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For Mom and Dad.

Thank you for everything you are and everything you’ve done for me.

I love you.




CHAPTER ONE


SIX MONTHS. IT HAD ONLY BEEN SIX MONTHS.


Heavy flakes of snow drifted past the black iron bars of the front gate. I watched one flutter and land on the muzzle of one of the enormous bronze lions standing guard. His glassy eyes caught the first light of dawn breaking over the eastern garden wall.


In that moment he seemed alive somehow, watching me with a grimace that displayed his awful teeth. I didn’t recall noticing the statues the first time I’d walked through the gate, but now I stared, transfixed by the guards holding me within my beautiful prison.


On the quiet London street beyond the gate, time brushed past like the flakes of falling snow. I could no longer feel the cold breeze making the snowflakes dance. My whole body felt frozen, frozen in place, frozen in time.


Before I arrived here, I thought I had known frustration.


As it happens, I knew nothing.


A distant conversation rumbled through my memory. “I have an offer of employment for you, Miss Whitlock.” Fateful words from the mouth of my late father’s solicitor. At the time they had brought me hope. I hadn’t imagined they would lead to this.


The solicitor had leaned back in his chair, stretching his too-tight waistcoat until his buttons nearly popped off. “Lord Rathford sent me a letter after hearing of the tragedy. He claims to have been a good friend of your family and has offered you a respectable position under the supervision of his housekeeper, Mrs. Pratt.”


“A housemaid?” My voice had cracked as I’d said it. I had hardly spoken in the weeks after the fire that had claimed the clock shop on Oxford Street. The flames had taken my home and the lives of my parents, leaving my life in ruins.


“You’ll be paid, fed, and clothed, and you’ll have a roof over your head. Seeking respectable employment is your best option, child.” He had tried to pat my hand as if he were placating a little girl who had dropped her favorite poppet in the mud.


Pompous old boar. I was not a child, and he had had no inkling of what he was sentencing me to. Lord Rathford was a stranger to me.


“It’s your only option. I suggest you take it.” His final words to me had felt as immovable as the brass lions at the gate.


That was six months ago. Only six months. It seemed like six lifetimes.


I shook the snow from my starched white apron, then gently lifted out the blackened pocket watch I kept on a chain around my neck. It was all I had left, a broken timepiece I had found next to my father’s charred hand.


It twisted on the chain, tarnished and black against the snow. I knew I should polish it, but every attempt I made felt wrong, as if I were trying to undo the past. I looked back at Lord Rathford’s house.


I had moved into a place where time had stopped altogether.


It was my job to make it certain it never moved again.


As was my habit, I touched the watch to my cheek, feeling the kiss of cold metal, before slipping it back into place behind my bib. Gathering my skirts, I shook off the snow then hurried back to my master’s house. My thin boots and stockings did little to save my feet from the sting of the cold as I stepped lightly down the snow-filled stairwell that led to the servants’ entrance to the kitchens and cellar.


If I didn’t have the fires lit before Agnes, the cook, woke, she’d have my hide. Every day was exactly the same, and I had worked the routine into my bones.


With an effort that would have appalled my delicate mother, I cleaned the kitchen grate, thankful I didn’t have to blacken it with the foul-smelling polish I had to use on all the other grates in the fireplaces throughout the house. I started the fire, set the tea, and prepared the kitchen for breakfast.


As soon as the tea steeped, I carried a pot of it into the sitting room. On the table near the window, a cup rested on its side, the spilled contents drying on the marble top. I cleaned the mess, carefully polishing the cup before setting it on the saucer and filling it only one third with the piping hot tea.


Then I reached over and tipped the cup, carefully spilling the tea on the table, making sure the handle rested to the left as always. Only then could I dust the room no one would ever sit in.


In the upstairs bedroom, I tugged at the freshly laundered linens, pulling them over the soft feather mattress, so much like the one I used to have. How I wished to fall into the bed, let my eyes close, and sleep. Perhaps I could wake from this nightmare.


I smoothed the rich red fabric of the bed cover until the bed was perfect. Every morning I ached and strained to make it neat, then I yanked the cover down, creasing the blankets. With my fists I pounded a deep indent into the pillow and tugged it askew.


Everything in each room of the enormous house had to remain exactly as I had found it the day before. Nothing in the house ever changed. It was my job to make sure of it, and I did my job well.


It was infuriating. At times all I wanted to do was walk along the tables and sideboards with my hand out, knocking everything over until I created such a mess no one could possibly put it right.


But I couldn’t. I didn’t dare. If I lost this job, I would have no home, no food. I’d be out on the streets. So every night, in an intricate exchange, I rotated each candle in the house to ensure that in the morning they’d all seem as if they had never burned.


For all the polishing and dusting, the baron’s house remained quiet, cold. It had been frozen as deeply and surely as the ice-covered garden still gripped by the cruel hand of the lingering winter.


I descended the stairs feeling the slow burn of my frustration. Soon enough, Mrs. Pratt would order me to polish five dozen sets of silver spoons no one would ever use.


As I reached the bottom of the steps, I nearly tread on a piece of the broken vase that remained shattered at the foot of the stairs.


I let my boot hover over the delicate shard. Oh, I was tempted, so tempted to kick it straight into the sitting room. Or stomp on all the pieces until there was nothing left but dust. Then perhaps I could finally stop dancing around them every time I had to go up or down the stairs.


In the end, disturbing the shards would only cause me grief, and I knew it. I placed my foot to the side and turned away from the vase. The soft chink of the porcelain on the polished wood floor broke the oppressive silence of the house. A curved piece of the broken vase spun slowly, like a ballerina caught in a dream.


“Bloody hell.”


Hands shaking, I scrambled to rearrange the pieces as they should be. I was always too careless when flustered, but never had it hindered my efforts as much as this. The edge of a triangular shard sliced into my middle finger and I let the piece fall to the floor. I cringed as it clattered against the wood, but thankfully it didn’t shatter.


My eyes stung as I brought my finger to my mouth.


“Heaven’s mercy, Meg. What happened?” Mrs. Pratt’s voice sounded like a tree limb breaking under a heavy burden of ice.


The housekeeper fell to her knees by the shards, her full skirts billowing around her.


“They moved.” I took a step back to give her a better look. “My skirt brushed them.”


“How could you be so careless?”


I felt the flush of anger heat my face. “It was an accident. Why can’t we just leave them? It’s not as if anyone would notice.”


“He’s watching,” the housekeeper warned, glancing over her shoulder, her pinched expression growing tighter. “You must take care at all times, Meg. He is always watching.”


I’d never met the baron, or even seen him, but the thought of him watching every moment crept through my mind like a rat in the dark.


I struggled to my feet, clenching my bleeding hand in my skirts, then ran down the back stairs into the kitchens. Once inside, I took a deep breath and pulled my mop cap from my head. This was insanity, sheer insanity. I’d had enough of it.


I concentrated on stanching my bleeding finger, but a shifting shadow caught my eye in the flickering light of the cold, empty kitchen. I hoped it wasn’t a rat.


The house was modest in comparison to some of the city palaces in St. James, but with its high-walled garden, courtyard, and carriage house, it used to be a stately gem. Now it was dour and faded.


The enormous labyrinth of kitchens, pantries, cellars, and laundry had once provided every conceivable comfort for the elegant family living above. Now the servants’ world beneath the stairs remained dark and empty except for the main hearth and a single pantry. How humble the kitchen seemed with rosemary hung by the frosted window, racks of unused pots and pans, a dented teakettle, and the itchy tick filled with straw that served as my bed.


Eerie shadows swayed, cast from the hanging pots clinging to the exposed girders. The kitchen was the only room that was allowed to age, clinging to the last vestiges of vibrancy while the rest of the house remained as lifeless as a tomb.


I reached for the broom, keeping a wary eye on the corner. Two luminous green eyes stared back at me, reflecting the fire in the hearth.


I sighed. It was only Old Tom. The distinguished silver tabby emerged from the shadows with the grace of a duke. He lifted his chin in a haughty feline acknowledgment of my existence.


Putting down the broom, I turned my attention back to my sliced finger, grabbing a rag to clean the dried blood.


“Meg!” Agnes the cook flopped a meaty hand onto the door frame and pulled her ample body into the kitchen from the passage that led to the pantry beyond. “Meg, could you be a dear and fetch me one of those icicles hanging near the steps?” she asked.


She moved toward the table with her eyes closed, like a great ox stumbling forward while half asleep.


Gracious, she was hungover again. Yet another thing that never seemed to change in this household. With a heavy groan, she fell onto a stool, then let her head fall back and heaved a dramatic sigh.


I snapped the rag away from my cut as I opened the door to the stairs that led up to the small kitchen garden and the courtyard beyond. A new dusting of snow already softened the trail of footprints leading to the garden pot. I stepped in one to save my foot from the cold. It didn’t take much effort to knock down one of the brittle daggers of ice and gather it in the rag.


“Thank you, dear.” Agnes took the rag then smashed it against the cooking board with all the delicacy of an axe-wielding executioner.


“Should I track down a hairy dog?” The one that had bitten her had gotten her good. Its name was stale rum, and it wasn’t the first time the beast had unleashed its fury on poor Agnes.


Agnes laughed as she placed the ice-filled rag on her head. “Nay, I’m afraid I ran the poor mongrel off last night.”


“You drank it all?” Heavens, no wonder she was in a state.


“Don’t you fret. A bit of tea will straighten me up.”


I crossed the kitchen and carefully closed the heavy oak door that led to the servants’ stairs. Mrs. Pratt would be in a fearful mood after having to rearrange the shards. I didn’t want Agnes to suffer for it.


“Last night, Pratt had the gall to remind me that I should cook beef stew for this evening’s meal,” Agnes lamented, placing the lump of icy rag on a new part of her forehead. “As if I haven’t made bloody beef stew every Wednesday for nearly eighteen years.”


Eighteen years? Had this started so long ago?


What could have driven the baron to wish this on himself for a good third of a man’s life? Curiosity gnawed at my thoughts.


No one was supposed to talk about it, so I kept silent. Instead I poured the tea, trying not to think about why these strange souls had decided to remain in this madhouse for longer than I’d been alive. No wonder Agnes stewed herself in swill every night. And poor Mr. Tibbs. The butler wandered around the house as if he were a resident spook of the Tower of London. What had happened so long ago?


Agnes shook her head. “Never you mind.”


“I didn’t ask,” I protested.


“You didn’t have to. You had that look about you. This is how the baron wants things, and our purpose in life is to make sure this house is exactly as the baron wants it.” Agnes offered me a withered smile. “Best keep curiosity in your pocket. It killed the cat, you know.”


I stoked the fire, flinching when a log rolled forward, sending out a spray of embers onto the hearth.


“What’s the harm in curiosity?” I asked, though it was more of a thought for myself than a true question. I turned away from the fire and looked up at the cook. “Other than an overabundance of dead cats?”


“Meg.” Agnes flopped the ice over her eyes.


“When was the last time you actually saw the baron?” I persisted.


“Oh, I daresay it’s been close to seven years now.” Agnes leaned back in the chair.


“Seven years? And you never once questioned—”


She sat up, crooking her brow into a deep scowl. “I said, never you mind!”


“This is madness.” I turned my attention back to the fire.


“Aye, the madness of our betters, so we must abide it. Get to your chores. I’ll save you some tea.”


Resigned to the inevitable, I broke off a chunk of stale bread from the remainder of yesterday’s loaf and set to my day. Clean the grates, tend the fires, trim the candles, pull the drapes, dust, dust, dust, polish, polish, polish. On and on it went.


Late in the morning, I found myself in the study. I threw open the shutters and pulled back the heavy velvet drapes, letting cold light into the lifeless room. Large flakes of the early spring storm continued to drift past the swirls of frost on the windows. The remnants of the bleak and mournful winter had laid the world under a blanket of white.


I watched the quiet snowfall, wondering if light and happiness had simply abandoned England. Queen Victoria remained in mourning after the death of Prince Albert. She was no longer the queen I remembered from my childhood. She had been solid, regal. So long as she reigned, all in the world was right and steady. Now she was gone too, hidden away. I didn’t know if she’d ever return. Somehow I felt that even if she did, it wouldn’t be the same.


Time was supposed to heal all wounds, but what was one to do when time stopped? My life had ground to a halt before it had a chance to begin.


There simply was no way out. Only one month shy of sixteen, I could marry, but whom? I had neither the means nor opportunity to leave the house. Even if I did, I was now a housemaid. Whom should I marry? A servant?


I was raised better. Before the fire, I’d been preparing for my introduction into polite society. Now no man of my true class would ever look at me.


All my education, my talents, had fallen to waste. I could read and write German and French thanks to my Swiss mother. I had a talent for the pianoforte and a good mind for numbers, thanks to my father, who seemed to enjoy teaching me the intricate nature of computation. Now my options were few. I couldn’t even find better work. I had no one to recommend me. Since my employer hadn’t shown his face in seven years, I doubted anyone ever would.


Escape was impossible. Where would I go? One day I’d end up silent and dour like Mr. Tibbs, drunk and frustrated like Agnes, or just plain barking mad.


I was of half a mind that Mrs. Pratt maintained her rigid schedule only to keep herself from admitting she was no longer needed. Perhaps the baron had withered and died in one of the upper rooms and Mrs. Pratt was covering up the tragedy to keep her sense of purpose.


Then again, there was no hiding the stark fear in her eyes every time she mentioned our employer.


Her voice slithered through my mind.


He is watching.


An unsettled feeling crept across my shoulders and I looked up, noticing a carved wooden angel in the upper corner where the cornices came together. It had glassy black eyes like the lions at the gate. I didn’t know why I stared. It wasn’t as if the statue would start to waltz before my eyes. Its cherubic expression never changed. I needed to know things could change.


I needed it like air.


Letting my gaze fall, I moved toward the ornate clock resting in the center of the large mantel. The early spring sunlight glinted off the crystal face.


Its hands had stopped long ago, and the whole of the house had frozen in time when that pendulum came to rest. I wanted to open the clock, wind it somehow, but I had yet to find the mechanism for bringing it back to life.


Something in my life had to change, but there was only one thing I could call my own. I pressed my hand to my bib, feeling the broken watch push against my heart as I silently left the room.


• • •


That evening I sat at the table drying and stacking dishes, thinking about my broken watch while Agnes lumbered around the kitchen like an arthritic goose. Strands of her dark gray hair peeked out from beneath her worn cap as she set the kitchen right for the evening.


“Did you enjoy the stew?” she asked as she straightened the shelves.


“I don’t believe I’ve ever tasted anything quite like it,” I teased.


Agnes guffawed. “It’s my specialty.”


I smiled. “Do you think the groom would be willing to perform a small task?” I asked. It was time to do something about the watch. Every time I touched it to my cheek, I longed to hear it tick.


A knife clattered on the cooking board. “Good heavens, Margaret. Don’t you dare go near that carriage house. Do you hear me?” The cook’s words boomed in the kitchen, rattling the pots above.


My hand slipped on the dish I was holding. I wasn’t expecting so much vehemence. I only wished to repair my watch. “I have something that’s broken. Doesn’t the groom tend the pots and harnesses?”


“Aye,” Cook said, drawing the word out as if it had some deep importance. “He’s a tinker.” Her eyes widened as her mouth set in a frown. She gave me a serious nod.


“Is he dangerous?” I didn’t know much about tinkers, nothing at all really. Once again my head started spinning with curiosity.


Agnes threw up her hands and grabbed the old jug she kept near the basin. I wondered what was in it this time, but thought better than to ask. She was agitated enough. “He’s a traveler, dear, and a bleedin’ Scot at that.”


I tried to follow but still didn’t see how that should make him some vile creature. “I don’t understand.”


Agnes sighed and rested her elbow against the cooking board. She used her other hand to bat her apron. “You wouldn’t understand, living the way you did.”


Now at that, I took offense. “My father’s shop on Oxford Street was very respectable.”


“Aye, that’s the problem. Tinkers have naught to do with respectable. They’re wanderers, no better than Gypsies. A good girl like you should stay far clear of such associations. Why the good baron decided to take in a mongrel like that, I haven’t a notion. That tinker holds a candle to the Devil, you mark my words.”


The thrill of fear coursed through me. I’d never seen the groom. He lived in the carriage house and hardly ever came into the main house. If he did, he was like a shadow, passing silently before I ever caught full sight of him. In my mind he took on a beastly quality that I found strangely compelling.


“How did he come to work here?” I asked.


Agnes flopped onto a stool and leaned forward.


“The baron found him wandering down a road near Blairgowrie years ago. The whelp was calm as anything, just walking, covered in blood. Several miles down the road they came upon his family’s wagon, ransacked, the horse gone, and his father murdered in a ditch. Lord Rathford took him in and set him in the stables to help poor old John, God rest his sweet soul.” Agnes crossed herself and stared up at the ceiling beams with a wistful look on her crinkled face. Then her eyes turned as sharp as a hawk’s. “He is naught but trouble, mark my words.”


I couldn’t say anything for a moment. All I could think about was a lost and frightened boy wandering down the road alone.


“How old was he?”


“No one knows, exactly, but he was thin as a stick. He couldn’t have been more than six.” Agnes crossed her arms over her bosom and leaned back.


A deep sadness gripped me and didn’t let go. I knew what it was like to feel so alone.


“And he didn’t cry at all?” I had cried. I had cried until I had made myself sick with it. I hadn’t known how I would endure without the sweet patience of my mother or the cheerful wit of my father. I’d cried until I couldn’t cry any more.


Agnes shook her head, the ruffles of her cap swishing against her forehead. “It was unnatural. He couldn’t mourn proper for his own family. He didn’t talk, neither. Thought he was dumb for years. He’s a fair groom, good with horses, but you hear me right, child. He’s not to be trusted. You stay far away from that carriage house.”


I nodded, but it was an empty promise I already knew I wouldn’t keep.





CHAPTER TWO


THE NEXT MORNING WELL BEFORE DAWN, I STOOD AT THE threshold, my fingertips touching the cold brass handle. Every moment I hesitated was another secret moment wasted.


I knew I didn’t have much time. If Agnes caught me sneaking off to the carriage house the morning after she told me not to, she would make my life miserable.


There was one rule every kitchen maid knew to the marrow of her bones. Don’t anger the cook.


Agnes had a hot temper and knew how to hold a grudge. If she petitioned Mrs. Pratt, she could have me sacked for my cheek. After the incident with the shards, it wasn’t as if I were in Mrs. Pratt’s good graces either.


The thought of being turned out onto the street terrified me.


A girl with no prospects could end up in the workhouse. Or worse, I could end up working as a dollymop on the street corner, something a proper girl shouldn’t even know about, let alone consider.


I shuddered.


Was it worth the risk?


Yes. I pulled the door open. Violent wind buffeted the mounds of snow piled against the ice-covered skeleton of the hedge near the back stairs. I gathered my shawl around my neck, but it was of little use. I shook as I stumbled up the steps and ran across the bleak gardens still shrouded by the thick veil of night.


I kept my head down, but the skin of my cheeks burned with the bitter cold. In the dark I managed to find the large curved handles of the carriage house doors, and struggled to push them open. They didn’t budge until I threw all my weight against them, and even then I only managed to squeeze through the gap.


The wind whistled through the door as I pushed it shut. It closed with an ominous boom, leaving me alone in the dark. My hands burned from the cold, so I tucked them under my shawl. A dim light flickered from somewhere deep in the carriage house, outlining the form of an elegant old landau coach that probably hadn’t moved in years.


“Is anybody here?” I called into the empty dark.


A bit of ice melted into my boot, sending a shock of chill down to my ankle. I took a moment to shake the rest of the snow off my skirt.


“What are you doin’ here?” a low, calm voice asked, though there was no mistaking the subtle edge of anger.


I wheeled around but lost my footing on the damp stone and fell against the door.


A horse neighed, the sharp sound ringing off the stone walls. I stood and faced the man. He held a lantern in front of him, casting him in shadow.


“Are you the groom?” I asked as I stood straighter. Yes, it was early, but no earlier than a groom is expected to rise.


“No,” he answered with a very subtle Scottish lilt in his voice. “I’m the horse.”


Now I was the one who was vexed. I had come for help, not for biting retorts. I gripped my skirts to keep my hands from shaking as I deliberately ignored his comment. I stared into the light of the lantern without blinking. As my vision adjusted, I caught a glimpse of dark, shadowed eyes beneath thick hair unkempt from sleep. Though clearly strong and tall, he had a long-limbed look of youth. I had thought he would be a grown man, but a shiver ran down my spine as I realized he was not much older than I.


“I need your help,” I stated calmly. Aloof civility would be my weapon, and I intended to use it.


He lowered the lantern and leaned against the ornate carriage wheel.


My breath hitched. I couldn’t help it. A fluttering began within my heart and took the strength from my legs. Indeed he couldn’t be more than seventeen or eighteen years. He had a rugged look, made more so by the deep bruise on his cheek and the cut on his upper lip. Had he been fighting?


Gracious. Agnes was right.


“What?” he asked.


I forgot what I had been talking about. “I beg your pardon?” I responded. He scowled, then touched his knuckle to the cut on his lip.


“Do you need my help, or not?” He set the lantern down on the footboard of the carriage then crossed his arms over his loose shirt.


Heaven’s mercy, I had woken him. No wonder he was in a surly mood. At least he’d had the decency to put on some trousers and boots, though his shirt hung out at his waist and his bracers remained slack, hanging by his thighs instead of being properly strapped over his shoulders to keep his trousers up.


I swallowed the lump in my throat. “I need you to repair my watch,” I explained.


“You woke me for a watch?”


“Yes, it’s important.”


“If you need to know the time a’day, ’tis early,” he huffed, and I had to grip my skirt tighter to keep from throwing the watch at him.


“It is important to me. I wish to make it work. Now will you help me or not?”


He turned away from me, lazily pulling one strap of his bracers over his shoulder. “What are you willin’ to pay me?”


His question stopped me short. “Pay?” It slipped out before I could stop it. I didn’t want to reveal that I hadn’t thought of payment, but the word had left its mark.


“Aye, pay. You think I work for free?” He cocked his head. I suddenly felt like a beggar clinging to the hem of a rich man’s cloak.


“I thought out of kindness, you might—”


“Kindness.” He chuckled, but never in my life had I heard a more bitter sound. Then he turned and walked away.


“Wait!” I demanded, but he continued walking. I lunged forward and grabbed his sleeve. My hand met the unyielding strength of his arm. The fluttering returned, but I stamped it down with all my will. I had to make him see me. I had to make him understand. I needed his help, and I was willing to do just about anything to get it. I tried to bargain.


“I don’t know what I can pay, but I’ll help with your work when I can. I’ll do whatever it takes.”


“Whatever it takes?” One of his dark eyebrows rose.


I let go of his arm, incensed that he might think I meant to suggest something improper. “You know what I meant.”


“Do I? What would Mrs. Pratt think if she found you here?” He snatched the handle of the lantern and swung it in front of him. I backed away from the hot light. “I’ll tell you what she’d think,” he continued, though there was no need. “Young foolish ninny, good-for-nothing groom, loft full of hay . . . Are you followin’ me?”


Oh, I was already ahead of him. “I will not have you question my moral character.”


He chuckled again. “Spoken like the queen herself. You certainly have airs. For as much as you’re a prim and proper maid . . .” he intoned. I caught his insinuation and it infuriated me. Whom was I supposed to have ruined myself with? Mr. Tibbs? “If Mrs. Pratt finds us,” he continued, pressing forward enough that he forced me to take a step back, “we’ll both lose our jobs. Did you think about that at all before you ran out here to beg a kindness from the tinker?”


He turned his back and strode to the far end of the carriage house, carrying the light with him.


“Arrogant bastard.” The vile curse fell too comfortably from my lips as I watched him go.


• • •


I managed to get back to the house without arousing any suspicions, then set about my chores with extra vigor. As I unmade the bed again, I poured my frustration into the simple act of yanking the linens out of place.


One thing. I only wanted this one thing. Surely, it was a simple enough task to repair a watch. But no.


I pulled it out and examined the tarnished silver.


What would it have cost him to take a look?


Nothing.


The knowledge that he was my age only made it worse. I had gone for six months feeling all alone in the world, and not fifty feet from the steps was another person I could have talked to, could have become friends with.


If he weren’t such a toad.


He was a fellow prisoner of this madhouse. Why didn’t he understand?


I tucked the watch back in its place and sat on the bed.


The house was so silent.


He had the horses, living, breathing things to care for. I had an unmade bed, a spilled cup of tea, and a broken watch.


Feeling the heat of my ire in my cheeks, I had to stop thinking of him. I had to go back to the pointless drudgery of my existence. If only I could return to the way it was before, when I didn’t know who the groom was.


That night I sat alone in the kitchen watching the fire slowly die on the charred stone of the hearth. I took out the watch once again and let it spin in the dim light of the fire.


Could I repair it? I had spent hours as a child watching my father work with his delicate instruments. He had such remarkable hands. Unbidden, the sight of his blackened hand in the ash came to mind. I shook my head, but my eyes suddenly stung.


He had made the most amazing things with those hands and his simple tools, but he had forbidden me from touching anything in his shop. As a child, I had a tendency to use his tools to take things apart, yet never managed to set them right again. It drove my father to fits. I couldn’t bear the thought of dismantling the watch in my attempt to repair it, and having it in pieces.


I rubbed my thumb over the tarnish. I could clean it.


My heart pounded even as I thought about polishing the watch. Cleaning the watch wouldn’t undo the destruction of my life. It couldn’t be undone.


Of course it couldn’t be undone. That didn’t mean the watch had to remain as I had found it. It could be beautiful, even if it never worked again. I could do that. I could change that.


My hesitation seemed silly. I was clinging to something that barely made sense to me anymore. I needed to change something. I could change this.


No, it would not bring my parents back. No, it would not make me feel as if things had returned to the way they had been.


But I knew in my heart it was time to move forward.


I took the cloth I used to polish the cutlery and rubbed the watch.


A glint of silver shone through. It caught the light of the fire and gleamed as if it were alive. Dark ash clung to the grooves of the etchings, painting each line in dramatic black. I took a closer look, compelled. The etchings almost looked like an ornate compass rose with four sharp points for each direction and a second set of smaller points between.


I held it firmly in my hand, vigorously rubbing the life back into it. The silver grew warm in my palm, as if it belonged there.


It was no longer my father’s watch. It was mine. I would care for it. I would keep it, and I would make it work again.


Turning it over, I began to clean the back. With the first rub of the cloth, I noticed the tiny imprint of my grandfather’s mark. An anchor with two chains, there was no mistaking it. Papa had made this watch.


Swirling lines danced around the outer edge of the watch. In the center a circular design that reminded me of a three-petal flower had been engraved on a raised button of sorts. It was askew somehow. It seemed to me that one of the petals should have pointed toward the latch, but it did not, not by any means.


Still, it was beautiful.


I thought about my dear sweet grandfather, and found myself wondering if he had done all the etching himself. Papa had died about three years before the fire. I still mourned him as deeply as I mourned my parents.


Holding the watch, I settled in for bed. I tucked myself under my worn blanket, but I couldn’t find comfort. Every bone in my body ached with soreness from my work.


Shifting on the lumpy sack of straw, I tried to find a bit of relief, but something pressed into the small of my back. I turned. It still pressed into my side.


Blasted lump.


Climbing out of bed, I lifted the edge of the tick and reached beneath it with some trepidation. It wouldn’t be the first time I found a nest of rodents in my bed. My fingertips brushed something soft, fabric. I pulled the lump of material closer and the warm scent of leather surrounded me.


Shirts!


Someone had hidden them where only I would find them.


With haste, I pulled them from beneath the bed and inspected them. There were six total, worn, handmade, and very old.


My finger poked through a hole beneath the arm of the one I was holding. Another had a missing button. On another, the seam at the collar had begun to unravel. They all desperately needed repair and laundering.


I smiled. I couldn’t help it. The tinker had given me a challenge and I accepted it gladly. I couldn’t fetch my sewing kit soon enough. Hope threaded through my heart as I began to stitch the first shirt.


Perhaps I’d hear the watch tick after all.





CHAPTER THREE


I STAYED UP AS LATE AS MY EYES WOULD ALLOW AND mended the shirts. Working past the point of exhaustion, I tied off my final knot, then washed the shirts and hung them before the fire. I smiled. It was done. I must have stabbed my poor fingers more than the fabric, but it was worth it. Utterly spent, I fell asleep.


I didn’t know what woke me, only that I’d started awake with my heart in my throat. Good heavens. It was morning and Agnes would be up at any moment. Something clattered in the corner of the kitchen. The tinker’s shirts hung proudly before the fire, proclaiming my insurrection like a bloody Jolly Roger.


I leapt to my feet desperate to stash the shirts. In a kitchen filled with nooks for things to hide, I couldn’t settle on a single place to be rid of them.


There! I grabbed the washtub, threw the shirts underneath, and turned it over.


I snatched my dress off the peg by the hearth. Thankfully, I was in the habit of sleeping in all my underclothes, even my corset, for warmth. I pulled the stays tight and threw my dress over my head, my fingers flying up the buttons on the front.


“Have the tea on yet?” Agnes asked, rolling her shoulders and yawning as she emerged from the passage.


“Not yet.” I dropped to my knees by the fire and jabbed at the embers trying to get them to spark. My eyes drifted to the tub.


I tried to look away. If I looked at it, Agnes might notice. . . . One of the sleeves peeked out from beneath it!


The fire flared to life and I jumped away, backing toward the tub, but Agnes beat me to it.


“Wait.” I held my hand out to stop her. Then I bit my tongue as she turned around and sat on the tub like a great bullfrog on an awkward toadstool.


“My, you’ve gotten impertinent. Best mind yourself, girl, you don’t wish to lose this position and I’m your superior. I shouldn’t have to wait for my tea.”


“Yes, missus.” I ducked my head even as I felt the flush of heat in my face. I tried to look submissive, but on the inside my relief and the tickle of absurd laughter nearly choked me.


She was sitting right atop them.


How would I ever get them out from beneath her enormous . . .


“Thank the dear Lord it’s market day today,” Agnes declared as she grabbed a pail and began peeling potatoes.


“Indeed.” I coughed. The urge to laugh had gripped my ribs, and I found it difficult to breathe. It felt good to have a secret. And the secret was certainly safe beneath Agnes’s voluminous—skirts.


I felt more alive than I had in months.


Mrs. Pratt burst through the door and marched across the kitchen like a stuffy Beefeater. All she needed was a Tudor bonnet, a halberd, and some poor prisoner to guard at the Tower.


If I wasn’t careful, that wretched prisoner would be me.


“I’m off to the butcher,” she announced. “We haven’t enough beef for the stew.”


That just about did me in. I choked, and then coughed until tears came. I felt I would burst of laughter if I couldn’t escape soon.


“Heavens, Meg. Are you well?” Mrs. Pratt asked.


I sniffed, then held my breath. “Quite,” I forced out.


She crinkled her thin nose as she looked to Agnes. “Make sure all is in order by the time I return.”


Agnes nodded. As soon as Mrs. Pratt thumped up the stairs, Agnes turned to me. “I’ll be stepping out for a bit, if you don’t mind. Keep to your chores, will you?”


“Yes, missus.” I couldn’t believe it. Freedom was within my grasp. I’d be able to return the shirts that morning.


Trembling with excitement, I waited for Agnes to abandon her post on the washtub. I had no idea what she was up to, but I enjoyed the knowledge that I wasn’t the only one who wished for a brief escape.


After Agnes had been gone more than half an hour, I gathered the mended and laundered shirts and bounded up the stairs, nearly slipping on the ice.


The sun shone bright, so bright I couldn’t see, but the kiss of it felt warm and welcoming, a sign that perhaps winter would not last forever.


Careful to tread in the boot prints of the others who had passed to and from the carriage house, I made my way across the snowy garden. Icicles dripped off the roof, glittering in the sunlight as they reached down over the twining branches of dormant ivy clinging to the stone. They shone as silver as my watch, the ice catching the light and transforming it into something breathtaking.


I pushed open the heavy doors with less trouble now that there was no wind to contend with. Within the sanctuary of the carriage house, the faint rhythmic sound of a brush kept time as a soothing melody floated through the air. It came from the stalls at the far end.


I listened for a moment to the clear voice of the groom. The melody was sad, haunting in that lonely way that makes all things fall quiet and listen. I didn’t understand the strange language he sang. I didn’t have to.


There was no time to dally. Agnes or Mrs. Pratt could return at any minute.


I needed to leave the shirts and get back to the house. Another confrontation with the surly groom would ruin what progress I’d made in our unspoken agreement.


But I couldn’t leave the shirts anywhere. Mrs. Pratt would see them when she returned with the cart. Biting my lip, I crept deeper into the carriage house.


When I reached the corner that separated the stables from the main body of the carriage house, I paused, peeking around the worn stone.


The groom’s large hands slid down the neck of the old seal-colored gelding with affection and care. My heart hammered in my chest as I watched the sleepy-eyed horse tilt his back hoof up in utter contentment. At least the groom was dressed this time in a proper, if faded, brown waistcoat, though he had his shirtsleeves rolled up to his elbows.


“Like sneaking around, do you?” the groom stated without ever looking up.


“If that’s my greatest shortcoming, I’m hardly the worst sinner in this household.” I lifted my chin, determined not to let him get the better of me this time.


He chuckled as he tossed the brush into a bucket. Patting the swaying back of the gelding, he turned and looked at me.


“Do you want your shirts, or not?” I managed to say the words without much of a tremble in my voice, though I couldn’t quite move my feet without fear I’d stumble. Finally, I composed myself and stepped around the corner with a confidence I didn’t feel.


“What’s your name, lass?” He grabbed a cloth from the bucket and rubbed the gelding’s face.


“Margaret Whitlock. Everyone here calls me Meg.” As soon as I said it, I questioned the familiarity of letting him use my given name, but this was hardly proper society. He was the groom. I was the maid. There were different rules in this world.


The beginning of a smile pulled at his wounded lip. “William MacDonald. No one here calls me anything at all, but you can call me Will if you want.” He wiped his hands as he approached.


I fought the urge to step back as he strode toward me. He didn’t stop until he’d forced me to look up at him. A lock of his dark hair had fallen over his forehead and he pushed it away from his eye with his knuckle.


“I brought your shirts and some of the treacle tart from yesterday’s tea.” Why did I find it so hard to speak? I had to force myself to remember that he’d been rude and insolent to me the last time I’d seen him. I thrust the bundle of shirts toward him with stiff arms, but he didn’t move back a step.


“Treacle?” He smiled fully, and I almost dropped the shirts. They slipped out of my hands and I bent forward to catch them, crumpling them together until his hand caught mine.


I held my breath.


Slowly he helped me rise. Then he took the small rag-wrapped tart that I had crushed somewhat inelegantly against my chest.


My gaze met his. “Consider it a kindness,” I mumbled. He just stared, his dark brown eyes so deep, I . . .


I dropped the shirts on the floor and retreated toward the door. My face felt on fire as I heard the heavy beat of my heart in my ears.


“Meg, wait,” he called.


His voice stopped me, trapping me in the spot like a wild bird in a snare. My heart fluttered, beating wildly as I clung to the heavy latch.


He crossed the distance between us. With a gentle touch, he lifted my hand from the door. “Let’s take a look at your watch.”


I took a deep breath to steady my nerves. “Mrs. Pratt will be home soon.”


Will smiled. “Aye, but Old Nick knows when Little Nancy is near. He’ll give us fair warning.” He winked, then pulled me deeper into the carriage house, leading me back toward the stables. “Come, Meg. Share a bit of tart with me.” He motioned to a worn chair by a small fat-bellied stove in the corner.


I perched on the end of it but found my toe tapping in a rapid and unladylike way. I stepped on it with my other foot. He only wanted to help. It’s what I’d asked of him. I gathered my skirts, bunching the fabric over my apron. Will rolled over a barrel that had been cut in half to form a large tub and turned it down to make a small table near the stove. He grabbed a stool with a mismatched leg and eased down beside me.


We sat in silence as I watched him break the tart and hand me a piece. It was a bit of a mess without any proper plates or utensils, but it tasted heavenly.


I closed my eyes. “This is good,” I murmured through my mouthful, then immediately looked at him abashed, until I noticed his cheek overstuffed with tart. I laughed.


“Aye,” he agreed, eating what remained of his portion with another single bite. “You’re lucky.”


“You think so?” I broke off a dainty piece of mine and tried to look elegant while eating in such a barbaric manner.


“You get to eat this every week.” He shrugged. “I get left over beef scraps and whatever I can manage on my own.”


“I’ve never had this before,” I admitted.


“Why not?” He picked up a cloth and wiped his hands.


“We’re not allowed to eat it. The cook makes one every Thursday, and I have to throw it away uneaten every Friday.” I finished the last of my piece then wiped my hands on my apron.


“Why?”


“I thought you’d know.” I certainly couldn’t find an excuse for such a waste of food and effort.
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