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Give
G
ive me back my Beast!

— Greta Garbo, after viewing the Jean Cocteau film
La Belle et la Bête (Beauty and the Beast)
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prologue

.

Lucie

It wasn’t all the witch’s fault.
She was just the one he saw as his spine hunched forward, as claws sprang out of the furry paws that had been
his elegant hands only moments before, as long tendrils of
mane erupted out over his eyes.
“What have you done to me, Witch?” he bellowed,
although it was difficult to understand him with the
lengthening of his snout.
“I have done nothing,” she told him, with a coolness I
had to admire, as if he weren’t crouching before her with
animal horns and shaggy pointed ears sprouting from his
head and long rows of raptor feathers cascading down his
back. “This is the truth of who you are inside.”
“Change me back!” he thundered.
“I cannot,” she told him. “That power lies with you,
not me.”

Well, that wasn’t the whole truth. I had something to
do with it, although even I didn’t know it at the time. So I
was surprised when the witch suddenly turned to me in her
awful majesty. “And you, girl. What do you want?”
All I wanted then was my revenge, to see him groveling
on all fours, his handsome face and manly form reduced to
beastliness. Things might have been very different had I
left it at that, run off with the other servants on that terrifying night, taken up a new life in some other place. But
as soon as I had what I most wished for, I found I craved
more.
“I want to see him suffer,” I breathed. I was drunk on
my own hatred, more powerful than anything I had ever
felt before.
“As you wish,” she said, and that was the end of it. And
the beginning.
I didn’t know then the journey I was on, could never
have imagined any power that burned brighter than hate.
I had so much to learn from the beast.
My Beast.
Until she came.
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chapter 1

.

The Câteau

They say it’s a turbulent household, where I’m going. They
whisper behind their hands, cast baleful glances at me
when they think I’m not looking. But I am always looking. I see them nudge each other and smirk at my expense.
“Château Beaumont,” they whisper knowingly.
Before darkness fell at the inn last night, I glimpsed
this place, set like a gem in the distance above the wheat
fields and vineyards, shining like gold on the green hill,
like a royal palace. But the innkeeper’s wife told me it’s
only a château, so I mustn’t give myself airs. She said to
beware of beauty, for it can deceive.
It’s no disgrace to be a servant — that’s what my father
used to say.
Working for a wage is proof that you have value to
someone, he told me. Even though your station in life may

be low, your character might yet soar. Poor folk have little
enough say over their circumstances, but your character is
always yours to shape as you will.
He looked at the world with joy and hope, and so
he found joy and hope everywhere — especially when he
looked at me.
“You are the light of the world, my Lucie,” he would
tell me. “Open your heart to life. You are the best of what
will be.”
While Papa was alive, the world was full of possibilities. Our village was just another cluster of drafty stone
cottages and hungry faces, but it was my home. I never
knew there was any other place on earth. I never needed
any other place.
But that’s all changed now.
Mama hoarded her wages for a whole season to send
me here, what few coppers she could put by after the sowing and reaping and milling. She says it’s well for me to go
now, before my stepfather takes any more notice of how
I’ve grown.
It’s harvesttime, and the perfume of crushed grapes
sweetens the air as I make my way up the steep, winding road to Château Beaumont. The town of Clairvallon,
where I spent last night, seems very far below me now.
At last, I climb to the top of the hill and there it stands,
Château Beaumont, floating like a golden island in the
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middle of a moat, surrounded by vast green parkway. I
cross a stone bridge over the moat, its water shimmering
like jewels in the sunlight. Black-eyed swans glide over the
water, ruffling up their white feathers for my admiration.
I pause at an enormous gate of gilded iron, whose
keeper comes grumpily down, a rough-hewn man with
long mustachios and an old scar along one cheek, who
demands to know my business. I don’t wish to be taken for
a vagrant, so I lie and say I’ve been sent for by my aunt, the
head laundress. That part is true; she is my stepfather’s sister, although no blood kin to me. But we have never met,
and she has no idea that I have come to beg a position.
The gatekeeper directs me to empty my pockets —
simple enough, as there is nothing inside them — and
inspects the underside of my cloak. Satisfied that I carry
nothing but the clothes on my back, he opens the gates
and nods me inside.
The courtyard I enter could hold my entire village.
Two long wings of the château enclose it on either side,
a west wing on the left and an east wing under a row of
stone arches on the right. The main house stands beyond
the courtyard, three stories of honey-colored stone with a
black-domed turret at each corner. A broad gravel driveway sweeps up to the main house, flanked on either side
by terraced gardens, so that the château seems to rise up
to heaven in a cloud of flowers. Ornate balconies, filigree
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spires, domes, and chimneys clamber over one another in a
rush to the sky, under a single, high tower with a coloredglass window that glows in the sunlight.
Can this really be my new home?
My interview with Aunt Justine does not go well. We
have never met, but I recognize her by the same small eyes
and sour expression I have seen in my stepfather’s face. I
find her in the laundry room, presiding over a roomful of
steaming tubs and disheveled girls. Strands of long graying hair droop from under her wilted white cap. Her face
is red, her hands chapped, and her bodice sweat-stained
from the steam and heat. She casts a skeptical glance
at me.
“I have more lazy girls now than I can manage,” she
barks.
I wonder if she will turn me away, sorry now that I
spent my last coin at the inn. “I’ll work hard,” I say.
All around us girls are thrusting long poles into the
tubs to turn the linen. Others are on their knees pounding
articles of clothing in a wide, flat stone basin with a groove
along one side to divert water outside. It may be a challenge for my character to soar here. But I have nowhere
else to go.
They thought me unnatural back in my village, a
girl my age with no suitors. Did I care nothing for my
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future? But I saw where it led, their gaming. They paired
off because they have always done so, because the winter
is cold and the nights are long. Next winter there would
be a new baby to feed and their own small share of land
to work, and then more babies and more work and their
sporting days would be over. I knew my future all too well.
I saw it every day in my mother’s careworn face. That’s
why I am here.
I am only a girl, a servant, if God wills it. I possess
nothing of value but my character, but that is mine to make
of what I will. I cannot choose my circumstances, but I
can choose to live nobly in this fine place. That will be my
strength — if only I am allowed to stay.
Aunt Justine wipes her hands on her apron, large,
rough hands like her brother’s. She would like to send me
away, but I can only hope the shame would be too great
for her family if she could not find a place for her relation.
“Go see Madame Montant, the housekeeper,” she tells
me at last. “She wants a girl.” And she nods her head back
toward a warren of rooms leading to the main house.
Mumbling my thanks, I turn to go, but not before I see
her staring at me with a shrewd and critical eye.
“Do not disgrace me,” she commands.
“Watch yourself, girl,” cautions Madame Montant. She
can never remember our names, there are so many of us.
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“Yes, madame.”
It’s my third day here and I’m still learning my way
around the lower rooms, where I am employed as a maidof-all-work. The château is so large and full of shadows,
I often lose my way. This is not the first time Madame
Montant has had to redirect me, nor does she bother to
conceal her impatience. I am only here on trial at the
moment; she might yet dismiss me on a whim if I do not
please her. Madame is a solid figure in her black gown with
modest lace at the points of her collar, and since there is no
mistress of Château Beaumont, she keeps the keys to the
wardrobes and coffers on an iron ring at her waist. They
jangle with irritation as she leads me back to more familiar
terrain.
The chambers I clean are mostly reception rooms,
chilly and neglected, where coffers are kept and the
Beaumont silver is stored and displayed, little seen by anyone but the servants. But the rooms are expected to be
spotless, whether anyone will see them or not, so we sweep
and polish and scrub. I’m told the master takes great pride
in his beautiful things.
We arrive again at my morning chamber, and I can’t
resist peeping through the doorway into the formal entry
hall beyond, its floor an enormous chessboard of black and
white marble tiles. In its center stands the grand staircase
paneled in rosewood that leads to the mysterious floors
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above, where I have never been. But Madame catches me
looking.
“Attend me, girl,” she says sharply. “What goes on outside your chambers is no affair of yours!”
“I understand, madame.”
“Be very sure that you do.” Her gaze is unrelenting.
“Do not let me ever hear of you straying into the entry
hall.”
“No, madame.”
“And never, ever go abovestairs,” she warns me. “That
is where Master lives. And, mind me, girl, you will do very
well to escape the master’s notice.”
Master is away from home, attending to business in Paris.
But he and his suite of gentlemen are expected back soon,
and there is a great deal more bustle about the château
now. I hear this from Charlotte, a kitchen girl. She’s been
here longer than me but has yet to rise above the hearth.
We share a straw-stuffed pallet in the close, dark cubbyholes behind the kitchens, where the servants sleep, near
enough to choke on the sooty air at night, yet too far off to
feel any warmth from the kitchen fires.
I prefer to keep my own counsel; I’ll not be one of
those servants who gossip and pry. Charlotte, however, has
no such scruples. She considers everything that happens at
the château to be her affair and eagerly pours all she has
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gleaned into my ear at night when I hunger only for sleep.
She tells me how fortunate I was to come along now, when
a position had just opened up. Madame Montant recently
had to dismiss a chambermaid who’d let one of the noblemen of the region get her with child.
“It was no use her weeping and sobbing,” Charlotte
tells me eagerly. “Madame would not have her in the
house, even though she was the daughter of Madame’s
own cousin.”
I am reminded how tentative my own position is.
“The silly girl even went to the curé; can you imagine the humiliation?” Charlotte goes on. “But she hoped
he’d compel the one as done it into marriage. Claimed he’d
promised to wed her, the little fool. Of course, gentlemen
always say that,” Charlotte adds, with the absolute conviction of one who speaks from hearsay alone.
“And did the curé help her?” I ask, hoping to speed the
tale along to some conclusion or other.
She stares at me, slack-jawed, appalled at my ignorance
and delighted by her own superior knowledge. “Of course
he did not,” she exclaims. “There would be far more scandal in a gentleman of noble birth wedding a commoner —
a servant!— than in the birth of another bastard. The curé
could lose his living for even suggesting such a degraded
union.” She shakes her head at me pityingly. “Don’t be a
goose!”
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I am not goose enough to encourage her further, and
I say no more.
But Charlotte’s tongue is accustomed to prattle on,
whether or not anyone is listening. “The gentleman in
question was one of Master’s companions-in-arms in the
war. He is under Master’s protection, and so he may do as
he likes.” She wriggles closer to me on the bristly pallet.
“No one opposes the master.”
This morning, I patrol my chamber with a hand brush and
dustpan for any dirt that might have collected in forgotten
corners of display shelves or behind cabinets beyond the
reach of my broom. Near the doorway to the entry hall, I’m
surprised by a fragile tinkling sound from a nearby room,
and a gasp of alarm.
No official person is in the hall at the moment, neither
housekeeper, footman, nor steward. There is no answering
sound of rebuke. Perhaps no one else heard. But the sudden silence after the odd noise is all the more profound.
I take my brush and dustpan out into the back passage
and peep around the next doorway. I see only a sideboard
with fine things on display against one wall and two cabinets in the center of the room. But between the cabinets, a
figure is kneeling before the sideboard like a penitent at an
altar, dressed plainly in gray, like me — another chambermaid. She is fretting over a little pile of shiny debris on the
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marble part of the floor uncovered by the central carpet.
Then I notice a smudge of red blood on her white apron as
she clutches one finger in her hand.
I ought to turn away, pretend I didn’t see. What happens in other chambers is no affair of mine. But even as I
give myself this sensible advice, I hear another voice in my
head, my father’s voice, gentle and persuasive. Come, Lucie,
it takes only a moment to be kind.
And because I cannot bear to disappoint my father, I
hurry into the room. The girl turns huge, terrified eyes in
my direction. She can’t be above fourteen or fifteen years
old, younger than me. She reminds me so much of the sister I used to comfort through all her childish traumas that
I feel a sudden wave of homesickness.
“I didn’t mean to do it!” she whispers. “It slipped out
of my hands!”
There’s no way of knowing what the thing was she
dropped, reduced now to a few brilliantly enameled porcelain shards and gold dust. Some small ceremonial plate,
perhaps, or the sort of delicate, shiny bauble I’ve heard
wealthy folk present to each other when they have won a
war together.
“They’ll turn me out,” the girl keens softly. “Where
will I go? How will I live?”
Blood still coats the finger she cradles in her lap. I dig
into my apron pocket for a scrap of linen I was going to use
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for mending, squat down beside her, and take her bleeding
hand.
“No one has to know,” I tell her, and I bind the linen
around her finger before her blood can stain anything else.
“Go to the kitchen and wash your hands as you fill your
mop pail. I’ll clean this up.” And I nod to my brush and
dustpan.
Her expression is disbelieving, but she slowly begins
to nod.
“Quickly now,” I whisper, and she scrambles to her feet
and dashes out.
I creep over and brush the glittering remains into
my dustpan, the marble floor cold under my knees, even
through my skirts. Rising again, I notice the empty space
in the row of decorations on the sideboard. With trembling fingers, I nudge the other objects closer together.
There are so many beautiful things here. Surely no one
will miss this one.
I take up my dustpan again, brush held firmly over
the elegant debris, and hurry out. At the back of the great
kitchen stands a barrel for sweepings and leavings, but
I must weave my way past cooks and potboys and scullery maids to get to it, expecting at every moment to be
stopped, my guilty burden discovered. Yet I arrive without incident, dump the contents of my dustpan into the
barrel, then poke my brush around inside to conceal the
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wreckage further with ashes and other bits of trash already
there.
I pause briefly to steady my breathing, then go back
through the great kitchen. I spy the little chambermaid in
a distant corner, rinsing her hand in her mop pail, but we
are too prudent to take any notice of each other. A spiderweb of shadowy back passages connects the grand rooms
of the château, and I am eager to return to the one that
leads back to my chambers. But the stern voice of Madame
Montant in a nearby room, scolding some other servant
for some far lesser infraction, makes me jump, and I hurry
into an unfamiliar outer passage to avoid her.
I choose the darkest path, hoping the shadows will
swallow me up, render me invisible until I can get back
to where I’m supposed to be. But a bend in the passage,
beyond the last of the fine chambers, ends abruptly at a
small door. It’s rare enough to find any doors to interrupt
the flow of splendor between these grand rooms, and this
one seems so humble, with plain iron hinges and no ornamentation, that I hope its purpose is to lead servants to
a more direct route between wings. But when I try the
handle, a graceful curve of iron, I find the door is locked.
“What do you think you’re doing there, girl!” cries
Madame Montant, emerging out of one of the larger
rooms behind me. “This will not be tolerated!”
. 14 .
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chapter 2

.

The Beaumont Curse

“Sorry, madame.” I can scarcely speak. What can I possibly
say in my defense?
“That room is forbidden to servants!” Madame glowers at me.
Room? This locked door? I do not even know where
I am. She says nothing about broken porcelain, but her
manner could not be more grim.
“Disobedience is not tolerated. Get your things —”
But before she can order me off, as I’m sure she means
to do, another chambermaid comes breathlessly down the
passage to tell us that Monsieur Ferron, the steward who
manages the household, is calling for the entire staff to
assemble out on the front steps immediately. As the girl
runs off, Madame spares me one last glare, then mutters,
“Well, then. Don’t dawdle, girl.”

I am still part of this household! I hardly see where
we go, I’m so relieved, but I follow Madame’s black figure down another twisty passage, briefly through the entry
hall, and out onto the porch above the courtyard.
What a lot of us there are! The household servants
crowd the porch and cascade down the front steps, and the
outdoor staff gathers in the flat upper courtyard and the
broad driveway between the terraced gardens.
Monsieur Ferron has called us together to tell us that
the master is on his way back to Château Beaumont. We
are told to be swift about our duties, quiet, obedient, and
above all, invisible. On no account is the master to be
troubled by any of us upon his arrival.
“Pray God his lawsuit has prospered,” mumbles one of
the gardeners to another. But not so softly that Monsieur
Ferron does not hear him.
“The master’s business is no affair of yours,” the steward says icily. He stares us all down over the long nose in
his thin face. “However,” he goes on after a lengthy pause,
“as it is a matter of some concern to the operation of this
household, I can tell you this much: the suit is not yet
resolved.”
There is a great deal of mumbling among the servants
at this news. Cooks, maids, grooms and gardeners, stable
boys and huntsmen, all cast each other fearful glances and
mutter darkly. The rugged gatekeeper with the scarred face
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looks even more grim than usual and shakes his head. I
have no idea what it all means, so for once I’m grateful
when Charlotte appears at my elbow.
“The master is pursuing a claim to an estate in Clamecy
held by the Villeneuve family,” she whispers breathlessly.
“He’s taken it all the way to the Paris parlement. He says
his claim through his grandmother is more valid than that
of the Villeneuve cousins who hold it now.”
“He’s bringing a suit against his own cousins?”
She nods back eagerly. “He fostered out there as a page
when he was a boy. That’s how he comes to know how rich
a place it is, in rents and dues and fees.”
Monsieur Ferron calls us all back to order. “Do not,” he
warns, “give the Master any cause to complain of you. Not
if you value your positions.”
The grumbling lowers in volume, but not intensity.
The mood of the folk is black as we are all dismissed back
to our duties. Myself included, for none of us can be spared
now that the master is coming home.
Most of us are forbidden to return through the entry
hall, so I trot down the steps to join a swarm of household
servants crossing the courtyard for the kitchen wing. On
the way, I pass the gardener who spoke up before.
“Small wonder his suit comes to nothing,” he mutters
to his companion. “It’s the Beaumont Curse!”
“Oh, be off with you both,” scoffs the head gardener,
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coming up quickly behind them to shoo them back to their
duties.
The Beaumont Curse? I turn about, hoping for an
explanation, but for once, Charlotte is nowhere to be seen.
Each nightfall casts longer, colder shadows inside the château as the days grow shorter. This is the time for slaughtering and feasting in my village, but there are no such
celebrations here. Tempers shorten along with the days as
our work increases. Stable boys row with gardeners out in
the yard; kitchen girls fling accusations at laundresses. In
the evening when we servants take our meal around the
worktable in the great kitchen, I recognize the little chambermaid who broke the fancy ornament. But we dare not
look at each other, much less speak, for fear our shared guilt
will crackle between us like lightning. Madame Montant
watches me like a hawk, ready to swoop down on my every
misstep, so I take extra care not to make any.
Tonight a frazzled Aunt Justine sent me off to deliver
clean linens to a distant storeroom where I have never
been. I found the place, but with only a single candle to
light my way through the gloom, I’m not sure how to get
back to the kitchen. These passages all look alike in the
dark. I listen for the distant talk of the servants to guide
me, but I no longer hear it.
Instead, I hear a soft, sweet sound, a kind of humming,
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from somewhere nearby in the dark. I follow it around a
corner and find myself facing the humble little door to the
locked room I encountered the other day. Forbidden to
servants, I was told. But even as I begin to back away, a
feeling of warmth and comfort steals over to me, as if the
door itself were beckoning me. The singing seems to be
coming from the other side, hard to resist, like a lullaby,
and I move closer; perhaps whoever is inside can direct me
back to the kitchen. I scarcely touch the elegantly scrolled
handle, and the door opens, drawing me in.
There is no one inside. The hearth I glimpse across the
little room is cold, yet it seems warmer in here than in any
other place I’ve yet been inside the château. By candlelight
I see that it’s not nearly so grand as the other chambers,
nor so ferocious in its finery. Its few furnishings are simple.
Before me stands a rocking chair woven from twigs and
saplings, its worn cushion plain linen, not velvet. It seems
homey and comfortable, as few other objects do in this
place, and so well used that someone might have been sitting in it only a moment ago.
I straighten up, and something moves in the shadows.
I thrust out my candle, and jump when the thing in the
dark responds. But despite my pounding heart, I realize it’s
only my own reflection in a large looking glass obscured
in shadows above the hearth. I draw nearer. I never saw a
looking glass in my village; such things were too dear and
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far too fragile. But I see myself reflected in this one: plain
and pale, brown hair plaited back beneath my linen cap,
my eyes as gray as the stones of my village.
And over my shoulder, in the room behind me, the
twig chair is rocking.
I spin about, heart in my throat, but the chair is utterly
still as I stare at it. I turn again to the glass — and nearly
drop my candlestick in alarm. Seated in the chair, calmly
rocking, is the figure of a young woman!
I freeze before the looking glass, not daring to turn
around again. The woman is beautiful, dressed in the most
elegant gown I have ever seen. Her dark hair is swept up
in a golden net, but for a few renegade curls brushing her
pale cheeks as she rocks a small bundle in her lap. She is
humming the melody I heard before, but her voice breaks
a little. By candlelight, I see she is weeping softly over the
bundle in her arms. But the babe is too swaddled in blankets for me to see it.
Her tune breaks off, and she sighs and lifts her face.
Her dark eyes are lovely even as they overflow with tears.
She raises a hand to sweep a damp curl off her cheek and
something flashes in the light, a gold ring she wears with a
tiny red jewel shaped like a heart. Then she turns her face
up to me, meeting my eyes in the glass.
“Won’t you help us, Lucie?”
I’m so shocked, I nearly drop my candle again. I turn at
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last, but the chair is as empty and still as it ever was. When
I look back into the glass, I see only my own terrified face
reflected there.
A curse! Château Beaumont is cursed!
I creep out of the room, shaking, and pull the door
shut behind me. Out in the passage, I hear the low, distant
rumble of conversation once again and follow it back to
the kitchen. A part of me wants to bolt outside right now
and run back to my village, my home, and take comfort
in my mother’s familiar scolding. But it’s far too late for
regrets. This place is my home now.
Back amid the familiar bustle of the kitchen, and the
gossip of servants, anxious over the master’s homecoming,
I begin to view my encounter in the forbidden room as no
more than a fanciful trick of the mind, brought on by too
much idle prattle about curses and suchlike. I’d best learn
to control my fancies. The master will not tolerate foolishness, and I have nowhere else to go.
He is coming! The master! This taskmaster, cause of so
much distress among the staff, he is coming home!
I am at work in one of my chambers when I see them
through the window, Master and his suite of gentlemen,
thundering up the drive in a cloud of dust and gravel.
The talk of the men is loud; their horses are steaming and
snorting. The courtyard seems smaller with all of them in
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it. The gentlemen are all richly dressed, even with a layer of
dust from the road on their boots and cloaks. But I could
pick out the master, their leader, even without the gold
trim on his wine-colored cloak as he rides in at their head,
pulls up his mount, and leaps off.
The master sweeps off his plumed hat to reveal russetcolored hair, dark eyes, and a full, curving mouth, his smile
like the sun.
He is beautiful!
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chapter 3

.

Le Cevalier

The master hands his hat to one of his gentlemen, then
strips off his riding gloves and tosses them to another.
He is tall and straight; I can see the shape of powerful
shoulders beneath his fine doublet as he throws his cloak
behind his shoulder and hurries up the steps. He is slim
waisted, his long legs beautifully turned below richly
embroidered breeches. Madame Montant would punish
me for even noticing such things, but I cannot help what
I see.
His stride is long, his movements agile and forthright, like a noble knight, like the thoroughbred animal
he is. There is nothing indecisive about him, nothing hesitant. His youthful features suggest he cannot be above
five-and-twenty, yet he is in complete command of himself, of this place, of this vast green and fertile region.
To think, I almost let my foolish fancies and the prattle

of servants poison my mind. Jean-Loup Christian Henri
LeNoir, Chevalier de Beaumont. Handsome, noble and
good, master of us all.
They will not leave off warning me, but now I know better
than to listen to their lies. “Come away, girl. Master will be
down soon,” cautions Madame Montant when I contrive
to catch a glimpse of Master at his daily rendezvous with
Monsieur Ferron. “Master has no time for chambermaids,”
Charlotte tells me loftily.
Madame Montant is old and withered, Charlotte redhaired and gawky; Master will never spare a glance for
them. Yet they mean to keep him all to themselves; that is
why they guard him so jealously.
It is true; Master will never notice me, for there is
nothing to see on the outside. My virtue, my character, are
all I possess of any value, and they are not visible. And yet
I watch him, nonetheless. It gives me such pleasure to hold
him in my sight that I should die if it were forbidden me. I
tarry too long at my morning tasks, earn slaps and chidings
and extra work, all for a glimpse of him. But it is all I have,
and I will not give it up.
Since the master has come home, Château Beaumont has
become a magnet for all the young noblemen of the countryside. Charlotte says most of them rode with him during
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the war against the Spanish invaders. The king himself,
good Henri Quatre, conferred upon Master the title of
chevalier, presenting him with a lettre de chevalerie for his
service. Now his companions-in-arms make free with his
hospitality at the château; they come to dine at his table
and ride to hounds in his fine park.
I’ve trained myself to rise in the cold dark before dawn
on the days a hunting party is arranged. That’s the best
time to steal a glimpse of Master. This morning a party is
assembled at breakfast upstairs in the dining salon. From
the kitchen, I see legions of liveried servants parading up
the back stairs, cold plates heaped with cheeses and fruit,
mountains of bread, flagons of wine, made dishes steaming under silver covers. Enough to feed all the people and
livestock in my village for a month. I take up a broom and
sweep my way into the nearest of my chambers. I creep
through the drowsy morning shadows until I gain the
chamber adjoining the entry hall. I nudge the broom idly
about near the open doorway until I hear them clattering down the grand staircase, the master, members of his
household suite, and his noble guests.
“Who is that gargoyle who keeps your gate, Beaumont?”
one of the guests is demanding, a blustery fellow in a violet
habit.
“You mean André?” responds the master. He’s dressed
in fawn and gold to set off his coloring.
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“You must dismiss him,” says the man in violet. “He’s
an eyesore.”
“But a very effective gatekeeper,” says the master, pausing at the foot of the stairs while his valet drapes his cloak
about his shoulders. “He frightens off the rabble. Keeps a
family in town, as well. Obscenely large, I’m told,” he adds,
shrugging into his cloak and waving off his valet.
“And what about you, Beaumont?” another gentleman
cries. “When are you going to marry?”
I feel my blood chill at the thought of Master wed. Not
yet. My eyes have not possessed him long enough.
“You sound like my late father,” Master says lightly,
“and I shall answer you as I answered him: I’ll marry when
it suits me and not before.” In the shadows, I breathe again.
“I’ve only lately come into my inheritance,” Master continues, “and I mean to enjoy it before I saddle myself with the
responsibility of a wife.”
“But it’s time you had heirs,” the other protests.
“Legitimate heirs.” The man in violet chuckles.
The master’s face darkens as the others snigger. Can
they not see how their talk offends him?
“I suppose you had legitimate heirs in mind when
you assaulted my chambermaid, Laprise,” Master remarks
coolly. The man in violet chokes on his last chuckle, his
expression suddenly wary, and I realize this must be the
gentleman Charlotte told me about.
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“If you haven’t any better taste, you might at least cast
your pole into some other fellow’s property,” Master concludes, and they all laugh again, Master and Laprise most
heartily.
“For my part, I shall worry about heirs when I have
something to settle upon them,” Master continues, “when
I have won my claim to the Villeneuve property, which by
all rights should be mine.”
“And what of your other suits?” asks another of the
men. “With those members of the fair sex whom discretion compels me to identify only as the Lady A and the
Lady B. How do they prosper?”
“Both noble ladies of such estimable qualities, how can
one choose?” The master shrugs and smiles. “I continue to
pay court to each, as time permits.”
“When your mistresses permit,” injects the fellow in
violet.
This does not seem to offend the master as much as
the talk of heirs. Indeed, his smile broadens. “I am not
accustomed to seeking permission from my mistresses,”
he says, and the others all laugh. “In this or any other
matter.”
“Rather say the fathers of Ladies A and B are paying
court to you,” observes one of the men.
“Or to your fortune,” chimes in another.
“In any case, I’ll not proceed with either of them until
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the damned suit is settled with my Villeneuve cousins,” the
master declares.
He turns again to his valet, extending his hands, but
the valet only dips his head in a bow of mute apology. The
awkward moment is interrupted by a sudden pounding on
the stairs. A young page of about thirteen comes hurtling
round the last bend in the stairway and races down the
stairs clutching a pair of fawn-colored riding gloves.
“Speak of the very devil,” says the master as the lad
hurries over to him. “Gentlemen, may I present the newest
member of my household. Or should I say the latest? My
young cousin Nicolas. From the branch of the house of
Villeneuve that still values the patronage of the LeNoirs.”
“F-forgive me, monsieur le chevalier,” stammers the
boy, hunching over into an ungainly crouch as he proffers
up the gloves.
Master glowers down at him without taking the gloves.
“I served in his mother’s household when I was a lad,” he
says to the others. “Out of the great affection I bear for her,
I have taken him in.”
“Was there an estate in all of Burgundy to which you
were not fostered out?” pipes up one of his men.
“My father believed my education would benefit from
experience in several noble houses,” Master responds with
an elegant lift of his chin.
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“I heard you were hounded from place to place for your
youthful indiscretions,” says his companion.
“Was it my fault my female cousins found me so attractive?” Master laughs. He smiles charmingly at Nicolas.
“And their mothers?”
Nicolas’s face flames pink to the very tips of his ears
as the gentlemen all laugh. I feel the boy’s discomfort, but
this may be a test of loyalty; a man in Master’s position
can’t afford to have renegades in his suite. The page is still
frozen in his submissive posture, holding out the gloves,
his reddened face lowered; he says nothing.
“How sweet were her entreaties on her son’s behalf,”
the master murmurs, gazing down at the lad. “How persuasively I was coaxed to yield at last to her desire. How
shamed she will be if he does not prosper.”
Master gazes at Nicolas a moment longer, an edge to
his smile, as the other gentlemen stifle their chuckles. “You
see how well he learns the habits of a gentleman,” says
Master at last, plucking the gloves from the boy’s hands.
The young page staggers backward into something like a
normal posture, although his head is still bowed. Master
spares not a glance for the gloves, but drops them to the
floor. “These are soiled,” he sniffs. “Bring me another
pair.”
Without daring to look up, the page sinks to the floor
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and gropes for the fallen gloves. He is still on his hands
and knees as Master and his men march across the hall in a
great flurry of boots and weapons and laughter. Something
uneasy stirs inside me, an anxious sympathy for the shamefaced page. Yet, I cannot pity him, for he exists in the master’s sight in a way that I do not.
At the door, Master gazes back around the entry hall.
I realize I am still lurking in the doorway when his restless
gaze lights on me. On me! And his mouth slowly forms
into a radiant smile. It must be for me; there is no one else
nearby. Then Master turns again to his valet.
“Have the girl bring them,” he says, nodding sideways
at me.
I can scarcely breathe. It’s as if I am watching someone
else cross the forbidden marble tiles and wait for the boy
to come lurching back down the stairs with the gloves —
Master’s gloves!— which he gives to the valet, who grudgingly hands them to me. I proceed out the formal front
doors to the grand porch like someone in a dream.
I never make it past the third tier of gentlemen, however; one of them takes the gloves and trots down the steps
with them to the broad gravel drive, where Master and
his companions are readying their mounts. But it doesn’t
matter. I’ve been seen by the master, if only for an instant.
My new life has begun.

o
. 30 .

I am up late. The air is close and heavy, but the fat, wet
clouds have not yet delivered their burden of rain. The
other girls are snoring in their beds, but I am up and about.
I didn’t see Master all day, and tonight he is out. I so
pine for a glimpse of him that I’ve grown careless in my
work. I’ve just remembered a plate I left out of its cabinet
today while I was cleaning. I must go place it back on its
rack behind the glass before Madame Montant finds it in
the morning. I cannot risk a reprimand now; one more
misstep and she will turn me out — I’m sure of it. How
could I bear to leave Master’s service, now that he has
noticed me?
I creep out of the maids’ quarters and into the housekeeper’s private cubbyhole. Madame Montant wears her
ring of keys to bed, but she takes drops to help her sleep.
I find her bundled up in a dressing gown, sprawled on
her back in bed under a sheet drawn only partway up, her
breathing wet and heavy. The hard mound of keys lies fixed
to her side, protruding somewhat from under the edge of
the sheet, and I crouch beside the bed and fiddle off the
one I need.
I slink out into the great kitchen to light a candle from
the hearth fire, then make my way into the chamber to
unlock the glass door of the cabinet. That the silver commemorative dish, a gift to the master for some noble service, still sits forgotten on the table before the cabinet is
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testament to how few people ever come into these rooms.
As I move to replace the fine piece on its rack, I gaze for a
moment at the Beaumont coat of arms etched into its surface, a Beast Rampant, disparate parts of eagle, lion, and
stag, on a shield above a row of spearheads. The arms of a
noble warrior. The beast’s mouth is thrown open in a roar
of victory — or is it a howl of despair? For an instant, I
remember the elegant, ghostly woman in the rocking chair,
overcome with sorrow, and I very nearly drop the dish.
The shadows around me suddenly seem more menacing, and I hastily replace the piece, close the door, turn the
key in its lock, and pluck it out. The flame of my candle
blazes in the glass panels. And then I hear a thump in the
dark at the far end of the room. My heart flies into my
mouth, and I drop the key as an indistinct shape lumbers
up in the opposite doorway.
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