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Chapter 1


Crum, England, Mid-1800s

 

“‘Brandy,’ he told me, ‘you’re a fine girl,’ he said. ‘You’d make a good wife.’” I spat over my right shoulder, a new superstition I was trying to start to ward off evil arseholes. “Besides those empty words, all he ever gave me was a chain that turned my neck green and this.” I rubbed my little belly. I lifted my chin ever so slightly, bit my lip, and clocked Mrs. Gladys’s reaction. 

“Oh, you poor, brave girl.” Bullseye. “Why, whatever will you do?” After Sunday services, good Christians might say that Mrs. Gladys had the keenest eyes for detail, but the rest of the week, they’d be calling them out for the bulgy toad-like orbs they were. Believe it when I say that comparison did a croaking forest of witches’ ingredients no favor. 

I pressed my fingers to my lips and bobbed my head like I had seen ladies of quality do when they wished to pretend something inappropriate had not actually happened — some fancy French word I expect, like etiquette. Well, I don’t know about that, except to say I once “et a kit” of chicken at the pub, meant for the Sunday crowd that hadn’t shown, and been blasted. The privy had served as my confessional as I vowed before God and turds alike to never be a greedy-guts again. But, needs must. I fear I have been eating for two.

As I hoped she would, Mrs. Gladys then waddled from me to the seamstress (who sewed a fine seam but whose nimble fingers had nary a dance on her loose lips), who told the butcher, who told the baker. Our town’s not fancy enough to have a candlestick maker, but you can plot the rest of the tale if we did. Jesus wept. This saga could have been a child’s rhyme. 

Randy Brandy chased after the navy,

All so she could get some gravy. 

’Twasn’t her fault that she got caught, 

Gave it her all and ended up with naught. 

Aye. That last line needed work. I’d like a little hearts and flowers imagery there, with a grandiose ending, something-something, bequeathed the happiness that she sought sort of thing. I sighed. “Not for the likes of me.”

Pfft. That kind of thinking would not do. I’d been feeling pretty low these past months, yeah. I might have thought about ending it all a time or two, but Jesus, it’s not as easy as you would think. In fact, it’s nigh on impossible to cark it whenever you want — difficult enough to make a doubty Christian believe there may be some secret purpose to what the bible thumpers go on about. 

If you think walking into an angry, cold sea will do the trick, think again. Lest you’re possessed with the bravery of a hero. Or perhaps simply possessed. I just wanted to have my options at hand. For no reason, or any reason at all, I waited until one twilight on a moonless night last February when all the plonkers were gone home and huddled together around their miserable fires and bowls of gruel, amid pitiful prayers of redemption. 

A few months before that, I had found a great rock, larger than my head and heavier than a small keg of mead. I placed it right outside the horses’ stall near the gate, giving me an additional reason to smile every time the barkeep stubbed his toe. As he was too lazy to move it himself and too ignorant to know it was mine, I bided my time. I tossed off my cloak, which doubled as my blanket on those cold evenings, and petted the rock, my friend, because that’s how I had begun to think of him. If you promise not to think less of me, I even named him. Sir Stone of Rocky Bottom by the Sea. Now, where do you think we met? Christ. He was a good and true friend, with a stern craggy profile that let me know if I was out of hand in my complaints. 

Daft, right? How dare you? I’m fully aware of how this looks, taking advice from Sir Stone when he never even presented his credentials, but you try getting through this life with nary a family member or friend and nothing more than your wits and tits to help you survive.

A fair limestone rock, he was, bestowing benevolence and disappointment in equal measure. He was that proud of me when I didn’t sass the master (and he didn’t need to know that was only because my mouth was full of cheese). And he practically glowed when I went to church. I didn’t bother to correct him and tell him that the only reason I even went there was because it was one of the only acceptable excuses not to be at work. You bet I volunteered to put away prayer books for the vicar and sometimes even got another half-hour reprieve if Father Sweaty Hands prayed for a bit of slap and tickle. What my fine Sir Stone didn’t know couldn’t hurt him.

Back to that one night. “Feeling like a little fresh air, Sir Stone?” I asked politely. I spread my apron and gently placed him in it, tied it up, and hoiked him up on my back, the better to carry him. “I bet it’s beautiful down by the dock this time of year.” I didn’t want to alarm him, you see. “Wooh, you do weigh a goodly amount, friend.” I was glad he couldn’t see my grim smile. Obviously, my tale has no happy ending since I’m still here and my friend is not. Thanks to the one-armed man. 

I was in the cold drink, shivering up to my nethers when a giant splash behind me sent me to my knees. I gulped a lungful of the nasty cold waters as Sir Stone bade me, pressing down, down. And then, he was gone. I was pulled up, gasping for air like a sinner for redemption. A strong, muscled arm that felt more like a tree trunk embraced me and tugged me up on the rocks. 

“What do you think you’re doing?” His deep voice scared me. The timbre of his voice was enough to shiver my timbers had I not already been shaking.

“You yell at me?” I screamed at him. “You nearly killed me, jumping behind me like that. You made me fall. Are you trying to drown me? I should call for the constable.” My teeth chattered.

He put his cloak around me and tried to rub me dry. “Shush, shush. There, there.” If there are four sweeter sounds on this earth, I’ve yet to hear them. For one brief moment, I nestled in that one-armed embrace, searching for the solace that had just been denied me. “I’m afraid your rock is gone, though,” he said with a faint smile. The light of a flame in its torch up by the dock allowed me to make out his profile as he pulled me further up to the walkway.

I thrust him his cape and made haste back to my room, tucked behind the horse stable near the back door of the tavern. I tossed over my shoulder, “Don’t be bragging to all and sundry that you saved me — because you didn’t!”

“Be well,” was all he said, his one (and only) hand lifted in the dark night.

Grief at my role in Sir Stone’s ignominious end nearly prevented me from getting out of bed in the morning. Since then, I try to remain positive. I am positive I will miss Sir Stone until my dying day, a day which can’t come soon enough. I am positive I will always be hungry. Always tired. Always cold — except when I am always hot in the hellish midsummer when my misbegotten underarm stains would belie me as a stevedore. My greatest shame was the dirt. I washed and I scrubbed almost every day, stealing soap from the barkeep’s wife, who didn’t seem to ever notice it missing. Based on the critters encircling her, she wouldn’t recognize the need for a bar of soap if a fly harvested the potatoes growing in her ears. I was positive I’d never feel clean enough. 

 

So, if I was stuck living for the next, please-God-no-more-than-five-years, how could I rig it? I set to thinking. An English bugger had taught me to read, both a blessing and a curse. I hated learning about things I would never have, but damn me if the pretends weren’t sometimes an idyllic surcease. (And how else do you think a wench like me knows words like surcease?) 

“Curiosity is the antidote for sadness,” was what the toff told me as he lifted my chin with his long fingers and exclaimed over what he called my “woebegone eyes.” He then lifted my skirts, and I vouch for nothing except to say I learned my letters in one day.

That the English bloke also made me learn what gents really like is only a bonus. Ask my sailor.

Our puny port was a funny kind of place. For once, the hierarchy of sin tilted in favor of the poor. The daughter of the mayor couldn’t get up the duff without secrets and shame and being sent away for “consumption” to the continent, but a good-natured slattern who worked at the saloon? What else was to be expected? Bring the bastard to call, and he better make good — and marry the poor girl.

Christ on a cross. This was going to work. I sloshed water in the pail and went to my back room off the saloon to wash. “Out.” I kicked at the chicken that had managed to sneak into my room and sent it off to torment the horse. “There’s not even room for me to turn around, let alone entertain poultry.” Times like that, I missed Sir Stone and his quiet counsel. The water felt like a blessing on my face. I had selected a new twig to work against my teeth and followed up with splashing my breasts, which are perfection. I shimmied myself dry and pulled on my dress. I set the bucket back outside by the trough and enjoyed the attention of several blokes. 

“Hey ho, Brandy? Do you step outside to cop a handy? Suck my dandy?” He made a rude gesture. 

“If I did, Colin Andersen, I fear I would need spectacles to try to find the needle in your haystack.” As Colin Andersen was indeed a hay farmer, that was truly funny, as his companions would attest.

I waved those gits off and went back to work. I waited as the townsfolk’s grapevine served my purpose: to shame the sailor who sent a charge up my skirt into marrying me. The few bits of coin I earned were barely enough to keep me in mash and beer, let alone soap, and a girl has to think on her future. If I couldn’t end it, Lord knows, somehow, I had to begin it. Lordy, was I tired of serving the great unwashed, day after day, the same weary lot of miscreants, only differentiated by their suffering. That clod couldn’t stop coughing; this one couldn’t see straight. Him? He lost his beloved daughter, a babe, to as fiery a fever as I’d ever seen. It put me in such a foul mood when I bothered to feel sorry for their woes.

Winter was here. Again, and as always. I had no more hope to keep me warm. It would be my nineteenth season of despair, and one way or another, my last.

 

 




Chapter 2


Even though the babe wasn’t yet, the idea was born. The owner’s wife didn’t notice the extra cream sipped straight from the bucket every chance I could. And I felt obliged to snatch unsanctioned bites of cheese and beef before I served the plates to the hefty blokes who wouldn’t miss it.

I applied myself with virtue to prepare for my future, as one supposed a clerk bent to his books. I enjoyed my “studies” and found no great hardship sussing out ways to snatch extra butter here, savory fat off the bone there, and once, I gave myself high marks for lifting a sack of hazelnuts off a squire. I was well pleased with myself. Occasionally my belly still grumbled, but my mission gave me purpose.

My ship had finally come in. My sailor, the one with eyes as blue as his blasted sea in the miserable month of February when nothing good ever happens, had finally come home. It was an icy morning in that frigid month, as cold as a witch’s tit when I spun my web, cast my rod, and set out to ensnare my one true love.

Who would never leave me.

I believe “never” is a French word meaning the gods’ll take that wager.

I looked fair glowing that evening. I had on my best gown, though if one only owns two, “best” is nothing more than a rat race. Due to a month or two of the richest, creamiest comestibles I could snatch, I was in fine form. I yanked down my dress showcasing my décolletage, another of those fancy French words that I assume means two pillows. Two perfect, plump, bursting-at-the-seams pillows, practically begging a gentleman to rest his weary seafaring head. Take your pick, one or two, or better yet, come in for a docking right between them both. My sailor liked that, he did. My skin was soft and smooth as freshly churned butter, with nary a blemish. I tweaked my nipples and bowed my greeting extra-low. He could not take his eyes off me and spent coin for a quiet room upstairs for our reunion. He was so handsome when I cozied up to his room with a mug of warm mulled wine and dessert. Dessert being me, of course. His hands and kisses told me how beautiful he thought me. He wasted no time. Afterward, my favorite part, he held me against his chest and rocked me, back and forth in the rhythm of what I imagine the waves felt like on his ship. 

He whispered his sailor stories into my ear and held me close, which nearly cast me into sleep until I remembered my purpose. I caught his hand and pushed it to my belly. He caressed me and kissed my hair. “What a fine girl,” he said.

“What a good wife I’d be,” I whispered back.

“Aye,” he said. 

I gasped. “You mean it? You’ll marry me?” I sat up and made sure to aim my tits at his face.

“Brandy.”

I clutched his hand again at my midsection. This time I did the caressing, moving his hand over my generous belly. I nodded my head and refused to decipher the look in his eyes.

“We’ll figure this out,” he told me kindly as he kissed me goodnight. He was such a gentleman; he had me wrapped with him in his cape to see me downstairs to my room. I smiled at the sound of his tread on the stairs as he left and hugged myself tightly. I was sailing on seventh heaven. 

I yawned. I’d never be hungry. I’d never be tired. I’d never be cold. And all I wanted for a wedding gift was a bar of the violet soap he had once brought me from France.

The next morning, early even for the seagulls, calls from the harbor and the ringing of bells reached through my dreams. I stretched, for once eager to begin my day. I peeked around the partition — even the goats were still asleep — and tiptoed through the straw to the door. The periwinkle light was as beautiful as I’d ever seen, though as I’m not a morning riser, I am an unreliable narrator. I yawned again and wondered what ship it was that was leaving. At the tavern, we half kept track of seafaring schedules as they affected our supply and demand. Ah well, I thought. I’d be among the first at the market to get some crusty loaves of bread, and wouldn’t Mrs. Meade be pleased, for once. 

I quickly reached the docks and blew a kiss at the departing vessel, knowing my man, soon to be lawful and wedded, would be sailing with me by his side into our own new world. (Not literally, of course. I was sure he’d set me up in a snug little cottage where I would keep the home fires burning for him. Try to keep up.) I stopped so fast some stinker from behind plowed into my shoes, nearly lifting my heel clean out. “Mangy, plume-plucked varlet.” I barely spared him a glance because, in front of my eyes, my world began to shrink. The ship skulking out of the harbor was The Looking Glass. I fancied I saw him there, on the stern, the witless coward. Cad. Cur.

“You yeasty, flea-bitten miscreant!” I grabbed a melon from a passing cart and heaved it on the ground before me, enjoying its smash. I stomped my foot, clenched my fists, and bellowed with rage. “You sniveling, rat-faced two-timing mutton-fucker.”

Tears burst from my eyes, and I continued screaming invectives with the occasional “I hate you” and “I hope you get scurvy and rickets” and that “all your teeth fall from your lying head.” And I may have said something about his cock being a gimpy joke of a worm.

I shrilled like a fisherman’s wife. Truth be told, the bilious volume was more like the vicar’s wife, reaching levels I’m fairly certain the cowardly crew of the scuttering barge that made haste across the harbor could very well hear. In any event, it caused a nearby horse toting a kingly conveyance to shy.

A most unmanly scream roiled out the window, followed by a frilled lacy arm clawing for purchase at the frame. A nuns’ tatting competition would be so lucky to have so much fine lace. The driver steadied the beast without, while within, the consternation of some fierce lord was apparent. “Dear heavens and alack, what is happening?” he cried. The shuddering wheels of the coach stopped as a giant, ridiculous confection of felt, feathers, and leather popped out, held up by a wobbly head, which sported as disdainful a look as I’ve ever seen. (I would practice that look in front of the serving tray I had occasion to polish at the tavern.) His nostrils flared as if to inhale the rotting guts of a squished rat to make sure it truly smelled as horrid as one thought. 

I saw his look and raised him a sneer before turning my invective on him. “What’s ado with you, you mealy-mouthed gobshite? Never saw a sailor desert his lady love before?” His eyes bulged out of his sockets. “What are you looking at, turdy-guts?” I said with a curtsy to the fancy man in the carriage. “Pardon my French.”

He shaded his hand, dripping lace over his face. 

“You do know I can still see you, sir, right?” I recognized the bloke. He’d been to the tavern a time or two.

Jesus, Mary, and Judas, his horse had fancier plumage than I’ve ever seen. I directed my ire square at the pretty chap and the horse he rode in behind and yelled at him in an exaggerated cant, as I did have quite the gift of parody. “Wot’s the ado to you, my fine and mighty blighter? Ya never seen a scurvy sailor scurry off leaving his lady love filled to burstin’ with his seed?” I cradled my little belly and fondly patted parts southern. 

“My poor babe shall grow up fatherless and perhaps motherless too in this shitten’ world.” I kicked at a rock, stubbing my toe, which fueled my fire. My voice amplified so mightily that in different circumstances, I would have admired the results. “Don’t know what foul boil of a god would take a look at the likes of you and grace you with all that,” I waved my hand, “and think, this poor pussy of a sot seems like a deserving recipient of my bounty. Tell me, sir, have you ever even had to wipe your own arse?”

I stared long enough to clock the horror in his eyes as the rest of his face was covered by his fine gloves — silk, suede? I do not know. How would the likes of me determine the fabrics necessary to pull together an ensemble like that? All I know is that in my crushing despair at the shrinking view of the backside of my true love, my devastation hadn’t quite set in. I ran to the fancy man’s horse and plucked a frothy white feather straight from its headgear. (A simpleton like me can’t even begin to guess what a hat for a horse is even called.) “Jesus,” I let out one final screech before stomping off. 

I ran to the edge of the dock, tore the silver locket from my neck, and threw it to the waves. Virgin Mary, do you really believe I’m that stupid? Or rich? Of course, I kept it. “What kind of rotter scratches his own name on a locket to give to his lady love?” I sank to my knees. “It was supposed to be my name. I’m your lady love. What a fine wife I would have been.” I held the broken chain clenched in my left fist and hurled the feather from that fancy horse with all my might into the drink, followed by all of my dreams.

Have you ever thrown a feather? You’re as big a fool as I. The wind tossed it aloft without a care. Frustrated beyond belief, my rage had no outlet.

I finally stood, feeling twenty-five years old, and slowly turned my back on the sea and the bobbing toy-sized barge of betrayal, about to fall off the horizon. I walked back down the dock near the fishmonger and reached into his discard basket, destined for fertilizer and animal feed, and came up with the ripest, mushiest fish to still retain its form. I took a quick hop and hurled it at the carriage with all my might, as the toff inside ducked with as womanly a shriek as you would ever hear.

“And ne’er the twain shall meet,” I mumbled as his coach set off in one direction, and I turned toward the tavern. How was I to know?

 

 




Chapter 3


I lifted my skirts and set off at a run toward the tavern. I wouldn’t call it a home because a home should have a warm fire, a sound roof that doesn’t leak even before it rains, and a clean blanket that didn’t require fleas to hold its weave. But that could just be me.

I shivered with misery, contemplating a pitiful life of penury, so abject my morning’s breakfast of stale bread and skilly gruel made me pause in thanks. I looked at the silver locket and missed Sir Stone more than ever. When I had shown him my treasure months ago, I slipped it upon his craggy brow. The bottom portion of the oval had snagged on a roughened protrusion and triggered some sort of hidden catch. The locket sprung open in half. Embedded inside was a piece of parchment with teeny tiny numbers written upon it, which made no sense. I pried out the scrap of paper and hoped for I don’t know what? A lock of that rotter’s hair? A nugget of gold? All I had gotten for my troubles were a few letters on the reverse side. “IS AZ” was printed in the same small slanted script. Sir Stone and I had meticulously examined the inside of the locket and searched for clues. Nothing. There were no clues to life. Shove off.

I pried the locket open again in despair, hoping to find a link to my sailor. Or better yet, that the charm would prove to be a talisman. That there was something we’d overlooked. I honestly thought the universe owed me a magical spell to make up for the hand I’d been dealt. “IS AZ.” Forwards, backwards, up, down, that’s all there was — a torn scrap of parchment. I could make no sense of it, nor of the few scribbled numbers that added up to nothing more than a rotting miasma, a reminder that my life IS AZ miserable as could be.

Back at the inn that I had fully expected to be shot of once I married my sailor, I shoved my broken heart, along with the locket, into my pocket. 

The day was a repeat of drudge and despair — the usual crowds filled with the stench of the miseries of their unmet needs. Nothing would ever change. I would never be content. I would never be full. I would never be warm. I would never swallow without knowing I was a deeply flawed woman missing the best part of herself. I’ve always been alone. But now I was lonely.

“If one more of the lot of you says sorry to me, you’ll be the sorry one when I piss in your beer.” Work was unbearable but better than being alone. I had no care serving those yokels. I cried with reddened eyes, and snot dripped all the way to my wrist as I poured their quaff. Not one complaint was made. (Ah, don’t think they’re gentle souls at heart. One time, I did piss in Scabby Stephen’s ale, but you’ll have to ask Dumb Pete for the moral of that story.) I thought the night would never end.

The door flew open with a bang. One Lord Fluffernutter sashayed in, his perfume so strong it could kill the rats and put the house cat out of business. “Your lordship.” I sniffed as if I had been crying, which I had, but dear Lord, even a wretch like me knew you could catch more flies with honey than a powder keg of Eau de rotting corpse cologne. I have a very sensitive nose. 

Of course, his name is actually Lord Elliot Pfeiffer-Mondragon, which I can’t spell for the life of me, as I will never figure out what strange hex that P is doing with all those Fs. Nor can others more gifted than I in distributing nicknames. 

He was the one at the dock that morning who witnessed my ultimate humiliation. I hadn’t paid close attention to him due to my preoccupation with my sailor legging it. Come around for another look, I expect. And a laugh. He’s an odd duck. He hadn’t been around in a while, though perchance, I was preoccupied with perfecting my scheme and hadn’t noticed him before. He was nice enough, I suppose, in that he never bothered with the likes of me. He always seemed to take a keener interest in the stable boy, often questioning him about the grooming and training of horses or methods for brushing. I guess he loved horses.

That night, Lord Fussy-budget flourished his cape, because what else would a fop like him do? He swirled it off his own shoulder, only to accidentally enwrap its black velvety folds around the poor blighter who sat behind him, minding his own business. Bad luck for poor little soused Ned Porter.

Worse luck for the gent, since Ned Porter, who had once been trapped in a coal mine for seven days had, one, a fear of the dark; two, a bigger fear of enclosed spaces; and three, the biggest passion in our whole berg for hating the privileged gentry. Mayhem then ensued as Ned Porter roared and grabbed the cape, pulling the toff along before cracking him on the table, which collapsed. Since fights were welcome as part of free entertainment, it was some moments before Beer Barrel Bob Meade, the owner and my illustrious employer — I’m not being disrespectful, he wore his appellation with pride, like a mum about to birth twin calves — stepped into the fray. Ned Porter was applauded as he lumbered out the door toward his home, and the gent was clean knocked out. I grabbed a rag from behind the bar and dipped it into a water bowl, and went to kneel by his supine form. I squeezed water upon his face and saw his eyes twitch. Lordy, look at them eyelashes! He opened his eyes fully and stared straight at me. His lips smiled, revealing the straightest and whitest teeth I had ever seen. 

“I was looking for you,” said my future.

I helped him sit up, convinced Beer Belly I would clean up, and he could go, and focused on the bloke. You are not going to believe what happened next.

He pushed the rag out of my hands and held them, cracked and rough as a sow’s arse. He winced, from pain or something else I was to ask myself, and slowly moved as if to stand. He surprised me and maneuvered onto his knees. His torso was quite long, and he towered above me as I was seated before him. The great unwashed audience of drunks surrounded us.

“My dear…lady,” he paused. “Will you,” he cleared his throat, “do me the greatest,” his voice cracked then and there, I’ll tell you, “honor of becoming my wife?”

I don’t think I ever have before or since, but I guffawed. “Oh, kind sir,” I said, still laughing and trying to catch my breath. “I fear you have taken a blow to the head and lost your senses.” I even reached up to run my fingers over his noggin. It was quite knobby, so who’s to say? His lace-draped arm revealed a soft, white clean hand that caught my wrist. 

“I’ve never been more in my right mind. Our paths are predetermined, our love star-crossed, our fate to be feted…you are my destiny.”

“Destiny is two blocks over, my good man. It’s to me, Brandy, you are incoherently babbling. I assume that is poetry of some sort, but ‘tis muddle to me.” I may have had a twinge that it wasn’t my own dear sailor declaring such sentiment. I rather enjoyed the star-crossed part. I confess to feeling a wrench. That Destiny was a lucky gal. I wasn’t above a tumble with one I fancied — have you seen my missing sailor? But I wasn’t yet forced into the oldest profession. Yet. Was that a tear in my eye? I brushed at it, knowing it was probably just soot from the dying embers in the fire.

He leaned back then into a more comfortable seat. “No. It is you. I saw you this morning.” He glanced over my plump shape. I see your predicament, but more, your possibilities. I see you. And I want you for my wife.”

“Why?” 

He laughed then, tittered rather. Oh, the elite effete, I remembered thinking.

“The heart desires what the heart desires.”

“A fool and his money are soon parted.”

“Ah, yes, and I am to have much with which to part. Surely that is an enticement?”

He looked at me, peered at my grimy face, though not without wafting his linen and lace. Again, with the lace. I was beginning to suspect his drawers contained such fussy embellishments, perhaps due to a lack therein? 

“You do have the most lovely eyes. Our child will be beautiful.”

“You take liberties, sir.”

“Oh,” he stumbled. “I just meant…it is possible,” he cleared his throat. “It is not unthinkable.” He tossed his head, his bouffant hair sported spikes of a day ill-done. “I had hoped this proposal to be a mutually beneficial one.”

“For someone like me, you mean? I’m expected to jump at this miraculous proposition?” Gents, have to warn you. Ladies are capable of the most capricious calculations of all time in the blink of an eye. Our thoughts are many, fierce, fearsome, and fabulous, but alas, fatalistic. “What’s your end game, sir? Sell me into slavery? Murder me for sport? Wager me off to your friends?”

“Dear God! Do people around here really do that?”

He was so shocked it was endearing. Apparently, his coin bag exceeded the size of his brain.

He looked around the moldy room. I followed his gaze, seeing what he must. Smelling what he must. Grime and soot beneath a sagging roof. Splintery benches that one would think would be worn smooth by now from all the great arses riding there. He leaned his elbow on the table corner, which rewarded him with a teeter. 

“My home is perfect,” he said.

“I believe you.”

“I need a wife, a chatelaine if you will, and mother to my future heir.” He wiggled his eyebrows at that as his eyes traveled down my form. What a twat. 

“You need something, alright, sir, but I wouldn’t mark a wife at the top of that list. More like a romp and roll in the hay,” I told him. The men in the pub cheered at that. Ah, well. Needs must. I’d be a fool not to listen to his proposition. “Go on.”

He stood up. “Dear Lord, you are a pretty one.” I jerked my head back to look up at him. “I shall write you an ode,” he declared.

“Owed? I don’t want anything to be owed, my fine sir. It will be coins on the barrel for me.” The men hooted again.

“No. Ode. Ode. It’s a paean, a hymn, an homage…to you.”

“Odd, odd.” I taunted him back. He just laughed. 

“Would you rather a beer-drinking song for sailors?”

Oh, how my fickle heart leapt to hear of my sailor gnashing his teeth as my name is sung, far and wide. I clasped my hands at my heart. “Could you do that?”

“Oh, my dear. Your name will be famous, sung by lusty lads near and far, drunk on spirits and dreams of you.” 

I sniffed. If something seems too good to be true, it’s more like than not to be a golden biscuit crawling with maggots.

I put on a slatternly accent. “And I need a home, please, sir, care for me, feed me, wrap me in linen and lace.” My sarcasm fell flat, as it all sounded rather nice. “What about your own peers? Fish from your own damned pond, man.”

He sighed and placed his hand over his heart. “Ah. There was someone once. The love of my life, the one that got away, that I shall never forget.” He sighed again; what a sop. “But you and I? I think we could bump along quite well together, don’t you? I have what I have, and you have…” He waved his lacy sleeve at me, encompassing my assets — my bosom, of course, straining out the top of my tight best dress, my apparently fine eyes, and the fact that he was so sure I could be had for this wondrous enticement. 

You know what? He was right.

I tossed my apron off then and there, left my second dress, which was hanging in the back to dry next to the horse feed, and didn’t even bother to tell the proprietor I was leaving. He’d wonder for half a second when I didn’t have his oats ready for the morning, then spend the rest of the day cursing me for legging it. Not that he’d ever claim, or I’d ever admit, that he might be my father. But then again, he might not.

I held out my chapped knuckles for my lord to kiss. I curtsied. And then I told him I loved him.

To my great surprise, the fool-born drunkards gathered in the pub, who bore witness to that touching tableau, and who had known me as a baby, started to clap to a man. My throat clenched shut, and I couldn’t speak, so I didn’t bother to favor them with a response other than a weak smile that I feared was mistook for a grimace of pain. 

The frilly-willy tucked my arm through his and raised his left hand high in a victory salute. The drunken clodhoppers lifted their empty cups, cheered, whooped, and whistled as Lord Fluffy escorted me out of my life once and for all.

 

 




Chapter 4


Sir Embroidered Britches took me to his home that night. I had never ridden in a carriage before, and I tell you this: I will never walk anywhere again — what a mighty conveyance! My favorite part is knocking on the panel and barking out orders. “Go there! Faster! Halt!” This is what I was born for. I couldn’t see much out the window, for it was dark as Satan’s lair, but I clicked my tongue against the roof of my mouth in tempo with the galloping horse. It was great fun. Until my great lord bade me quit.

It was darker still when we arrived at Mondragon Manor. These fops and their noblesse oblige. It wouldn’t startle me one bit to discover they were obligated to name their toenails. I tripped at the stone steps that led up to the entry, with a stained glass arched window atop the apex at its very front door. “Is it a church?” I asked.

“Bless you,” responded my intended. At least the man is quick to appreciate a joke. For someone who relished the thrice-yearly new straw in my mattress, the hall was magnificent. Except for the creepy, gormless statue of a woman missing her arms that held court in a niche right inside the entrance. I had never missed Sir Stone more.

“Come,” my fiancé urged, guiding my elbow. I pretended offense when the buffoon called for hot water for my bath, especially seeing how the second Sunday was only a day shy of a fortnight away. While I glowered at him, I acquiesced. And rejoiced.

The head of his house was a short, short man with very little hair. I’m being kind. I practically had to shield my eyes from the reflection of his great glistening dome that bounced flickers of the flame from the candle he held. He showed absolutely no surprise at his lord and master, arriving home little worse for wear, bearing one extra package, me, looking ridden hard and put away wet.

“My fiancé!” My newly betrothed gushed to his man. “Brandy.” While I was trying to figure out whether I should bow or curtsy, though I knew well enough not to scratch the itch that tormented my backside, my fiancé clapped his hands in his glory, breathing in the rich air of his estate. “Gordy,” he said to his man, “is my fiancé’s room ready?”

My affianced touched my elbow. “His madre calls him Cabezo Gordo, so we call him Gordy.” And to the man with the fat head, he added, “Turquoise room, correct?”

“Such assumptions, sir,” I said, as I wondered if I had jumped from the frying pan directly into the fire. Imagine my relief when I entered the room with great trepidation, only to find no Turks.

“Gordy,” I said timidly at my audacity in using his rude name as introduced by my fiancé. And as I didn’t have the cut of his jib just yet, I feared the worst — that he would snarl at me. “Why do they call this room...” I hesitated.

“Turquoise, miss. ’Tis a color. And one of my favorites.” He held the candle next to the curtain of the bedstead. “The best parts of blues and greens, as serene as the Caribbean Sea on a sunlit afternoon. That’ll soothe your very soul.”

“If you say so,” I said, having never seen a Caribbean Sea, and having nothing but quivering doubts about the existence of any soul. I took a gander at the rest of the room. If only given one word to describe it, I’d have to say it was soft. Rugs on top of rugs on the floor, drapes that I felt as soon as Gordy left, to verify that they were indeed velvet. A padded bench here, an embroidered linen runner atop a dresser there. Good Lord, the rich even worry about keeping their furniture warm? The textures in this room could swallow me up whole. I began to thaw.

“Mrs. Catarrh will be here shortly, or as long as it takes her, to supervise your bath.”

“No. No, thank you.” I bobbled a curtsey, for who knew how to act around these folks? “I don’t need anyone’s eyes on my altogether. That’ll cost you extra. I am quite capable.”

Gordy looked like he understood. He nodded his head at the tub. “Two pails of heated water will be brought, and if you’re real quick-like, you’ll be tossed, washed, chivied, dried and already dreaming, or pretending to be,” he raised his eyebrow at me to be sure I understood, “by the time she gets here, understand?” 

His mouth cracked what I assumed was meant to be a reassuring smile. “The master has a few things here for you to wear and will no doubt take you shopping in the morn to complete your trousseau.”

Too tired to ask. But hoping trousseau was as nice as turquoise. A knock-knock-knock-knock-knock on the door jamb preceded the energetic entrance of one of the handsomest lads I have ever seen. He looked to be about my age or a little younger. He wore a plait of healthy, shiny, bouncy brown hair with a most attractive widow’s peak in the middle of his forehead, which pointed down to two exceptional blue eyes. Turquoise, the thought hovered in my head. He carried two steaming pails of water. He executed a tricky maneuver, part bow, full twirl, and poured the buckets into the copper tub. 

“Atsuko was sleeping, Gordy, so I volunteered.” He lifted the pails. “Wanted to be one of the first to welcome our lady to our humble abode.” He pointed his right foot this far out and bent at the waist nearly all the way to the floor. “Please call me, RayRay,” he said. “Rafael von Rachmond at your service.”

He rose and clocked me full on. “Pretty. Very pretty. You’ll clean up rather well, I suspect. Enjoy.” I might have liked him, but then he whistled. I’d be on the lookout for that one. Experience has taught me you can neither trust nor abide he who whistles. ’Tis the one sin that oddly enough, while I could do it on a whim, woe be unto others who tried the same. “Whistle, whistle, whistle,” he danced out of the room.

“I’ll leave you to it. Tomorrow will be a big day.” Gordy closed my door.

I won’t detail my hot, steaming bath, filled with lavender and rose petals, nor the soap that lathered with bubbles so large I nearly floated away. (I hid the barely used bar under my pillow, lest you think I’m some country rube.) 

Rich folks are incredible. They have special clothes. Just for sleeping. I could go on in raptures — yet another word Gordy had introduced to me — about the fine weave of the most amazing gown I had ever seen. I assumed it was woven by blind nuns in some sacred cave, its weave spun out of the hair of fairies. I never wanted to take it off. I stood on the footstool (that dripped with golden fringe) to get a better vision of myself in the ornate curlicued (a word I had never before had occasion to use) looking-glass above the fireplace, and let me tell you, vision was the word. My freshly-washed hair was drying in waves and dipped low on my back. You’d want to see my silhouette outlined in those fine threads by the flickering firelight, as my new best friend Gordy would most likely emote, considering his soliloquy on the color of turquoise. My so-called fine eyes were drooping with exhaustion, but nothing could quell the shard of hope that stabbed me in the stomach. The only fear I had was that this would all be snatched away. 
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