your change madam,” he held it
out.

“Thank you,” I accepted it, then continued
up. The door jingled as I hurried through. There was a knot of
children where I had left Drusilla, and panic beat in my chest.
“Drusilla!”

“Over here!”

I turned. She was three windows down,
staring at a display of menswear, a pair of lollipops lay in her
lap, their sticks crossed like a death’s head symbol. “Don’t,” I
scurried over to her, “eat those.”

“I had no mind to, seeing as they came from
that man,” Drusilla made a face.

“What did he say to you?”

“Something about nosy people meeting their
end. I told him that deceivers often met the end suited to them as
well and he left in a huff,” Drusilla rolled her chair to the next
window, “He thinks he’s clever, but I could talk circles around
him.”

I handed her the box of nougats, “Do take
these. I don’t even like them.”

“Everyone seems to think I need candy, and
perhaps I do after dealing with the lot of you,” Drusilla stopped
in front of the display of neckwear. “It does make my problems seem
small. No one in my household wants to marry royalty or a
scoundrel. All our mistakes are already made.”

“And you still think so? That Mister
Harrington is a mistake?”

“No, I think this walk has quite changed my
mind. Anyway, there is something else I’d like to get your opinion
on.”

“Anything for you,” I stuffed my change in
my reticule.

“I am considering starting my own line of
business. The business of inquiring into people’s stories. I have
some ideas on how to start it, but not what to call it,” Drusilla
dropped a lollipop into a spittoon.

The clang was so loud that I jumped. “And
you want my opinion? The opinion of a woman who makes everything
square?”

“Yes, because you’re practical. I asked one
of my friends and she suggested ‘Madame Time’s Emporium of the
Past,’” Drusilla tossed the other lollipop in, “Besides not
explaining what service I provide, it would also make advertising a
great deal more expensive.”

“Reputation Detective,” I passed in front of
the dry goods store, “You could find out if someone is worthy of
engaging in business or marriage.”

“Short and to the point,” Drusilla turned
her chair around, “I thought of using my maiden name, but I fear
the Blaisdell name is already too well known.”

“Blaisington,” I tried, “Harringdell.”

“Then I thought of what the Father in Lisava
told me. What do you think of Alissa Notinghard?”

The clock above the dry goods store began to
chime. “One,” I counted, “Two.”

“Oh well, it was nice talking to you,”
Drusilla squeezed my hand.

“Three, four, five.”

Drusilla continued on, while I stayed frozen
in place, counting the chimes. It was noon by both the clock and
the sky, and on the last chime, I headed back to my own home a
street over.

Una was waiting for me in the sewing room,
stitching a solid background of dark blue. I flopped down next to
her on the settee, picking up a pillowcase with two and a half
square yellow blooms. In my mind I could picture the stone lion out
front of the castle, its mane fanning out like flower petals. I saw
a feather fall, felt William’s teeth on my neck.
“Scoundrel,” hissed Drusilla’s voice in my head. I continued
my embroidery, hoping my thoughts would settle and not jump about
so.

“If you can only think of him, why don’t you
fix his glove?” Una was staring at me, her glass eyes fixed on my
stitches.

I looked down at my work. “They are
mountains,” I fished in the sewing box for a seam ripper.

“It’s a W, for William,” Una resumed her
needlework, “and you need not tell me untruths. I tell you
everything, and only you.”

“Una,” I picked out a leg of the W, “I’d
rather talk of anything else.”

“Then how is your secret project?”

“I’m afraid I don’t know what you’re
asking,” I set the seam ripper in the box. Rethreading my needle, I
started on another flower.

“I pick up the mail. You have been receiving
parcels for menswear for months.”

“Ah,” my flower was a tight square. I gave
it an orange center, “that’s not really a project.”

“Isn’t it?” Una held up her finished piece.
Stars dotted a dark blue sky. The moon hung in one corner, half of
its face blotted out with grey thread.

OEBPS/cover.jpg
~
——

X+
£,

.
— c
, Y MELISSA DILL

b





