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Praise for THE SECRETS OF LOVELACE ACADEMY



“A charming tale weaving in historical events, epic adventure, and a coming-of-age story that readers will devour.”

—GAYLE FORMAN, New York Times bestselling author of Not Nothing and After Life

“A heartfelt adventure that explores the ways in which we all leave our mark on history and have the power to shape our future.”

—KALYN JOSEPHSON, New York Times bestselling author of Ravenfall

“A tenderhearted tale about the wonders of science and friendship, how we each have something unique to contribute to the whole, and that sometimes our most meaningful discoveries come from our deepest wounds.”

—LIBBA BRAY, New York Times bestselling author of Under the Same Stars and A Great and Terrible Beauty

“A captivating and powerful story that will not only make

you smarter, but will also break open your heart.”

—WENDY MASS, New York Times bestselling author
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“That brain of mine is something more than merely mortal, as time will show.”

—ADA LOVELACE
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PROLOGUE

THE DEATHBED OF ADA LOVELACE LONDON

NOVEMBER 1852

OH, HOW I USED TO adore planning for the future! It was exciting to consider what I wanted to do and see and accomplish in the next week, the next month, the next year—and even beyond that.

But when you’re on your deathbed, planning for your future is like planning for… well, it’s planning for nothing. For silence and for stillness, forevermore. As far as science and mathematics can tell us, anyway.

I stare at the ceiling, feeling the weight of cotton blankets on my thin body. It’s strange to know that nothing else will become silent and still at the moment of my death. The Earth will continue spinning on its axis each day, as it makes its orbit around the sun each year. And yet I don’t have much time left—just days or maybe weeks to go. Improbable that it will be months. Impossible that it will be years. I’m sick and growing sicker.

And so, instead of planning for the future, I’m remembering the past. All the way back to my childhood, which was quite privileged, I must admit. I was raised by my mother and grandmother, with help from a few governesses and tutors. Mum insisted that whoever cared for me take my academic work seriously—especially mathematics. She herself was a rare female mathematician, and she knew I had the potential to follow in her footsteps. While other girls my age were given dolls to play with, I was given mathematical tables to help me memorize geometry equations and the Pythagorean theorem.

Not that there’s anything wrong with playing with dolls, or any reason that you shouldn’t be able to play with your dolls and memorize your mathematics. But my mother wanted my focus to be singular. And most days I was happy to go along.

When I was thirteen years old, I had a horrible case of measles. I could’ve died back then. But I lived and grew up. I did work that made me proud. I married and had my sons, Byron and Ralph, and my daughter, Annabella. Their three futures are spread before them like gardens to explore, so much beauty and wonder, and maybe a few weeds to reckon with (hopefully not too many).

I’m going to miss the things they do next, the people they grow up to become. Yes, I had the gift of twenty-three extra years after recovering from my childhood illness. But, still, dying at age thirty-six hardly seems fair at all.

Thirty-six.

I let the digits dance in my head, the three and the six bending and bowing toward each other. Thirty-six is the square of six. It’s also a triangular number, which means that thirty-six objects can be arranged in an equilateral triangle. A perfect triangle and a perfect square.

It’s in the title of one of my father’s most well-known poems, too: “On This Day I Complete My Thirty-Sixth Year.”

My father, the famous poet Lord Byron. He left London before I turned a year old. He planned to see me again. But he died—at the same age that I am now.

My father wanted to live a useful life, and he would’ve wanted the same for me. Have I been useful? Is there more I can do?

Even if my body must become silent and still, is there a way for my work to keep spinning?

The answer comes with a knock at the door.

“Come in,” I call out, loud as I can muster. My daughter enters. Annabella’s dark hair falls just below her shoulders. I see glimpses of my old self in her sharp eyes and soft curls. And I see the promise of something new for me, too.

“How are you, Mother?” Annabella asks.

“I’m better with you here,” I tell her. “I need your help with something.”

“What is it?” she asks.

“The future,” I say.






52 YEARS LATER







PART 1 THE SYCAMORE HOME FOR ORPHANED CHILDREN


LONDON

SEPTEMBER 1904
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 ONE

ON A SEEMINGLY ORDINARY TUESDAY morning, Mrs. Mary Holsapple, proprietress of the Sycamore Home for Orphaned Children, announced that everyone would be going on a “walk around the neighborhood.”

Lainey Philipps had lived at the orphanage since she was three years old, nearly nine long years ago. She could count on her fingers the number of times that she—or any of the other kids, for that matter—had been allowed to venture more than ten feet beyond the institution’s thick iron gates. So Mrs. Holsapple’s announcement took her quite by surprise.

There’s got to be a reason for this, Lainey thought. The pit that was permanently lodged in her stomach grew a bit larger. And it’s certainly not going to be a kind one, like wanting us to breathe fresh air and experience the hustle and bustle of London streets the way regular kids do.

Mary Holsapple and her husband, Darnell, were cruel and crooked. Lainey figured they were the last two people on Planet Earth who should’ve been left in charge of a house full of orphans in need of extra care and love.

How had the Holsapples ended up at SHOC? (That was what everyone called the Sycamore Home for Orphaned Children for short, since the whole name was such a mouthful.) Who’d picked them to have this job? And why had they ever accepted it?

Lainey didn’t know, and she didn’t dare ask. The Holsapples had a strict no-questions rule, and she didn’t want to get a whipping. So those questions, along with all the others Lainey had had over the years, stayed buttoned up inside her.

“Hey.” Lainey heard a whisper and felt a tug at her side. It was Nora, one of the younger girls at the orphanage. Though Lainey never said it out loud, Nora was her favorite. If her parents had lived long enough to give her a little sister, Lainey imagined she would’ve been someone just like Nora. “What’s a neighborhood?” she asked.

Nora was only four. But that wasn’t the only reason she didn’t know such a simple word. Most of the older kids didn’t know it either. Maybe they’d heard it, but they didn’t really understand what it meant. They’d never been part of a neighborhood. They’d never even walked through one.

Oh, how Lainey yearned for life outside the orphanage—a neighborhood to walk through, where you’d go to school and have teachers who actually wanted you to learn things. And, at the end of the day, most importantly, you’d go home to parents who loved you.

The SHOC kids didn’t have parents—at least not ones who were able to take care of them. They slept on narrow cots in one big room: girls on one side, boys on the other, with a series of sheets hanging down between them. In the summer, the flies buzzed by the kids’ ears and landed on their eyelids. In the fall, someone would catch a cold, and by winter it would have passed through the whole orphanage, and everyone was coughing.

There were nights when loneliness overtook her, and all the tears that Lainey had held back for so long burned to get out. That was the only good part about the coughing. It drowned out the soft sounds of her crying, so the Holsapples didn’t punish her for it. They also had a strict no-crying rule.

On usual weekday mornings, Lainey and the other kids headed downstairs to the classroom. One big classroom for all the kids, of all ages and all skills, all lumped together. There weren’t enough desks for everyone, but the Holsapples didn’t care a lick about that. The kids were given old workbooks with pages missing, or answers already filled in—often filled in wrong. Most days, the so-called teacher would stand in front of the classroom and announce that it was “silent reading time.” But how did they expect the kids to read silently if no one had ever taught them how?

The answer was that they probably didn’t expect them to. To them, the kids were lost causes. Hopeless. The unluckiest of the unlucky. Those who didn’t get adopted by the time they were thirteen—and most of them would not—would be sent to workhouses to toil to the bone, or else turned out onto the streets, where the dark cloud of bad luck would surely follow them.

Lainey tried not to think too much about her awful fate. There was nothing she could do about it. But at least she was lucky about one thing. Back when she was barely three years old, her mum had taught her all the letter sounds.

When Lainey closed her eyes and concentrated hard enough, she could even picture it. There was her mum, lying next to her in bed, an alphabet book between them. It had drawings of animals with their bodies bent into letter shapes. An alligator dipping at the waist to make an A. A bumblebee with wings like the curves on a B. And on and on. Lainey would trace the animals with her fingers, and her mum would tell her the letter sounds.

Lainey held on to that memory the way you’d hold on to a precious stone—knowing you’re holding something valuable, something that requires great care. Often on those lonely nights, Lainey would squeeze her eyes shut and strain to hear her mum’s kind and steady voice inside her head: “A says ‘aah.’ B says ‘buh.’ ”

Later, in the classroom at SHOC, Lainey figured out for herself that stringing those sounds together made words, and that the words made up sentences, made up paragraphs, made up books. She read all the books she could get her hands on—though in truth there weren’t that many to choose from. The books at SHOC were either really old, or they were books that other people didn’t want, so they’d dropped them off for the orphans instead of throwing them in the trash.

One person’s rubbish is another person’s riches, Lainey’s dad used to say.

It was lovely to hear his voice in her head. Lovely and hard. But Lainey would take the hard to get the lovely. When she pictured her dad in her head, he often had a book in his hands. She thought he’d be happy to know that she considered the books left at the orphanage to be her riches.

One of the books happened to be a dictionary. She’d read it from start to finish and learned the definitions of “aardvark,” “zygote,” and everything in between… including “neighborhood.”

“Don’t ask such daft questions, Nora,” Mrs. Holsapple said now, having unfortunately overheard her.

Lainey bent close to the girl’s ear. “It’s the people who live close to you,” Lainey whispered. “That’s your neighborhood.” She smiled inside her heart as she said it. She knew better than to let a smile form on her face. The Holsapples were practically allergic to the children experiencing any happiness at all, no matter how small a moment it might be. But Lainey liked being able to teach things to the other kids. It made her feel useful, and that made her feel hopeful. Nora was her favorite kid of all to help.

“This one’s a dolt; that one’s a know-it-all,” Mrs. Holsapple said.

And just like that, Lainey’s happiness was snuffed out like a candle. Her chest filled with anger. She kept it locked inside, just like her smile. Just like every other emotion she ever felt.

“That means the people in SHOC are my neighborhood,” Nora said. “We’re going to walk around SHOC?”

“Enough chattering,” Mr. Holsapple said. “Shut up or I’ll wallop you.”

“Hurry and line up,” Mrs. Holsapple added.

The Holsapples were always making the kids line up. At bedtime. When they woke up in the morning. When it was time for chores. When chores were finished (not that they were ever finished).

Boys lined up on the left, and girls on the right. The lines were in size order, with the shorter kids in front and tall ones in the back. The boys’ line was longer, so Mr. Holsapple told Jacob and all the boys behind him to get to the back of the girls’ line, to even things out.

“I ain’t going on no girls’ line,” Jacob said. He was ten years old and tall for his age, with sandy-colored hair and a red birthmark shaped like a teensy baked bean beside his right eye. Lainey wished that he’d keep quiet around the Holsapples, like she did. But Jacob couldn’t help himself. He always said what he was thinking.

Mr. Holsapple grabbed Jacob by his earlobe and dragged him over. It felt awful to watch and not stick up for him. But Lainey knew that saying something wouldn’t help Jacob at all. The other boys followed behind him. The lines were even—or at least even enough to satisfy the Holsapples—and out they went.

They made a left at the gate and marched down the sidewalk.

It was so bright outside! That was the first thing Lainey noticed. The courtyard at SHOC was almost always darkened by shadows from the buildings surrounding the orphanage. But the streets beyond were bathed in warm yellow light. The sky was a deep but bright blue. Of all the colors in the world, sky blue was her favorite. It was a small moment of good luck to be out on a clear, cloudless day and be able to see it.

Though Lainey knew from an old science textbook she’d found at the orphanage that the sky wasn’t actually blue, at least not completely. The light from the sun was made up of all the colors of the rainbow. Blue light traveled in smaller, shorter waves than the other colors, so it was what you saw.

Lainey tipped her head back, squinting to look at it, and she tripped over the heel of the girl in front of her.

“Ow!” Peg cried. She was only a couple of months younger than Lainey. They’d been together at the orphanage nearly the whole time.

“Oh my, I’m sorry, Peggy,” Lainey said. “The sky distracted me. I love it, don’t you?”

“Huh. I never gave the sky much thought,” Peg said.

“Do you think the skies on other planets are the same color blue?” Lainey asked.

“I’ve definitely never thought about that,” Peg said.

“Shut your traps,” Mr. Holsapple said. “Or you’ll be emptying chamber pots for the next week.”

Chamber-pot duty was the most dreaded chore of all the bad chores at SHOC. You had to heave up the full pots and hold your nose so as not to faint from the stench as you carried them down the steps and out the door. You’d empty them into the gutters that ran alongside the street, hoping that you didn’t accidentally splash anything on your only pair of shoes and socks while you poured.

The girls stopped talking and kept walking. Lainey watched her feet so as not to step on Peg again. And not to step on anything else that might’ve been poured into the gutter.

Other people were outside, their clothes clean and bright. The SHOC kids looked like a giant dust cloud passing by, all wearing raggedy old clothes in shades of brown and gray. A couple of women lifted scented dried flowers to their noses. They inhaled and blocked out the stench of dirty kids.

That was a thing some people did when they visited the city: they brought sachets or flowers to block out the bad smells. And though it made Lainey ashamed that they were lifting their flowers to their noses in front of the orphans, she could hardly blame them. She knew that she and her fellow waifs were filthy and must smell terrible. When it was just the kids together at the orphanage, they were all so used to it, they barely noticed. But out in the world, Lainey was reminded of just how bad it all was. Even her eyelids felt heavy with dirt. Her eyeballs were the only part of her that remained clean.

A little boy stopped in front of them to wave. “Hi, kids!”

His mother yanked his arm, as if pulling him from something contagious. Which she probably was. Lainey’s head itched from something that was likely lice.

“This way, Teddy,” the boy’s mum said.

“Who are they?” Lainey heard him ask.

The mum loud-whispered “orphans” as if it were a dirty word. Lainey was so embarrassed, even if it wasn’t her fault. It wasn’t any of the kids’ fault. The only difference between the SHOC kids and Teddy was that they’d had bad luck and he’d had good luck.

Teddy probably didn’t even think about his good luck. He probably didn’t know he had it—just like most lucky kids. It’s when bad luck happens that you become aware of these things. And the thing about bad luck is it can sneak up on you at any time. You could be in the middle of a great day—maybe even your best day. Then bad luck swoops in and shocks you and you have your worst day.

And yet Lainey always tried to hold out hope that her luck would change.





[image: ]


TWO

“STOP THE DILLYDALLYING,” MR. HOLSAPPLE said. The kids picked up their pace. Horses pulling carriages clippity-clopped in both directions. A motor car beeped from down the block, and Lainey shuddered. She’d only ever ridden in one in her whole life….

The motor car she’d been in with her parents on the day that they died.

Her dad had worked on the estate of the wealthy Darlington family. Mr. Darlington was one of the first people in the whole world to have a front-engine automobile. It was called the Phoenix, after the legendary immortal bird that lived in Paradise. On Sundays, Lainey’s dad had the day off. One particular Sunday, Mr. Darlington offered to take them all on a drive around his property.

But when Lainey and her parents arrived at the main house on the Darlington estate, Mr. Darlington was coughing loudly into a handkerchief. Mrs. Darlington said he was absolutely not allowed to go for a drive that day.

“The boss has spoken,” Mr. Darlington said, and then he coughed extra hard from the effort of speaking those words.

“We can’t go in the motor car?” Lainey asked.

“Hush, sweetheart,” her mum said. “It’s okay. We’ll try another day.”

Lainey knew her mum didn’t want her to act so disappointed in front of her dad’s boss. But she couldn’t help it. Tears welled up in her eyes.

“You don’t have to wait for another day,” said Mr. Darlington. He coughed again. “You take the automobile, Hank.”

“What?” asked Lainey’s dad.

“You can’t possibly be serious,” Mrs. Darlington said to her husband.

“Of course I’m serious,” Mr. Darlington said. “Hank has worked for us for years. He’s the most responsible employee I’ve ever had. As a token of my appreciation, he’ll take a drive.” Mr. Darlington turned toward Lainey’s dad. “It’s easy to handle, Hank. You crank the car to get it started. Put your foot on the gas pedal and turn the wheel. I don’t want you disappointing your little girl.”

He patted Lainey’s head. His hand felt heavy and important.

“I’m honored by your trust,” Lainey’s dad told him.

“What do you say?” Lainey’s mum prompted her.

“Thank you,” Lainey said.

The grown-ups talked for a couple more minutes. Then Mr. Darlington had another coughing spell, and his wife led him back into their enormous home.

Lainey’s family climbed into the motor car. They drove down the dusty road. Slowly at first. But as her dad got more comfortable behind the wheel, he went faster. Lainey could feel the wind in her hair and the rumble of the gravel beneath the wheels. The Phoenix barreled toward the expanse of green, fast as a galloping horse.

“Wheeeee!” Lainey cried. “This is the best day!”

The automobile shook, then it tipped, and then… everything went black.

Days later, Lainey was released from the hospital and taken to SHOC. At first she waited for her parents to come get her. But she soon realized that dead parents are forever. They weren’t coming. She wasn’t going home. And she’d better not cry about it, or she’d get a whipping.

Why had such an awful thing happened? What had gone wrong? Those were the questions that swirled in her brain as the days turned to weeks turned to months turned to years.

When Lainey was ten years old, an anonymous donor dropped the old science textbook off at SHOC. The one that had taught her about the real color of the sky, along with so many other things. It was thick and the print was as small as ants on the page. It was clearly not a book meant for young kids, and at first it was very hard for Lainey to understand.

But Lainey persisted. She read about Galileo Galilei and Sir Isaac Newton and the science of motion. Over and over again, she read. She couldn’t help but feel proud when the theories began clicking into place in her head. Maybe she could re-create the car accident with a model. Then she’d understand what had happened.

For the next few weeks, Lainey remained singularly focused on her model car. She pulled together whatever scraps she could find—bits of wire and tin, plus sticks and rocks from the yard. She worked on her model till her fingertips bled. She was nearly finished when Mr. Holsapple caught her whistling under her breath while she worked.

“You’re trying to drive me mad!” he cried.

Lainey insisted she was doing no such thing. But Mr. Holsapple grabbed the model car and dropped it to the ground. “No toys allowed!” he said. He stomped on it right in front of her. All that time and effort, smashed into smithereens.

Lainey could feel the corners of her eyes starting to moisten. She bit her lip hard enough to taste blood. She wouldn’t cry. She knew she’d get whipped if she did.

After that, Lainey thought she’d have to give up on her model car entirely. I’m so sorry, she told her parents inside her head. That was the only way she got to speak to them now, through her thoughts. She knew it was wishful thinking, and yet she did it anyway. What else could she do? I’m sorry I let you down again.

Then a miracle the next week: Lainey found a shiny piece of metal in the ground. It would make the perfect hood for a model car. It was as if someone was sending her a sign to start over.

Is that from you, Dad? Did you lead me to it, Mum? I got the message. I’m starting over.

And start over she did.

This time she kept the project hidden. She waited till everyone else was asleep at night, then worked on her model in silence by the light of the moon shining through SHOC’s cracked windows. When it was finally finished, she wheeled the car up and down her cot under her scratchy, torn sheet. She made it go faster and faster, shaking the little car until it tipped over.

She’d never know for sure what had happened to the Phoenix when her dad was driving it. Her best guess was that a combination of the high center of gravity in the car, its short wheelbase, and its powerful engine had made it too difficult for her dad to handle. He’d lost control and now they were dead.

That word was in the dictionary, too: “Dead.” Adjective. Definition: “No longer living.”

But what the dictionary didn’t say was—what did that mean? What happened to a person once they’d died?

Maybe when you died, that was it. Your heart stopped beating and your lungs stilled. Your body went into the ground, and all your thoughts and feelings and everything that made up your personality disappeared like poof! The world’s worst magic trick. Where there had once been so much, now there was nothing at all.

But that was so hard to believe. Her parents had been so full of ideas, and opinions, and most of all love. Wouldn’t that go on… somehow?

They could be in Paradise now, like the famous phoenix bird. She hoped that wherever they were, they could hear her thoughts to them.

But if they could hear her, could they also see her? Lainey knew that they’d be devastated to have to watch her marching among the dust cloud of orphans. So maybe she didn’t want them to hear or see her after all.

The Holsapples led the kids around another corner. They’d gone all the way around the block and were right back where they’d started.

“What was the point of that?” Jacob asked. Same as Lainey had been wondering.

“No point at all,” said another kid named Zeb.

“There has to be a point,” Jacob insisted.

“Point to what?” Mr. Holsapple asked.

Oh no, Lainey thought. Please, Jacob. Don’t make trouble.

“I was wondering why we took that walk,” Jacob said.

“Because I said so,” Mrs. Holsapple told him.

“But why did you say so?” Jacob asked.

Jacob, don’t be foolish and make things worse, Lainey thought. Her stomach churned with dread as she imagined what might happen to him next.

And yet there was a part of her that admired Jacob for speaking up like he did. He was brave, and she wasn’t.

It occurred to Lainey that sometimes being brave and being foolish looked the same.

“That’s enough disrespect out of you for the day.” Mr. Holsapple knocked Jacob over the head.

“Oof.”

“You just lost lunch privileges.”

“Oh, please. I’m starving!” Jacob protested.

“Now you’ve lost dinner, too,” Mrs. Holsapple spat.

Poor Jacob. He was skin and bones, like most of the rest of them. None of the other kids dared to say anything else. They silently followed the Holsapples through SHOC’s gates and back into the gloom of the shadows.
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 THREE

OVER THE NEXT FEW DAYS, the kids did triple the amount of their regular chores to get ready for Open House.

Open House, when wealthy visitors came to SHOC, happened twice a year. Some of them came because they were interested in taking home an orphan. Some came just to gawk. But most came to leave money in the Holsapples’ outstretched hands, so they could walk out the door feeling better about themselves without having to get too close.

Lainey could scarcely imagine what it must be like to have so much money that you could just give some away to help kids you didn’t even know. But the truth was, the money didn’t help the kids. Mrs. Holsapple always got a new wardrobe after Open House, and Mr. Holsapple loved his expensive steak dinners. The kids could hear them bragging in the weeks after the Open Houses.

In preparation for this money grab, the Holsapples made the kids scrub every inch of the orphanage till their hands were raw. They walked around checking the work, but they never so much as lifted a finger to help.

“Hey, Noah,” Jacob called out as he wrung the dirty water out of a rag. There was just an hour left to go before the visitors began to arrive. “You must be an orphan.”

Noah looked up from the floor he was scrubbing. “Oh really, what gave me away?” he asked.

“Your parents,” Jacob said with an impish grin.

“Hardy har har,” Noah said.

“Jacob, please be careful what you say,” Lainey said. “You don’t want to lose another meal.”

“It’s true. That gruel is really putting meat on my bones,” Jacob said.

“It’s better than starvation,” Lainey said.

“That’s debatable,” Jacob said. “But I appreciate you looking out for me. No need to worry. I checked and the coast is clear of rotten apples.”

“Apples?” Peg said. “Who has apples? I’ll eat one… or part of one. A bite. A lick. Anything. Please!”

“Rotten apples,” Jacob said. “Also known as Mr. and Mrs. Holsapple.”

“Oh, I get it. That’s a good one.”

“Speaking of apples, want to hear another one?”

“Sure,” Noah said.

“What’s the difference between an orphan and an apple?” Jacob asked.

“What?”

“Apples get picked.”

“Ugh,” said Peg.

“C’mon, it’s funny,” Jacob said. “You gotta admit it’s funny. Right, Lainey?”

“It’s too true,” Lainey said, though she had to stifle a smile. Leave it to Jacob to find the joke in the hardest of circumstances.

“It’s funny because it’s true,” Noah said.

“Exactly,” Jacob agreed.

“Shh, I hear the sound of terror in the form of footsteps,” Peg said.

The kids got back to silent cleaning just as Mrs. Holsapple rounded the corner. “If you’re having fun, you’re doing it wrong,” she said.

“Don’t worry, we’d never dream of enjoying anything,” Jacob said. “We much prefer our miserable lives.”

Jacob, for once in your life, BE QUIET, Lainey thought.

“Boys and girls shouldn’t be mingling,” Mrs. Holsapple said. “Boys, take the tables from downstairs and move them up here. Do you want to know why?”

Say no, Lainey said to Jacob in her head. The pit grew in her stomach once again, because she knew he wouldn’t. It’s a test.

“Why?” Jacob asked.

“BECAUSE I SAID SO!” Mrs. Holsapple roared. She smacked Jacob on the head. Lainey could practically feel the impact on her own head. “Just three short years before we get to kick you out and ship you to a workhouse,” Mrs. Holsapple told him.

Three short years for Jacob. Even fewer for Lainey, because she was older. She felt queasy at the reminder of her terrible fate. A workhouse was basically a prison sentence for unwanted kids who’d aged out of orphanages.

“You think it’s bad here?” Mrs. Holsapple continued. “There you’ll have hard labor and no hope of anyone ever taking you into their home. No one will care if you get hurt or sick or even die.”

A lump in Jacob’s neck moved up and down as he gulped.

“But since you don’t appreciate how good you have it here, perhaps I should switch up your paperwork,” Mrs. Holsapple added. “I could tack a few years onto your age and send you on your way now.”

“No, please,” Jacob said. “I beg of you.”

Please! Lainey added inside her head. Don’t send him away!

“You clean Mr. Holsapple’s and my chamber pots right now, and I’ll consider changing my mind,” Mrs. Holsapple said. Her head whipped around to face Lainey and Peg. “You have a problem with that, girls?”

Lainey slowly shook her head no. Peg did too. The feeling of guilt was thick between them.

“You have three seconds to get out of my sight and wash up or—”

Lainey rushed off, Peg at her heels. They hurried down the stairs and out the door. In the courtyard, a few of the younger girls were standing around the washbasin, sharing water that was already as dark as a storm cloud. Still, it was more than they usually got.

Lainey stepped up and splashed water on her face and up her arms. A little scrubbing and she was able to see the freckles on her forearms, which had been hidden by weeks of dirt since her last washing.

Someone tugged on the bottom of her shirt. When Lainey looked down, there was little Nora. “Can you help me button this?” Nora motioned to her shirt, which was bunched up from being buttoned wrong.

“Sure,” Lainey said. She unbuttoned and rebuttoned and smoothed the girl’s shirt out. “There you go.”

“Thanks,” Nora said. She gave a little smile, but her face fell again. “Do you think the reason I’m here is because I can’t button a shirt the right way by myself?”

Poor Nora, thought Lainey. She’s way too little to think such sad thoughts.

But out loud, Lainey made her face look brighter. “Of course not,” she said. “Whatever gave you that idea?”

“Mr. Holsapple said I’m too dumb for anyone to want me,” Nora said. “He said to stop asking all my questions, because I’m too dumb to understand the answers.”

“Oh, Nora,” Lainey said.

She felt the same kind of heart-squeeze she did when she was missing her parents: fear and sadness, and a good measure of anger, too. How dare Mr. Holsapple say that? Life was hard enough for the orphans—why did he want to make it even harder?

“That’s just not true,” Lainey said. “You’re not dumb at all. You’re little. And kids who are little don’t know a lot of things. They’re not supposed to.”

“Are you sure?” Nora asked.

“I’m positive,” Lainey said. “It’s actually smart that you ask about so many things. It means you want to learn.”

Nora smiled.

“I’ll tell you something else,” Lainey went on. “The littler you are, the better chance you have of someone taking you home.”

The hard truth for Lainey was that almost-twelve was considered as old as the pyramids in orphan years. No one would ever want her. Before long, she’d be kicked out, without the Holsapples having to change any paperwork. Open House was Lainey’s least favorite day, for just that reason. It was the day when she couldn’t ignore her bad luck, and all the worse things that awaited her.

But Lainey would never burden Nora with all of that. “People love to adopt little kids because they get to teach them a lot,” she told her.

Nora smiled. “Ooh! Maybe someone will want to adopt me today, and they’ll say I can bring a friend. I’d pick my best friend. That’s you!”

“You’re my best friend too,” Lainey told her, and the tears she swallowed back were a mix of happy and sad ones. Happy, because Nora was so sweet. Sad, because she knew that after their time at SHOC, they’d never be together again.

Nora started to sing a song that Lainey had taught her, switching the words around a bit. “For she’s a jolly good friend-oh. For she’s a jolly good friend-oh. For Lainey’s a jolly good friend-oh… that nobody can de—”

But she cut herself off when they both noticed Mr. Holsapple approaching.

“All right!” he yelled. “Everyone on their best behavior today, or there will be consequences! You are to stay quiet! Don’t speak unless you are spoken to! If you’re spoken to, answer the visitors’ questions politely and don’t sound like idiots!”

Mrs. Holsapple strode up. “And don’t say anything bad about us,” she added.

“That’s right,” Mr. Holsapple agreed. “Or there will be dire consequences. Now line up!”

The kids did as they were told. Since the lines were uneven, as they had been for the “neighborhood walk,” Jacob moved to the girls’ line. The boys behind him hesitated for a split second, then followed.

“What the devil do you boys think you’re doing?”

“The boys’ line was longer, so I—”

Mr. Holsapple smacked Jacob. His second smack of the day, and this one was even harder. His poor head. He’d only been trying to do the right thing and even out the lines. Lainey knew that if Jacob hadn’t moved to the girls’ line, he likely would’ve gotten a smack for that, too. It was impossible to please the Holsapples, and they had it out for Jacob especially. It made Lainey feel sick.

“You’ve been a problem all day,” Mrs. Holsapple told Jacob. “I’ve gotta dig up your paperwork, make some changes, and—”

But just then the church bells tolled. It was time to open the gates. Mr. Holsapple walked to the front of the courtyard and pulled the lever on the iron gates. SHOC was open to the public.

And Jacob was saved by the bell—for now.
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