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      And mother dear, when the sun has set




      And the pale kirk grass waves,




      Then carry me through the dim twilight




      And hide me among the graves.




      

        —Elizabeth Siddal Rossetti, “At Last”
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  1845: The Bedbug




  

    I.


  




  

    

      So I grew half delirious and quite sick,




      And thro’ the darkness saw strange faces grin




      Of monsters at me. One put forth a fin,




      And touched me clammily: I could not pick




      A quarrel with it: it began to lick




      My hand, making meanwhile a piteous din




      And shedding human tears: it would begin




      To near me, then retreat. I heard the quick




      Pulsation of my heart, I marked the fight




      Of life and death within me; then sleep threw




      Her veil around me; but this thing is true:




      When I awoke, the sun was at his height,




      And I wept sadly, knowing that one new




      Creature had love for me, and others spite.




      

        —Christina Rossetti


      


    


  




  THE FELT-PADDED BASE of the ivory bishop thumped faintly on the marble chessboard.




  “Check,” said the girl.




  The face of the old man across the table from her was in shadow—the curtains were drawn across the street-side windows, and the chandelier overhead hung crookedly because of the

  gas-saving mantle screwed onto it—and all she could see under the visor of his black cap was the gleam of his thick spectacles as he peered at the chess pieces.




  Both of them hated to lose.




  “And mate in . . . two,” he said. He sat back, blinking owlishly at the girl.




  She sighed and spread her hands. “I believe so, Papa.”




  The old man thoughtfully lifted the ebony king from the board and looked toward the fireplace, as if considering throwing the piece onto the coals. Instead he put it into the pocket of his robe,

  and when his hand reemerged it was holding instead a thumb-sized black stone statue.




  Christina raised her eyebrows.




  Old Gabriele’s answering smile was wry. “I carry it around with me now,” he said, “Very close. Not that it does me any good anymore. Nothing does.”




  He put it down onto the square where his king had stood, and it clicked against the marble.




  Wanting to head off yet another melodramatic elaboration along the lines of his Nothing does, Christina quickly asked, “What sort of good did it once do? You’ve said

  it’s buona fortuna.”




  She and her sister and two brothers had seen the little statue on a high shelf in their parents’ bedroom ever since they could remember, and they had even taken it down and incorporated

  the stumpy little stone man into their games when they were alone, but this was the first time in her fourteen years that she had ever seen it downstairs.




  “It led me to your mother,” he said softly, “all the way from Italy to England, and I thought it might keep us healthy and prosperous, not—not destitute and losing my

  sight—‘And that one talent which is death to hide, lodged with me useless . . .’ ”




  Christina could see him blinking behind the thick lenses, and saw the glint of the tears that were always embarrassingly ready these days, especially when he quoted Milton’s sonnet about

  going blind. She wished she had let him win the chess game.




  Adopting a manner that reminded her of someone, Christina lightly quoted a later line from the same sonnet as she stood up and began to pick the chess pieces from the board: “ ‘Doth

  God exact day-labor, light denied?’ ” And she smiled at him and went on, “ ‘I fondly ask.’ ”




  “Yes, you foolishly ask,” he snapped. “Where is your mother, tell me that! Embroidering in the drawing room, could it be? Corpo di Bacho, where is the drawing

  room?”




  It occurred to Christina who it was that her own indulgently dismissive manner reminded her of—her mother, comforting Christina or one of her siblings when they used to wake up from

  nightmares.




  And she remembered that when they had been troubled by nightmares, her father had always dropped the little stone statue into a glass of salted water. She couldn’t recall now whether it

  had ever helped.




  Her mother at the moment was out at work as a day governess, and this rented house on Charlotte Street had no drawing room.




  Christina had laid all the chessmen except the black king into the wooden box, and now, leaving the statue alone on the board, she knelt by her father’s blanketed knees and took his cold,

  dry, wrinkled hand.




  “How did it lead you to Mother?”




  He was frowning. “ ‘Light denied,’ ” he said. “I should destroy the damned thing. This is my last summer. Italy never again.”




  She blew a strand of hair back from her forehead. “I won’t listen to you when you talk like that.” Again she reminded herself of her mother, as if she were the parent now, and

  her father had become a petulant child.




  “Is it a compass?” she asked.




  After a moment his scowl relaxed into a grudging smile. “You were always a contrary little beast. Tantrums. Cut yourself with scissors once when your mother corrected you! I should never

  have told you about it.”




  “Tell me about it.”




  He sighed. “No, child, it’s not a compass. Am I being selfish? It gives you dreams . . . that are not really dreams.”




  “Like second sight?”




  “Yes. I knew about . . . statues, from my days as curator of ancient statuary at the Museum of Napoli—some of them are not entirely lifeless. And I belonged to the Carbonari there,

  who also know more than a little about such things.”




  Christina nodded, noting the black spot on his palm—he had often told the children that it was the mark of Carbonari membership.




  “And then King Ferdinand outlawed the Carbonari, and I fled to Malta—but in ’22, when I was thirty-five, there was an earthquake, and I,” he said, scratching his palm,

  “sensed this little stone, north of me. A summoning compass, if you like! I sailed east of Sicily, past the Gulf of Taranto and Apuleia, many perils, all the way up the east coast of Italy to

  Venice, following the, the dream-song that led me to find him”—he nodded toward the tiny lone figure on the chessboard—“in the possession of an ignorant Austrian

  soldier.”




  “ . . . Led you to find him.” Not it, she thought.




  He freed his hand to ruffle her brown hair. “Understand, child, I had at that point nothing to lose. The Pope had already excommunicated the Carbonari.”




  Christina was momentarily glad that her sister, Maria, was living with another family as a governess, for Maria was virtuous and devout; and that her brother William was at work at the

  government tax office in Old Broad Street, for at the age of fifteen William was already a mocking skeptic.




  Her brother Gabriel, though, who was off at Sass’s art academy in Bedford Square, would be intrigued. Christina wished he were here.




  She nodded. “I understand.”




  Hesitantly she reached her hand across toward the statue, giving her father time to tell her not to; but he made no objection, and her fingers closed around the cold thing.




  Into her mind sprang the last line of the Milton sonnet: I also serve who only stand and wait. But that wasn’t right—it was supposed to be They, not I.




  “You shouldn’t touch it,” he said, now that she already had.




  She let go of it and drew her hand away. “Did you buy . . . it, from the Austrian soldier?”




  Her father waved his hand in front of his spectacles. “In a sense, child.”




  Christina nodded. “And this little stone man gave you a—a vision of Mother? Here in England?”




  “That it did, though I’d never been to England, and I fell in love with her image—and set out to find her and marry her.” He nodded firmly. “And I did.”




  Christina smiled. “Love at first second sight.”




  But her father’s face sagged in renewed self-pity, the vertical lines around his mouth making him look like a ventriloquist’s dummy. “Poor Frances Polidori! Working for wages

  in strangers’ houses now! It was a bad day for her when she became Frances Rossetti, married to this half-blind wretch who earns nothing anymore—whose only hope now is to . . . to move

  on, and join so many of our old friends!”




  He cast a theatrical glance at the framed portrait on the far wall. It was a picture of his wife’s brother, John Polidori.




  Christina recalled that her uncle had committed suicide in 1821—four years before her father found her mother. Her father couldn’t ever have met the man.




  “Did you put it under your pillow, like a piece of wedding cake?” she asked, springing to her feet and crossing to the street-side window.




  The rings hissed on the rod as she pulled the curtains aside, letting in afternoon sunlight reflected from the row of tan-colored houses on the other side of the Charlotte Street pavement. She

  glanced left and right through the glass, hoping her brother Gabriel might be coming home early from the art academy, as he often did, but she didn’t see his slim, striding figure among the

  weaving hedge of horses and carriage wheels.




  From behind her came her father’s frail voice: “Turn off the gas, if you’re going to scorch us with sunlight! What pillow?”




  She turned back to her father, and the sun glare from the windows across the street now made momentary dark webs in her vision, connecting everything in the parlor.




  “In Malta,” she said. “Did you put the little man under your pillow?”




  “Don’t touch it again, Christina,” he said quietly. “I shouldn’t—I should have thrown him into the sea. Yes, under my pillow, on Midsummer’s

  Eve.”




  Christina recalled that today was Midsummer’s Eve—June 23. Was that why her father had brought the thing downstairs and shown it to her?




  He was shaking his head, and strands of his sparse white hair were falling over his glasses. “It’s a wicked trick, no good from it—you children, Hearts, Clubs, Diamonds, and

  Spades! Where did that come from? Eh?”




  Christina smiled as she walked back across the old carpet to the table and stood on a chair to reach the stopcock at the base of the chandelier. When she and her brothers and sister had been

  children, they had played endless games of whist and Beggar My Neighbor in the nursery, and at some point they had each adopted one of the suits of cards: Gabriel was hearts; William, spades;

  Maria, clubs; and Christina was diamonds.




  “I think several of us dreamed it,” she said, hopping back down to the floor, “and it was fun to have . . . secret identifications.”




  “Not in a house with children!” muttered the old man. “And even now, you’re only fourteen! I’ve been a terrible father.”




  Christina paused, staring at him. She and her siblings had read Maturin’s eerie Melmoth the Wanderer and The Arabian Nights, and their mother often read to them from the

  Bible. William would scoff, but William was at work.




  “Just,” she said, “with it under your pillow? No . . . special rhyme to say?”




  “Prayers, you should say! With a rosary under your pillow! Not what I did . . .”




  “What did you do, Papa?” she asked softly. “Confess.” His mention of rosaries had reminded her that he was at least nominally Catholic, though her mother and her

  sister were devout Anglicans.




  “Promise me you’ll destroy it when I’m gone—crush it and scatter the powder into the sea. Promise.”




  Not destroy it now? she thought. “I promise.”




  “I—God help me. I bled on it. I rubbed some of my blood on it, first. Promise!—but where would you children be, if I had not? Is it a sin to have sired the four of you? What

  would have become of Frances, as she was—a governess and still unmarried at twenty-six? Now she’s the wife of a professor of Italian at King’s College!”




  A retired professor, thought Christina, with no pension. But, “Just so,” she said.




  He had begun coughing piteously, and it probably wasn’t all for show—he did have bronchitis again.




  “Stir up the fire, vivace mia,” he quavered.




  Christina slid the fire screen aside and reached into the fireplace with the shovel and pushed the gray coals into a pile to make a bed for a handful of fresh lumps of coal from the iron basket

  on the hearth.




  Then she heard her brother Gabriel’s boots tapping up the steps, and a moment later heard the hallway door unlatch and swing open. The air in the parlor shifted and abruptly seemed stuffy

  when Gabriel strode into the room with a few whirls of the outside summer breeze still at his back.




  “Salve, buona sera!” he said with cautiously preemptive cheer, tossing a couple of books onto a chair by the door and shrugging out of his coat.




  Christina knew he was apprehensive about having left school early—their father often complained that Gabriel was wasting the tuition money—but her brother’s first words had

  made her realize that she and her father had been speaking in English. Everyone in the family was fluent in both English and Italian, but old Gabriele nearly never spoke English in his home.




  Her father closed his hand over the little statue and returned it to his pocket.




  Christina glanced at the old man, and he very slightly shook his head. Do you mean stop speaking English now, she wondered, or stop talking about the statue?




  Either way, her brother’s jarring entrance—he was riffling through the mail beside the empty chessboard now, looking very much the man of the house in his shirtsleeves and waistcoat,

  though he was only two years older than Christina—had broken the morbid, secretive mood. Gabriel’s ostentatious youth, his clear blue eyes and his untidy auburn hair, made her father

  seem decrepit and almost senile by comparison.




  “Buona sera, Gabriel,” she said, and added, still in Italian, “Would you like some tea?”




  BY SEVEN O’CLOCK WILLIAM and their mother had come home from their jobs, and after the family had dispatched a platter of pasta primavera, three

  elderly Italian men came calling and sat with Christina’s father on chairs dragged up by the fire.




  Christina and her brothers sat at the window-side table, sketching and composing rhymes by lamplight while the old men argued politics in histrionic Italian on the other side of the room, airing

  their eternal grievances against the Pope, and the kings of France and Napoli, and the Austrians who controlled Italy.




  Christina and her brothers half listened to the familiar talk, and their mother sat at the cleared dining table in the next room with a stack of clothes, stitching up frayed sleeves and darning

  stockings.




  The daylight on the bricks and windows across the street slowly faded from gold to gray, and then the curtains were pulled across and the chandelier was relit, and eventually the clatter of

  hooves and wheels on the pavement outside became just the fast snare-drum approach and diminishment of individual hansom cabs.




  At one point Christina heard the old men talking about the Carbonari, and she looked up from her sketch of a rabbit.




  Her father might have been watching her for several seconds, for immediately he beckoned to her; and when she had got up and walked across to his chair, he pulled a folded handkerchief from his

  robe pocket and handed it to her.




  “Hold it for me,” he said quietly, in English.




  Christina knew that her mother couldn’t see them from the other room—and she didn’t need to unfold the handkerchief to know that it was wrapped around the little statue, for

  she could feel the cold of the stone through the linen.




  She gave him a quizzical glance, for earlier he had said that he carried the thing around with him now—and he had told her not to touch it. His expression was impossible to read behind his

  thick lenses, though, so she nodded and tucked it into the pocket of her frock and went back to her sketching.




  But her rabbit began to go wrong under her darting pencil—the hind legs and back seemed broken now, and the creature’s face began to take on a human-like expression that somehow

  expressed both scorn and pleading—and when she heard her brother Gabriel gasp at the sight of it, she crumpled the paper.




  “I think I’ll go up to bed,” she said. She curtsied toward the blinking old men but avoided looking at her father, and she hurried from the parlor to say good night to her

  mother and to light a candle to guide her up the stairs.




  UNTIL FOUR MONTHS AGO Christina had shared the slant-ceilinged bedroom on the third floor with her older sister, Maria, but Maria had left home on her

  seventeenth birthday to work as a governess for the children of a family in the country. Maria was the one who always remembered to say her prayers, and Christina, now alone, often forgot.




  Tonight she forgot. She lit a pair of candles that stood on a niche in the chimney bricks, washed her face in the basin and brushed her teeth, but as she climbed into the bed in the corner and

  blew out the candles and pulled the bed curtain across, her thoughts were of her father’s little statue. It still sat rolled in the handkerchief in her frock, which hung now from a hook by

  the door.




  The window overlooking Charlotte Street was outside the tent made by the bed curtain, so she sat up and pulled the heavy fabric aside—drafts or no drafts—and stared at the dimly

  glowing east-facing square in the wall. She was seeing it nearly end on, and couldn’t hope to glimpse stars through the sooty glass, but she was vividly aware of the volume of space outside,

  all the tangled streets sloping down to the dark moving river, and the vast breathing sea out beyond all the bridges and docks—and then she was dreaming, for under the moon the river and the

  sea were alive with hundreds, thousands of pale figures waving jointless arms, dark spots intermittently appearing on their distant faces as eyes and mouths opened and closed.




  The window rattled, and she was fully awake again. She and her siblings called that dream the Sea-People Chorus, and she hoped it wouldn’t persist all night, as it sometimes did.




  She preferred it to the visions of the creature she called Mouth Boy, though—an apparition who never appeared to the others, and whose head was flat because it was just an enormous mouth,

  with no eyes above or behind it. And even as she thought of him she thought she heard his characteristic harsh bellow’s breath all the way up from the pavement below the window; it might have

  been an exhalation of his that had made the window rattle.




  It was unpleasant to have such dreams when Maria wasn’t in bed beside her! Often Christina and Maria would have had the same nightmare, and been able to hold each other in the darkness and

  reassure each other that the visions were imaginary.




  This night seemed full of ghosts and monsters impatient to command her helpless attention—and her eyes darted to the faint outline of the door across the room, beside which hung her

  frock.




  The window rattled again, and her resolve was instant. She bounded out of bed in her nightgown and groped her way to that corner and patted her hung frock till she felt the lump that was the

  handkerchief, and in a moment she had fumbled it out, shaken the little stone figure free, and hurried back to bed with the cold thing in her fist.




  Blood, she thought—and she bit her finger, chewing beside the nail and ignoring the pain, until she could feel slickness there with her thumb. She rubbed the wet ball of her thumb over the

  tiny face of the stone figure, feeling the points that were the crude nose and chin of it.




  Her father claimed it had given him a prophetic vision of her mother.




  She tucked it under her pillow and pulled the bed curtain closed again, and she lay down and snuggled herself under the blankets, hopeful that she had banished the old nightmares and would

  instead dream of the man she would one day marry.




  AT FIRST THE FIGURE seemed to be Mouth Boy after all, for the thing’s lips were grossly swollen, as if from an injury—in the dream it

  limped from darkness into the ring of light below a streetlamp—but when she focused more closely, she saw that the effect must have been a momentary exaggeration of the shadows, for its lips

  were simply wide and prominent below a pug nose and two enormous eyes. Its hair was an untidy tangle, and somehow it seemed to bear a caricature resemblance to her brother Gabriel.




  This wasn’t the Mouth Boy phantasm, which always looked more like a wide-snouted crocodile with no eyes at all.




  This figure in the street waved both arms upward, and she saw that its coat sleeves hung over its hands, and from the steamy puffing of its breath it seemed to be speaking rhythmically, or

  singing, though she couldn’t hear any sound.




  It was standing at the steps of a house, and in a moment Christina recognized the house in the dream—it was her own house, her own front door at the top of the steps.




  The flabby white cheeks glistened, as if this thing that resembled her brother were weeping at being locked outside.




  “Wait,” she said, and she realized that she had sat up in bed and was awake, and speaking out loud in the close darkness. “I’ll let you in.”




  Her heart was pounding and her pulse thudded in her temples, and she wasn’t able to take a deep breath, but she stepped out of bed straight toward the bedroom door, letting the curtain

  slide over her head till the hem of it fell off behind her like a discarded shawl, and she opened the door and stole down the stairs to the street door.




  

    II.


  




  

    

      So in these grounds, perhaps in the orchard, I lighted upon a dead mouse. The dead mouse moved my sympathy: I took him up, buried him comfortably in a mossy bed, and bore

      the spot in mind.




      It may have been a day or two afterward that I returned, removed the moss coverlet, and looked . . . a black insect emerged. I fled in horror, and for long years ensuing I never mentioned

      this ghastly adventure to anyone.




      

        —Christina Rossetti, Time Flies: A Reading Diary


      


    


  




  

    That September the summer twilight still extended past supper and the hour for the Read girls to go to bed, and so Maria and her visiting sister were permitted to take horses from the stable

    and ride as far as the family chapel and back.


  




  The rosemary-scented breeze fluttered the girls’ skirts as they rode slowly along the dirt path between the shadow-streaked grassy hills. Maria wore a long black riding habit loaned to her

  by Mrs. Read, and in spite of her stoutness she rode comfortably sidesaddle on a chestnut mare, but Christina, though she was riding more securely astride a man’s saddle, was terrified

  whenever her gray gelding broke into a trot.




  “He’s a gentle old thing,” Maria called to her. “You can simply relax and move with him.”




  “I feel like a tennis ball,” said Christina breathlessly, “being bounced up and down on a racket. One time I’ll—miss the racket when I come down, and

  I—don’t see any way to fall off which doesn’t—involve landing on my head.” She smiled, but her face was misted with sweat and she felt as though her teeth

  might at any moment start chattering.




  Maria reined in her own mount so that Christina’s would subside to a steady walk.




  “You’ll be returning to London with a much rosier complexion than you left with,” Maria observed. “Sun and fresh air have done it.”




  “Possibly.” Christina knew that she had not regained any weight during this week in the country at the house of Maria’s employers, and on the few occasions when she had

  ventured out into the sunlight she had been wearing a hat. Her forehead was always damp with perspiration. “I certainly like your cure better than iron filings steeped in beer.”




  “You don’t swallow the iron filings, do you? Is that a cure for angina pectoris?”




  “For anemia, actually. No, they decant the beer off them.”




  Maria was looking at her, but Christina couldn’t make out the expression on her sister’s round face against the glowing western sky. Perhaps she was disapproving of anyone giving

  quantities of beer to a fourteen-year-old girl, even as medicine.




  “You must be a very good teacher,” Christina said quickly, “to be a live-in governess for such a well-to-do family.”




  “They rejected another girl,” said Maria, “because Mrs. Read felt she was too pretty to be in the house with Mr. Read. I’m employed because I’m not comely.

  I’d like to have the girls learn Greek and Latin, but I’m only to teach them from the Historical and Miscellaneous Questions—from it they learn things like, oh, when the

  Diet of Worms occurred, but not a bit of what it was.”




  “They must wonder what other diets were tried before it,” said Christina, smiling. “The Diet of Dirt, the Diet of—”




  “Anemia,” Maria interrupted flatly, “angina pectoris, palpitations, shortness of breath.” They were in the long shadow of a western hill now, and the northern breeze from

  the Chiltern Hills was cooler. “What is it?”




  “Doctor Latham says that puberty is often—”




  “Not what Doctor Latham says it is. What do you say it is?”




  Christina opened her mouth, and then after a moment closed it again. “Oh, Maria,” she whispered finally, “pray for me!”




  “I do. And I hope you pray for yourself.”




  The dark spire of the Read family chapel was visible now ahead on their left, beyond the tall black cypresses and the iron fence of the family churchyard, and it occurred to Christina that it

  might not have been entirely the chapel’s convenient distance from the house that had led Maria to choose it as their goal.




  “I try to pray,” she said. “I can’t go to Confession anymore.” She spread the fingers of one hand without releasing the rein. “What would

  I—say?”




  Maria’s voice was gentle. “Say it to me.”




  “I—Maria, I think—I’m ruined!”




  Maria rocked back in her saddle, and her mare clopped to a halt. “Ach, ’Stina!” Maria whispered. “You think so? Are you—to be sent away?”




  “I don’t know. Can ghosts father children?”




  Her horse had stopped too, and she could see the silhouette of Maria’s head shaking slowly.




  “It was a ghost?” asked Maria.




  Christina nodded.




  “I want to understand. You’re saying it was the spirit of a dead man.”




  “Yes.”




  “If you’ve been feverish—”




  “Maria, I didn’t dream it! Well, I did at first—I saw it outside the house, but then I woke up and went downstairs and let it in—”




  “Why on earth would you let it in?”




  “It was in already, really—its body, in any case, petrified. Aren’t ghosts supposed to sit by their graves? And it was sick, and weeping, and looked like Gabriel! And you and

  William too. It looked like family—I felt as if I were letting it back into its own house. And I—oh, I thought it would show me visions of my future spouse, guide me there, as

  it did for Papa.”




  Maria glanced at her. “Really? I never knew.”




  Christina just shook her head, biting her lip.




  “Er . . . did it? Show you a vision of that?”




  “No. It only showed me itself.”




  For a few moments there was no sound but the wind that shook the grasses and tossed stray strands of Christina’s fair hair across her face.




  At last Maria said, “Was it . . . substantial, your ghost?” She waved one hand. “Did it have weight, did the floorboards creak?”




  “Weight? Not at first,” said Christina bleakly. “Later, yes. Yes.” She sighed. “As I diminished.”




  Maria was deep in thought and absently said, “I don’t think anybody would say a ghost can ruin a girl.” She looked up. “I thought Papa—”




  “But I know.” Christina’s face was damp and chilly as she made herself speak. “Oh God. It wasn’t—he, it, didn’t force itself on

  me.”




  After a pause, Maria nudged her horse into a walk with her left heel, and Christina’s moved forward to keep pace.




  Maria said, “I thought Papa kept that damned thing on a special shelf in his room.” She looked at Christina and shrugged. “Of course I know. What other ghost could it

  be?”




  “Oh. Yes. Papa was keeping it in the pocket of his robe, lately. He thought it helped his vision. But then he gave it to me, three months ago.”




  “And where—” Maria’s head whipped around to face Christina. “Jesus save us! You didn’t bring it here, did you?”




  “I’m sorry! I thought you’d know how to . . . make it stop, free his soul from the statue, lay him to final rest! You’ve read so many—”




  Maria’s eyes darted over Christina’s long coat and bunched-up skirt. “Do you have it with you now?”




  Christina nodded miserably. “I carry it around with me, very close. Not that it does me any good.”




  “I cannot believe you had it in the house with Lucy and Bessie!” Maria peered at the open gate of the cypress-shadowed churchyard, only a dozen yards ahead now along the rutted dirt

  path. “We could bury it in consecrated ground.”




  “I don’t think it would lie . . . inertly, in peace. And Papa entrusted it to me—I know he’ll want it back, sooner or later. Oh, Maria, I don’t want to hate him for

  this!”




  “Hate which?”




  Christina blinked at her sister, then answered softly, “Well—either of them.”




  “You say he led Papa to our mother.” Maria’s voice was flat. “And he resembled Gabriel and William and me. And Mama and you too, I imagine. I think I know who your ghost

  must be.” She shook her head. “Have been. And you—you’re fond of him.”




  “I—try not to be. I do want to send him away.”




  “Exorcise him? To Hell? That’s where he belongs—he committed suicide, remember, in 1821.”




  “No—I know, but Mama—”




  “He’s what’s made you sick. Does he keep you from eating, sleeping, to make you so pale and thin?”




  “No,” said Christina. She laughed briefly, a sound like dry sticks knocked together. “He’s more like a—a bedbug.”




  “He, what, he bites you?”




  “It doesn’t hurt. It did at first, but now it—doesn’t hurt.”




  The horses had rocked and plodded up to the arched wrought-iron gate of the churchyard, and Maria unhooked her right leg from the fixed saddle pommel and slid down to thump her boots on the

  dusty ground.




  “We might be able do something here,” she said.




  Christina, up on her own conventional saddle, hadn’t shifted. “Maria, you’ve read, oh, Homer and Euripides and Ovid! I don’t want to exorcise him to Hell. Isn’t

  there some pagan ritual we could do?”




  “We’re Christians, and this is a Christian church; I don’t—”




  “Mama loves him still! He’s her brother! What if it were a brother of yours—Gabriel or William?”




  “Any such ‘ritual’ would . . . compromise our souls, Christina, yours and mine.” She squinted up at her sister. “Our Savior mercifully put an end—and

  an interdict!—to the old pagan tricks.”




  “Can we at least give him some sort of pagan burial, so he might dissipate into the dirt and the grass? Then tomorrow I could dig him—it—up again, once the spirit was gone,

  and take the emptied statue back to Papa.”




  “Christina, this is a job for a priest, not two girls! A Catholic priest, really—they’re more familiar with devils.”




  “I won’t send him to Hell. I’ll let him drain me to a husk, sooner.” She shuddered and hugged herself with her thin arms. “I’m glad he didn’t

  do this to Papa. But, Maria, why didn’t he do this to Papa, who found him and woke him?”




  “Papa married into the Polidori family; he’s not a blood relation. You are. Do you need help getting down?”




  After a moment of puzzlement, Christina shook her head and pulled her right foot free of the stirrup, and when she swung her leg over the horse’s back, Maria caught her by the waist and

  steadied her to the ground.




  “You don’t weigh anything,” said Maria, brushing her sister’s skirt out straight.




  Christina took a hasty step to catch her balance and said, breathlessly, “Help me down—from this precipice!—Maria.”




  For several seconds neither girl spoke, and Christina’s panting gradually subsided.




  “Can he hear us?” asked Maria finally. “Now?”




  “No—he’s aware of me—I can feel his attention like spiderwebs—but—” Christina looked up at the fading blue sky and then looked around

  nervously at the chapel and the grassy hills. “We’d see him, if he could hear us. Why?”




  “I can think of a couple of things we might try,” said Maria gruffly. “One, out of Papa’s old Hebrew books, would surely damn our souls.”




  Out of consideration for her sister, Christina asked, “What’s the other?”




  “Well—Mama was a Polidori. She said the family, Grandpa and all of them, liked to think they were descended from Polydorus, in the Iliad and the Aeneid.”




  “That’s right.” Christina crouched beside her horse’s front legs, for she still felt dizzy. “You wanted to call Grandpa’s house in Park Village ‘Myrtle

  Cottage’ because of something to do with Polydorus.”




  Maria nodded and cast a long look at the churchyard gate, and at the dozen headstones standing up in the shadowed grass beyond it, then sighed and led her horse away, across the road to a ditch

  and a low fieldstone wall. Beyond the wall a wide field sloped up to a hedge, still brushed with gold sunlight, on the crest of the hill.




  Christina straightened up and followed, scuffing her shoes in the dust as she pulled her own horse clopping along after her.




  “What did Polydorus do, again?”




  “Die, mainly,” said Maria over her shoulder. “In the Aeneid they find his body, his unrestful murdered body, tangled up in the roots of a myrtle bush on the island of

  Thrace, and they give it proper honors and—and it’s implied that the ghost lies quiet after that.”




  “Can we give—him—those ‘proper honors’?”




  Maria muttered some Latin hexameters under her breath, then said, “Milk and blood, and dirt piled on him. And black fillets, like hair ribbons—and the Trojan women let down their

  hair in grief.”




  Christina was leaning forward to rest her elbows on the waist-high stone wall and looking away, up the hill. The stone was still warm, though the breeze was now uncomfortably chilly.




  “The question is,” Maria went on, “will he recognize it as a fitting au revoir for a Polidori? Not just fitting, in fact, but compelling?”




  Christina said, “I don’t know,” in a weary exhalation. “Can you ride back and get milk? And black ribbons?”




  “Surely. Er . . . what will we do for blood?”




  “He’s had enough of mine.” Christina waved back toward the chapel without looking at it. “Would there be sacramental wine?”




  She heard Maria gasp. “That would be sacrilege!”




  “It’s only wine, Maria—we’re not Catholics! But he was raised Catholic, he might believe it’s blood.” Their grandparents had raised their mother and

  aunts Anglican and their uncles Catholic, and Christina supposed that the beliefs would have been deeply implanted into her uncle John, even if he later rejected them.




  She looked up at the darkening sky. “I think he’s . . . not far off.” Her voice was unsteady.




  “I’ll hurry,” said Maria, stepping up into the saddle and settling her right leg over the fixed pommel. She deftly reined the horse around and set off at a trot back toward the

  Read house.




  THE SKY WAS MUCH darker by the time Maria came riding back less than ten minutes later, and the hill beyond the low wall was a patchwork of grays

  shifting in the chilling wind. Christina was standing in the road by the wall, facing the hill.




  “This is a bad idea,” Maria said, lowering herself carefully from the saddle while clutching a screw-top glass jar in one hand. “ ‘If ’twere done, ’twere best

  done quickly.’ ”




  Christina nodded and touched the gold chalice that now stood on the rough top edge of the wall, but she didn’t take her eyes from the hillside.




  “I fetched this from across the road,” she said quietly. “And we’re all here.”




  She was staring at a hunched silhouette that stood halfway up the shadowed slope, and a moment later she heard Maria gasp and scuffle backward.




  “Is that . . . him?” Maria whispered.




  Christina’s breath caught in her throat when she tried to answer, but she managed to nod.




  The ashy figure up on the slope seemed to sway and flutter in the breeze, but it didn’t shift its position.




  After a long, strained moment, “Back to the house!” said Maria breathlessly, grabbing Christina’s shoulder; “or no—into the chapel!”




  “He’s blind,” said Christina, “no eyes. And he can’t hurt you without you inviting him.” She looked away from the distant figure to face her sister. “As

  I invited him, Maria! And he’s . . . our uncle.”




  “He’s—he doesn’t look anything like—any of us!” Maria was still gripping her sister’s shoulder. “He looks like—some kind of

  shark!”




  “He hasn’t been well. And he’s more Mouth Boy now than our uncle John.”




  Maria let go of her sister’s shoulder. “Mouth Boy?” she said in a wailing whisper. “What, from your old nightmares?”




  Christina nodded. “I suppose I’ve always been waiting for him, and that’s the—the sketch I did in advance. He’s partly assumed it now, out of economy.”




  Maria took a deep breath and let it out shakily. “I said I’d do this, and I will. But God help us.”




  Christina reached a trembling hand into the pocket of her jacket and pulled out the little black stone figure. “Tell me what to do.”




  “I don’t want to get on the same side of the wall as him,” Maria said. “Stop looking at him! Yes, you invited him, and we’ve got to uninvite him, surely. Ach, but I

  think it should be in the grass, on that side. The road dirt’s packed too hard to dig anyway. And the milk and—and blood wouldn’t sink in. I should have fetched a trowel.

  Maybe the—”




  Christina was looking at her sister, and now reached out to touch her lips to stop her talking. “In the grass it is,” she said, and she turned away from the hill to hike herself up

  onto the wall, then swung her legs around and hopped down into the calf-high grass. “Thank you for doing this,” she said over her shoulder, trying to sound more resolute than she felt.

  “For saving me.”




  “If I’m not damning us both.”




  Maria clambered over the wall herself and immediately crouched to begin pulling up clumps of long grass and then scooping out the warm black loam underneath. “You watch him!” she

  said in a shrill whisper. “If he comes this way, run for the chapel!” She glanced up at her sister, and then hissed, “Jesus save us, are you smiling at him?”




  “I’m the last sight he’ll see, God willing.”




  “That’s right, that’s right. Kneel down here—and let down your hair. We’re supposed to be mourning.”




  “I think,” said Christina, reaching behind her head as she knelt in the grass, “I am.”




  Maria pulled clips from her own black hair and shook it out. Both girls were shivering. “I can mourn for our uncle,” Maria said, “dead these twenty-four years.”




  Christina kissed the stone before laying it into the shallow hole Maria had dug. Maria frowned but didn’t say anything and began piling the damp earth onto it.




  “More,” she said. “We want a mound.”




  Christina pulled up some more sheaves of grass and gouged up handfuls of dirt from underneath and added them to the pile.




  From her pocket Maria pulled three black ribbons, and after a moment’s hesitation she laid them crossed in a star pattern over the little mound.




  Then she shook the jar she’d brought from the house—“It’s supposed to be foaming,” she said—and poured milk over the mound. In the gathering darkness the milk

  hardly showed on the black mound, and in a moment it had disappeared.




  “Now the blood,” she said.




  Christina reached behind her and lifted the chalice from the wall top and handed it to Maria.




  “Rest in peace, Uncle John,” said Maria softly as she poured the wine over the dirt. “Please.”




  Christina nodded and managed to say, “Go.”




  She glanced up quickly, and Maria flinched back with a gasp, for a deeper shadow had seemed to fall across them from only a yard away—and then it was gone, and the grass was rippling in

  waves away from the raw mound.




  Christina was reminded of having once at twilight walked through a field of tall grass and disturbed sleeping birds, who darted short distances away without appearing above the grass tops, so

  that her passage had seemed to cause ripples, as if she were wading through a pond instead of grass.




  She thought she caught a whiff of the sea, or gunpowder, and the metallic smell of blood.




  She rubbed her hand over her face, and there was no more sensation of clinging spiderwebs. “He’s gone,” she whispered, feeling empty.




  “Thank God.” Maria got laboriously to her feet, brushing off the front of her riding habit. “We must return the chalice.”




  “Tomorrow I’ll dig the statue up again,” said Christina. “Papa will be relieved to have it back, even inert.”




  Maria started to speak, then just shook her head.




  The two girls led the horses back across the road, and within minutes they were mounted and trotting away through the deepening gloom toward the lights of the Read house.




  THE WIND FROM THE north swept the grass in even waves across the slope in the darkness, but in the patch of grass by the wall, the waves converged in

  on the mounded pile of fresh-turned dirt and combed the grass into a spiral, and then the grass blades and the mound flattened, as if under a weight.




  By morning the grass had straightened up again, as if the weight had joined the milk and wine in soaking into the ground, or as if it had risen and moved away.
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      I shall go my ways, tread out my measure,




      Fill the days of my daily breath




      With fugitive things not good to treasure . . .




      

        —Algernon Swinburne, “The Triumph of Time”


      


    


  




  WYCH STREET WAS two rows of tall old houses facing each other across a narrow pavement now dusted with snow, just north of

  the broad lanes of the Strand and only a few streets from the line of arches along the land-facing side of Somerset House. The cold morning sun silhouetted the steeple of St. Clement Danes to the

  east and lanced down the street—here glaring from the panes of a bay window on an upper floor, there glittering in the frost crystals on a drainpipe slanting across a still-shadowed

  wall—and a woman in a blue coat was walking slowly down the middle of the pavement with the sun at her back.




  Her hands were hidden in an oversized white ermine muff, and her breath was puffs of steam whisked away on the breeze as she peered at the variously shaped dark doorways she passed on either

  side. Finally she halted, and for nearly a minute just stared at a brass plaque beside the door of an otherwise unremarkable house:




  The plaque read: JOHN CRAWFORD, M.R.C.V.S. SURGERY FROM 9 TO 11 O’CLOCK.




  The knocker was a wrought-iron cat’s head, hinged at the top.




  A bigger plume of steam blew away from under her bonnet, and then she stepped to the door and carefully freed one gloved hand to give the knocker two sharp clanks.




  “In sunshine or in sha-adow,” she sang softly to herself; then she smiled and touched the ermine muff. “And kneel and say an ave there for me.”




  She heard steps from inside, and a curtain twitched in the frosted window at her left, and then a bolt rattled and the door swung inward.




  The man who had opened the door blinked out at her without recognition. “Is it an emergency?” he asked. “The surgery isn’t open for hours yet.”




  He wore a brown sack-coat with an outmoded plaid shawl over his shoulders, and she noted that his beard was still dark brown.




  “Come in,” he added, stepping aside.




  She walked past him into the hallway’s warm smells of bacon and garlic and tobacco as he closed the door behind her and asked, “Can I take your coat?”




  She laid the muff on a table and pulled off her muddy boots and her gloves; then she shrugged out of her blue velveteen coat, and as she handed it to him, the muff on the table squeaked and

  chirped.




  He paused, looking from it to her, and raised his eyebrows.




  “Er . . . do you,” she asked with a tight smile, “minister to birds?”




  “I really only ever go as small as chickens, and that sounded like a songbird. My main customers are cab horses, and I do pro bono publico work for stray cats.” He smiled.

  “But I suppose I can advise, if you’ll bring the patient in.” He waved toward an open doorway, and the woman retrieved the muff and stepped through into a parlor with framed

  hunting prints on the green-papered walls. The ivory-colored curtains over the front windows had probably been white originally.




  A cold fireplace gaped below a marble mantelpiece that was still hung with tinsel and wilted holly. A dozen wooden chairs were ranked closely along two of the walls, and a long couch hid the

  sills of the street-side windows. Half a dozen cats were sprawled on the couch and the low table.




  “Do sit,” said Crawford. “I’ll fetch in some tea.”




  He disappeared through an inner door, and the woman pushed several of the cats off the couch onto the carpet—one had only three legs, and another appeared to have no eyes, though they all

  scampered away energetically—and sat down on the cleared cushion. She carefully slid a small cylindrical birdcage no bigger than a pint-pot out of the ermine muff and set it upright on the

  table. The tiny brown bird within peered around the room, paying no evident attention to the retreating cats.




  This room was chillier than the entry hall, and, in addition to the apparently constant whiff of garlic, smelled of dogs and spirits of camphor. A framed notice between two pictures of leaping

  horses listed prices of various operations and remedies.




  Crawford came pushing back in through the door carrying a tray, and as he set it on the table he said, “And what ails your bird, Miss . . . ?”




  “McKee,” she said. “Adelaide McKee.” He had poured steaming tea into a cup, and she accepted it with a nod, ignoring the pots of sugar and milk. “Who is Mister

  C.V.S.? I didn’t notice the sign the last time I was here.”




  “Mister . . . ? Oh! That’s me, I suppose. The whole thing stands for Member of the Royal College of Veterinary Surgeons.” He pulled up one of the wooden chairs and sat down

  across the table from her. “You’ve been here before? Was it another case of bird malaise?”




  “I gave you a different name then.” She untied the strings of her bonnet and pulled it off, shaking out her shoulder-length chestnut curls. “And it was seven years ago.”

  She glanced around the room. “Frankly, I’m surprised to find you still here.”




  Crawford had poured himself a cup too, and started to raise it, but now he clanked it back down onto the saucer. His face was chilly with a sudden dew of sweat, and two full seconds later his

  ribs and the backs of his hands tingled with remembered fright and enormous present embarrassment.




  HE HAD STILL BEEN drunk most of the time in that summer of 1855, and on many nights memories of his wife and two sons had kept him from sleeping; on

  those nights he had sat up drinking and trying to lose himself in cheap novels or, giving up on that, gone for long walks along the banks of the Thames.




  And on one such rainy summer midnight, he had found himself drawn toward the lights along the south shore of the river—but when he had paid his ha’penny at the Strand-side turnstile

  of Waterloo Bridge and walked out as far as a recessed stone seat above the third of the bridge’s nine arches over the river, he stopped there with such deliberateness that he wondered for a

  moment if he had had some now-forgotten purpose in coming out here.




  There were no lamps on the bridge, and he had been able dimly to see the silhouette of St. Paul’s Cathedral a mile away to the east, and strings of yellow and orange lights on the south

  shore flickering through the veils of rain. Occasional patches of moonlight shone on the rain-dulled water below him.




  His wife and sons had died on the Thames two years earlier, in a boating accident, and he wondered, with some alarm, if his purpose in coming out here had been to throw himself into that same

  water, perhaps maudlinly inspired by Thomas Hood’s poem about a prostitute who had committed suicide off this bridge.




  His wife’s name had been Veronica. His sons had been Girard and Richard. He stood there for several minutes, while rain washed away the tears on his cheeks, and told himself, They’re

  gone. They’re gone.




  Over the hiss of the rain and the constant hoarse whisper of the river shifting around the bridge pilings below, he became aware of a metronomic clinking getting louder. A woman was walking

  toward him from the Blackfriars side of the bridge, and she evidently had metal pattens on her shoes to protect them from puddles. The round bulge at the top of her silhouette was certainly an

  umbrella. Embarrassed at being caught weeping, even though it would not be evident, Crawford straightened and wearily got ready to lift his hat as she passed him.




  His hand was on the brim of his bowler hat, and the silhouette of the umbrella became wider as she presumably glanced toward him—




  —And then for a frozen instant it seemed that a piece of the umbrella broke free and hung in the night air, swelling rapidly in size—




  But it was something rushing down at the two of them out of the charcoal sky, something alive and churning and savage, and at the sudden roaring of it the woman glanced up and then leaped

  backward, colliding with Crawford and spinning him half around.




  The harsh bass noise of the thing was like a locomotive about to hit them, compressing the air, and a sharp machine-oil smell like ozone was harsh in Crawford’s nostrils. In a convulsion

  of total panic, he seized the woman around the waist, boosted her right over the stone railing, and pitched her away from the bridge—she had been too breathless even to scream—and in

  the same motion he slapped one boot onto the wet stone bench and sprang over the railing after her.




  Then he was plummeting through yards and yards of empty rushing air, and he crashed into the cold water before he had thought to take a breath; he might even have been screaming.




  When he thrashed back up to the surface, gasping, he could see the woman flailing in the water near him, her billowing crinoline at once keeping her afloat and impeding her efforts to swim, but

  before struggling out of his heavy coat and starting through the water toward her, he threw a fearful glance up at the bridge high overhead. For a moment there might have been a flexing, spiky bulk

  visible at the railing, but if so, it had withdrawn by the time he had blinked water out of his eyes for a clearer look.




  He swam to the struggling woman and grasped her upper arm, then began kicking through the frigid salt water toward the shore. The current swept them east, past the arches and water gates of

  Somerset House, and he managed to slant in at the steps below Temple Place. The woman had also lost or shed her jacket in the river, and both of them were shaking as they climbed on their hands and

  knees up the steps to the narrow river-side pavement.




  Looking back fearfully, Crawford couldn’t make out the bridge at all in the darkness. From very far away he thought he caught a slow bass thrumming under the percussion of the storm.




  His hand slapped his waistcoat pocket, but the little jar he sometimes remembered to carry wasn’t there.




  Cold rain clattered around him, and river water dripped from his beard. “What,” he choked, “the bloody hell—was—”




  She put her cold palm across his mouth so quickly that it was almost a slap, and water flew from her stringy wet hair. “Don’t . . . give words,” she panted. “Don’t

  . . . draw, attract.” She lowered her hand to grip the edge of the pavement. “We need to get indoors. Walls, a roof.”




  He was panting too. “I—live near here. Five-minute walk.”




  She nodded. “Good—but first—” She rolled over and sat up, apparently to untie one of her shoes. A moment later she handed him the metal frame that had been strapped to

  the bottom of it.




  “Strap that over the sole of one of your boots,” she said. “Quickly—even with this change in our silhouettes, we’ve got to be inside before the rain washes the

  salty river water off us.”




  He didn’t argue. He was still breathing rapidly, and when his shaking fingers discovered that the straps wouldn’t fit over the instep of his boot, he impatiently pulled his sopping

  scarf from around his neck and tore it lengthwise in half. He used the narrower strip to tie the metal sole onto his left boot, with a big wet knot over his instep.




  The woman had got to her feet. “Come on,” she whispered. “You go, lead the way—I’ll follow about twenty feet behind you. We’ve got to stop our auras

  overlapping.”




  “Auras.” Crawford stood up unsteadily on the wobbly metal sole. “We’re,” he said to her, “safe? For now?”




  “Safe?” The streetlamps of Arundel Street ahead of them threw enough light for him to see her wondering frown. “Go. I’ll follow.”




  The two of them weren’t much wetter than the few other pedestrians they passed, as first Crawford and then the woman crossed the muddy gravel lanes of the Strand, and the one cabbie that

  reined in his horse for a moment just shrugged and sped up again when Crawford waved him off. The unsynchronized crunch of the shared pair of pattens sounded like the footsteps of a drunk

  repeatedly attempting and then abandoning a difficult dance step.




  When he had walked quickly down the narrow lane that was Wych Street to his own front door, he looked back as he dug the key from his pocket. The woman had stepped in under the overhanging upper

  floor of an old house a dozen yards behind him.




  His hands were shaking but he was careful to twist the bolt back as quietly as possible, and then he paused to reach down and push the knotted strip of scarf forward off his boot; ordinarily he

  would have stepped straight into the parlor and yanked the bell-pull to summon Mrs. Middleditch from her little top-floor bedroom, but tonight he wanted to recover from whatever it was that he had

  just participated in, without extra witnesses.




  He swung the door open, lifting its weight against the hinges, and stepped into the unlit entry hall. He waited until the woman had hurried in past him, then shut the door and rotated the bolt

  knob. The rattle of the rain on gravel was shut out, and the only sound was panting breath and the dripping of water on the waxed wooden floor.




  The woman was carrying her shoes now, and laid them carefully on the hall table.




  “This way,” he whispered, and stepped into the parlor.




  The fire in the grate was just glowing coals, but he propped a couple of fresh logs in there and tucked some crumpled newspapers under them, and after he had fetched a decanter and two glasses,

  he and his unknown companion sat on the carpet in front of the reviving fire and took the first, restorative gulps of whisky. The warm liquor burned its way down his throat and began to loosen his

  tensed muscles.




  The fire was flickering brightly now, and he pressed water from his hair and beard and then held his chilled palms out toward the heat. He exhaled, and for the first time looked squarely at his

  companion. She was younger than he had assumed, perhaps twenty. She had pushed her dark hair back from her forehead, and her face was pale and narrow.




  The windows rattled, and the woman’s head whipped around—the noise wasn’t repeated, and after a few seconds, she slowly turned back toward the fire.




  “Wind funnels down this street,” Crawford said. That was true, and probably it had been the wind. But he sighed and glanced at the clock on the mantel and saw that it was well after

  one in the morning. “I have a guest room, here, with a bath,” he said. “My housekeeper can show you where it is.”




  She nodded. “Thank you.”




  “What,” he began at last, giving her time to stop him; but the wide dark eyes simply held his, so he went on: “was that?”




  Her abrupt laugh was quiet but jarring. “The gentleman wants to know what it was,” she said. “This isn’t your first drink of the evening, is it? Let’s see,

  it appeared when you and I were close enough that we could have touched each other, and you knew to get us into the river, and—and your parlor reeks of garlic! What do you, now that

  you can ponder it, imagine that it was?”




  Crawford drained his glass and refilled it. “The garlic,” he said weakly, “is a disinfectant. Prevents mortification. I’m a veterinary surgeon.”




  “A veterinary surgeon.” She looked around at the tidy room by the flickering firelight: the framed prints, the old-fashioned vine-patterned wallpaper, the street-side curtains.

  “Smells like you treat a lot of mortified horses right in here.”




  What he smelled was river water, and it occurred to him that his watch was probably ruined. “You can’t expect me to explain medical—”




  “A waste of time, I’m sure. Let’s talk about what happened just now. The thing on the bridge, the river—”




  “Listen.” He shifted around on the carpet to face her more squarely. “Two years ago,” he said. He noticed that he was still shaking, and he took another swallow of the

  whisky. “Two years ago I was drunk. Not like this—really drunk. And I thought I saw a—a ghost, and it attacked me. I—hid from it—” He gave a hitching

  gasp and realized to his embarrassment that he was on the verge of sobbing again, as he had been on the bridge before this woman had appeared. He shook his head and stared blindly into the

  fire.




  After a moment she asked quietly, “Why were you so drunk, before you saw the ghost?”




  “Why,” he countered dully, “should it make a difference that we were close together, on the bridge?”




  “Close together and out in the open, under the nighttime sky. Oh—” She shrugged. “I think it’s like . . . two candle flames are more visible if they’re held

  together, overlapping. Those things ordinarily don’t see us very well, thank God.”




  “What . . . are they? The g-ghost, two years ago, I used garlic and the river to hide from it.”




  “Didn’t you have any garlic tonight?”




  He shook his head and again touched his damp waistcoat pocket. “Evidently not. My housekeeper is punctual about renewing the disinfectant garlic wash on the windowsills, but—these

  days I’m sometimes careless about carrying it with me.”




  “Disinfectant garlic wash,” she said, apparently savoring the jargon. “Well, I should have been carrying some myself. But you never invited one of those things in here, I

  hope?”




  “No.” He yawned, more from tension than fatigue. “I would have, this ghost, before it attacked me—but I was outdoors, by the river. And in any case I’ve moved

  since.”




  “Ah.” She reached out and took his hand. Her hand was warm from the fire, but he still didn’t look at her. “Why were you so drunk?”




  He was increasingly uncomfortable, with this conversation and also with the fact that he was alone here at this hour with this woman. Really he should summon Mrs. Middleditch.




  “Drunks have hallucinations,” he said, more to himself than to her. “It might have been a hallucination, the ghost; this thing tonight doesn’t prove . .

  .”




  She was still holding his hand. He glanced at her, and she was staring at him, her eyebrows raised.




  Crawford took a deep gulp of the whisky and sighed. “Oh hell. The reason I was drunk was because my wife, and my two sons, had died the night before. They said, witnesses said, that

  lightning struck the ferryboat they were on.” He freed his hand to refill his glass, and he gave her a haggard caricature of a smile. “What of yourself? Do you have a

  family?”




  “My husband died—uh, six months ago. We didn’t have any children.” She stretched her arms over her head and then sat forward, staring into the fire. “But you

  carried garlic with you, after. And you knew to get us both into the river tonight. How is it that you know these things?”




  “I hate all this filthy stuff,” he said absently; then he frowned into the fire. “My parents had a history with creatures like that thing on the bridge, and they managed to

  elude them. They told me how. They were old and eccentric, and I didn’t entirely believe them.”




  She stared at him with no expression. “Who was the ghost? The one that you would have invited in, but it attacked you?”




  “It was—it was probably a hallucination.”




  She didn’t look away.




  He pressed his palms flat into the carpet but still felt as if he were losing his balance at the top of a high precipice.




  But it was easier to go on than to stop now. “The witnesses—one of them said that my eldest son, Girard, was helping some person or—helping some person, onto the ferry from a

  boat that had drawn up alongside, in the moments before . . . before the vessel was struck.”




  “The witness didn’t know it was your eldest son,” she said gently. “You knew it, later. When Girard’s ghost appeared to you. And attacked you.”




  The ferry deck had been shattered but not scorched, he recalled, and the only reason the other passengers guessed that it had been lightning was because of the deafening, echoing roar that had

  shaken the boat in the moment of impact.




  Why did I go walking on the bridge tonight? he asked himself. I don’t usually go out onto any of the bridges in my midnight walks. Why did I neglect to bring any garlic? Was I drunkenly

  hoping that Girard would come again, and finish me off?




  Was that Girard?




  “Attacked me, yes,” he said, almost matter-of-factly. “And I broke the garlic jar and ran into the river. I hid from him.”




  “Lucky thing for you that you did.”




  “Girard was my son, and he came back to me—and I hid from him.”




  “I’m sorry,” she said. “But it wasn’t really him, you know, anymore. Not mostly.”




  “I’d like to believe you’re right.” He thought of asking about her husband, then realized that he didn’t need to.




  “ ‘The many men so beautiful,’ ” she said quietly, “ ‘and they all dead did lie, / and a thousand thousand slimy things / lived on, and so did I.’

  ”




  He recognized it as a line from Coleridge’s Rime of the Ancient Mariner.




  The woman beside him shivered. “Thank you for rescuing me,” she whispered. “And taking me in like a hurt cat.”




  “All the cats I take in,” he said, “are hurt cats.”




  “I—I don’t even know your name.”




  “John Crawford.”




  “I’m Lisa Griffin.” She got lithely to her feet, but when he had stood up beside her, she swayed against him and he caught her elbow to keep her from falling. “I’m

  afraid the whisky has rather got on top of me,” she said with an awkward laugh. “Could you . . . escort me to this spare room?”




  Mrs. Middleditch should escort her, he thought.




  But he glanced at the curtained window and thought of the turbulent sky and all the lightless alleys out there in the cold rain, and he didn’t want to let go of this woman’s

  elbow.




  “This way,” he said unsteadily, starting toward the stairs. He forced the thought of Veronica out of his mind.




  NOW, SEVEN YEARS LATER, Crawford again picked up his teacup, and his hand didn’t shake.




  “I—” he began hoarsely; then he cleared his throat and said, carefully, “I tried to find you, afterward.” He realized that he was stroking his beard as if miming

  deep thought and stopped.




  The bird in the little cage on the table whistled several notes.




  The woman nodded. “I believe you. But as I said, I gave you a false name that night. Griffin, wasn’t it? That was the street I was—living on. And I never had a husband.”

  She gulped some of the tea in her own cup, then abruptly set it down and whispered, “Of all the times I could ever have used a glass of whisky.”




  It was only an hour or two after dawn, but Crawford said, “Would you like some? I might join you.”




  “I gave it up.” She exhaled and stared squarely at him. “I was a prostitute, in those days. ‘Living upon the farm of my person,’ as the law has it. I’m not

  any longer.”




  The little bird was darting glances from one of them to the other.




  “Oh,” said Crawford blankly. “Good. That you—stopped.”




  Over the years he had wondered about that, a woman walking alone on Waterloo Bridge after midnight, but it was still a shock to hear it confirmed.




  “I enrolled myself in the Magdalen Penitentiary for Fallen Women, on Highgate Hill, and I spent two years there. Thanks to the sisters there, I was able to change my ways.”




  “Oh.”




  “And—before that”—she took a deep breath—“we had a daughter, you and I.”




  CRAWFORD HELD UP HIS hand to stop her, then stood up and crossed to the mantel and poured several inches of whisky into a glass, from, he realized, the

  same decanter he had poured from seven years earlier. He drained half of it and then clicked the glass down on the mantel, and for several seconds he kept his hand on the glass and squinted at it.

  Finally he let go of it and turned toward her.




  “How can you be—if you were—”




  “I used what they call prophylactic measures when I was on the job,” she said flatly. “That night seven years ago was . . . spontaneous.”




  Crawford wished he had not drunk the scotch, for he was dizzy and nauseated now, and his heart was pounding.




  She glanced toward the inner door, behind which he could hear Mrs. Middleditch ascending the steps from the below-stairs kitchen.




  “Let’s go for a walk,” McKee said, picking up her gloves from the table.




  But Crawford sat down again. “The last time you and I were together, we got into trouble.”




  She opened her mouth as if to say something, then apparently thought better of it.




  “I mean outdoors,” he added, feeling his face heat up. “Overlapping candle flames, you said. We were more visible, to”—he waved

  vaguely—“things.”




  “That was at night. They don’t generally travel abroad during the day.”




  He shrugged and nodded. He recalled his parents telling him that. And Mrs. Middleditch was now audibly bustling around in the little dining room behind him.




  He got to his feet again, reluctantly. “Very well. Let me get a hat and coat. And—” He stepped to the mantel and found the little bottle of ground garlic and slipped it into

  his waistcoat pocket.




  She smiled. “In case we’re out past sunset?”




  He ignored that and waved distractedly at the little cage on the table. “I can put the bird somewhere the cats can’t get to.”




  “He can come along with us.”




  





  CHAPTER TWO
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      She sleepeth: would ye wake her if you could?




      Is her face sad that ye should pity her?




      Did Death come to her like a messenger




      From a far land where is not any good?




      

        —Christina Rossetti,




        “O Death, Where Is Thy Sting?”


      


    


  




  MCKEE LOOKED LEFT and right at the brick and wood houses along the narrow street as Crawford pulled the door closed behind

  them, and then she peered up at the variety of snow-capped roofs and gables and projecting upper floors.




  Her fur-trimmed bonnet hid her face. “This is an old street,” she said, her breath wisping away on the breeze like tobacco smoke.




  “These are mostly Tudor houses,” he said gruffly. The air was so cold that it hurt his teeth to talk. “The Great Fire missed this area. I moved here nine years ago. Which

  way?”




  The bird in her ermine muff chirped several notes, and she said, “East, I think—through the Temple Gate. Where did you live before?”




  “Clerkenwell. But I wanted to be closer to the river, after—”




  “After Girard,” she said, nodding.




  He was startled, and even almost pleased, that she remembered the name after all these years. “And the next street toward the river is Holy-well, and the story is that there was a holy

  well there once. It’s said to be under an inn now—still, a nice thing to have nearby.”




  “Yes, it is,” she said. “I don’t know how holy it is anymore.”




  Crawford blew away a cloud of his own. They were walking past the dark windows of the Angel pub, and the tall spire of St. Clement Danes stood on its island in the lanes of the Strand ahead.




  McKee nodded. “Oranges and lemons, say the bells of St. Clement’s.”




  Crawford frowned impatiently. “ ‘Had a daughter,’ you said. Not ‘have.’ ”




  McKee wasn’t wearing the metal pattens now; her boot soles just scuffed on the old cobblestones under the swirls of snow.




  “Her name,” she said, “was Johanna. She died. The woman who . . . housed and fed us, an old witch called Carpace who maintained a number of girls in a bawdy house in Southwark,

  she took Johanna away from me and then let her die, of neglect. Cold and starvation.”




  They had emerged from the shadowy defile that was Wych Street into the crowded open square around St. Clement Danes, and the sky was a bright blue behind the smoke-stained spires and cupolas and

  chimney clusters of London’s skyline. Below that close horizon, pedestrians strode along in hats and overcoats, mostly clerks who lived out in suburbs like Hanwell or Dulwich and every

  morning walked to their jobs in shops and factories and inns of court, their boots now adding a tympanic rattle to London’s perpetual background rumble.




  And already the broad lanes of the Strand were crowded with wheeled traffic. Crawford found himself squinting at the horses that pulled the tall omnibuses and cabs and barrel-laden carts, and he

  was cautiously pleased to see glossy coats, clear eyes, and firm steps.




  I may well have treated some of these, he thought, for dysentery or mange or bronchitis. I can’t save people—especially the ones I’ve loved—but I can help animals.

  It’s God’s job, His neglected job, to save people.




  But McKee’s words echoed in his head: cold and starvation.




  If this woman hoped to wring money from him with her sordid tale, surely she would have claimed that the daughter was still alive.




  “Was she,” he asked, “baptized?”




  McKee was looking away, toward the columned gray front of the Provident Institution on the far side of the street, but he heard her say, “I try not to lie to people anymore.”




  Ah, thought Crawford bleakly.




  Then God had not claimed the child as His own—any more than He claimed all the blameless suffering animals.




  “When?” he asked.




  McKee looked back at him, her face pale in the ring of white fur. “In March of ’58. She was just two years old.”




  Nearly four years ago. Crawford shook his head.




  Children were dodging between the carts and carriages in the street, some of the ragged little figures seeming scarcely older than this alleged daughter would be if she had lived; they might

  have been playing some game this morning—they were singing some nursery rhyme that mingled in the chilly air with the clatter of hooves and the textured whir of metal wheel rims on frozen

  gravel.




  Crawford looked back at McKee and spread his gloved hands. “I don’t see what I can do. What anyone can do.”




  “You can get an invitation to a salon,” said McKee, “is what you can do, and bring me as your guest.”




  Crawford lowered his arms. “A . . . salon.”




  “Poets,” she said absently, watching the street children. Their narrow faces and bare arms and legs were darkened as if with soot, Crawford noticed, and though they were scampering

  back and forth in the street, none of the faces he glimpsed held any expression. “Artists,” McKee added.




  “No, that’s quite—I’m sorry, but that sort of thing isn’t—”




  Under the fur that covered her hands, the tiny bird squeaked four quick notes.




  “Well, let’s consider,” McKee remarked quietly, perhaps talking to herself. “It’s not a day for boating.”




  “No, it certainly is not,” exclaimed Crawford in alarm. “Around the church, and back, is enough of a—a stroll this morning. Really, Miss McKee—”




  “Call me Addie,” she said, leaning forward on the pavement to look intently at the passing vehicles. “I think we can consider ourselves amply introduced.”




  Crawford winced.




  She bit one of her gloves and pulled it off, then stuck two bare fingers into her mouth and whistled four piercing notes very like the bird’s. Several men hurrying past looked back at her

  in surprise.




  Crawford grimaced in embarrassment. “I really need to get back to my practice—”




  “We’re bound that way,” she assured him, “just a bit roundabout. I think I may have attracted attention, forgive me.”




  “Well—whistling—!”




  The high-perched driver of a shiny two-wheeled hansom cab reined his horse in toward them, but McKee shook her head and waved him past, then after a moment whistled again in the same way.




  This time it was a shabby old hackney coach that wobbled toward them, its two horses contradicting Crawford’s estimate a moment earlier of the evident health of London horses; the nostrils

  of the curbside mare were widely dilated and her flanks were twitching, and she was exhaling twice for every inhalation.




  McKee stepped off the curb to nod and wave, and then she turned back toward Crawford.




  He stared at the vehicle—the yellow paint on its bodywork was faded and chipped, and the door still carried the crest of whatever aristocratic family had long ago sold it.




  “I am not—” he began.




  But McKee had grabbed the arm of a man on the pavement, a nervous-looking young fellow with sparse muttonchop whiskers.




  “Where are you walking to?” she asked him quickly.




  “W-well,” the fellow stammered, “the—the Royal Exchange, ma’am, on Threadneedle Street—”




  “We’re going that way, save some shoe leather and join us as a chaperone, no charge.” And as the young man was nodding eagerly and taking off his hat, she tossed a half-crown

  coin up to the driver and called, “Threadneedle Street.”




  The hackney cab’s door was open and the young clerk was already climbing inside. Crawford stepped back, but McKee caught his gloved hand with her bare one.




  He started to yank his hand away, then paused when he saw the intensity in her eyes.




  “I don’t lie to people anymore,” she whispered rapidly to him. “We’re in danger if we stay here—those Mud Larks are beginning to bracket us. In their dim way,

  I think they’ve sensed what we are, and there’s a man they report to. Get in, for the love of God.”




  Crawford opened his mouth, then closed it and obediently stepped up into the coach. The young clerk had thoughtlessly settled himself on the forward-facing seat, where good manners dictated that

  the lady should sit, and Crawford hesitated, momentarily unsure of where he should seat himself.




  McKee poked him in the back.




  Even as he made up his mind and sat down beside the clerk on the cracked leather upholstery, Crawford was regretting this whole enterprise. It occurred to him that this woman might well be

  insane.




  Then McKee had got in and pulled the door closed and shaken it until it latched, sitting down across from him as the coach lurched forward. She didn’t seem to mind the seating arrangement.

  The upholstery and the cloth paneling exhaled smells of old tobacco and stale cooking oil.




  “Mud Larks?” asked Crawford in a neutral tone.




  “Those children.” McKee was leaning back in the seat and peering slantwise through the window. “The tide’s low right now, they should all be out in the mud,

  harvesting.” She shook her head. “A boat would have been better than this cab, but I had no warning—we’d have had to get past them to reach the water, and God knows where we

  would have found a boat for hire.”




  “Thieving little gypsies,” put in the young man beside Crawford.




  “But I don’t think they can have picked us out,” McKee went on, “especially now, in a coach with so much old emotional cross-stitching in it, and a random

  stranger’s janglings.” She pulled the little birdcage free with her ungloved hand and peered at the bright-eyed bird, who just blinked around the interior of the coach. “Evidently

  not.”




  “And is that a . . . Mud Lark?” ventured the young man.




  McKee stared across at him. “This is a linnet. Who are you?”




  “My name’s Tilling, ma’am, Arnold—”




  “Excellent. I’m Lady Wishfort and this is Mr. Petulant.” Crawford recognized the names as characters from Congreve’s play The Way of the World, but he was

  embarrassed that she had chosen the names of villains.




  “Actually,” he said hastily, “my name is”—he couldn’t remember the first name of the play’s hero—“is Mr. Mirabell.” He added,

  “And this is Lady Millamant,” giving McKee the name of the heroine.




  But this wasn’t a time for nonsense. He cleared his throat and looked across at McKee. “You said they might . . . sense what we are? Er . . . what are we?”




  The windows were in shadow for a few seconds, and the knocking and rattling of the coach was louder, and Crawford realized that they were passing under the Temple Bar arch.




  McKee seemed to relax. “Were you too drunk to remember that thing you saved us from, on Waterloo Bridge seven years ago? It was . . . angry seems too pale a word, too human . . .

  about our relations with members of its family. Well, jealous, in your case. Girard presumably loved you.”




  Crawford winced. In spite of himself, he was remembering things his parents had told him. “My mother and father,” he said hesitantly, “were kin by marriage, or said they were,

  to . . .” He laughed uneasily. “Well, they said it was to a species of vampire, actually. I don’t think—”




  “That would have been before about 1820?”




  He nodded, feeling nauseated again with the smell and motion of the carriage. He was peripherally aware of Arnold Tilling’s stare.




  “That’s likely why the creature found your family,” said McKee. “The vampires were gone for about thirty years, and then about fifteen years ago somebody must have

  invited one back and blooded it.” She gave him an appraising look. “You probably resemble your parents in some way these things sense and remember, like the smell of your soul or

  something.”




  What she was saying fit in with things he recalled his parents saying, and in spite of her outlandish statements, Crawford heard the quiet assurance of sincerity in her voice, and he gave a sigh

  that seemed to deflate him. He was looking away from her at the bird as he asked her, “And they hate us?”




  Arnold Tilling apparently took him to be addressing the bird, for he raised his eyebrows and stared with some evident anxiety at the little cage.




  McKee said, “They hate us because the ones they adopt loved us—if only in a brief, token way sometimes! They see the ones they adopt as having been part of our families, and

  these things don’t want them to be part of any family but their own. So they kill as many members of the plain human family as they can reach. You and I added to their burdens, with

  Johanna.” She laughed bleakly. “It would powerfully inconvenience them, Mr. Mirabell, if you and I were to marry and have lots more children.”




  Crawford could feel his face stiffen, and he kept his eyes on the caged bird.




  “Not,” added McKee after a pause, “of course, that you’d ever consider marrying a onetime prostitute.” Crawford heard her shift on the seat, and then she went on

  brightly, “Have your wife and the other son come back, ever, since their deaths? Have you seen them again? It would be at night.”




  “No,” whispered Crawford.




  “Well, they did die on the river, after all, so their ghosts are probably safe in the common crowd that infests the water. Mr. Tilling, you remember how bad the river smelled four

  years ago? The Great Stink?”




  Crawford, still staring at the bird, felt the young man beside him nod jerkily.




  “A saturation of ghosts, that was. More the result of cholera than the cause of it! They seem to decay in an organic way, you see, and if the concentration of them is high

  enough—”




  Arnold Tilling lunged half out of his seat and yanked on the cord that rang the bell beside the driver. “I’ve only just,” he babbled, “only just remembered!” He was

  already gripping the inner door handle as the coach rocked and slowed. “I need to—business at . . .”—he crouched to peer out the grimy window—“at the Old Bailey

  this morning. It’s been lovely spending time with—”




  Then he had got the door open and was already leaning out over the pavement. Cold river-scented air whisked through the coach.




  A front wheel grated against the curb, and Tilling evidently decided that the vehicle had slowed enough for jumping.




  When he was gone—perhaps falling, from the clattering sound of it—McKee gripped the door lintel and leaned out, squinting up toward the driver. “Carry on!” she called,

  and the coach wobbled and lurched forward again.




  “Did he,” Crawford asked when she had pulled the door closed and sat down again, “break his leg?”




  “Why, do you treat humans too?”




  “Never. God looks after them, or claims to.”




  “Ultimately, I suppose. Are you and God—at odds?”




  “Yes.”




  They stared at each other for several seconds, and then Crawford said, “Have you seen your daughter—”




  “Our daughter.”




  “Our daughter, since her death?”




  McKee opened her mouth—then closed it and shook her head, scowling. “I’m sorry,” she said. “I shouldn’t have got—it was unreasonable of me to get angry.

  I’m glad your wife and younger son are apparently resting in peace. No, I haven’t seen Johanna, since. Most people just die, and stay dead.”




  Crawford nodded several times and looked out the window at the Romanesque spire of St. Bride’s. He had to remind himself that all this distressing business really might be true. He had

  seen what he’d seen, done what he’d done.




  “Why have you caught their attentions?” he asked. “I suppose I can see now why the—the thing on the bridge recognized me, but why did it recognize

  you?”




  “Oh, why do you suppose?” He was surprised to see a glint of tears in her eyes a moment before she angrily cuffed them away.




  “Girls in that trade,” she went on, “may sometimes unknowingly have congress with adopted human members of that terrible family. Even a . . . brief connection of that sort

  looks like trespass to those creatures, suffices to rouse their jealousy.” Crawford glanced at her, but she was avoiding his eyes. “A month or so before you and I . . . met,” she

  said, “there was a young man, at an accommodation house in Mayfair. Afterward, he seemed ill at ease, more than the ordinary, and he urged me to enroll at the Magdalen Penitentiary in

  Highgate; he said the priests and sisters there could help me undo bad connections I’d made. I thought he was just another guilty Christian trying to salve his conscience after the

  fact, after the act . . . until I walked outside again.”




  She shivered. “Right away, as soon as I was out under the night sky again, there was . . . webs in the air, and a smell like rainy streets, or broken stone, very strong. Old Carpace had

  made sure all the girls knew what to do when that happened, and she always made us wear some metal on our shoe soles at night—sometimes pattens, otherwise anything wired on—holed coins,

  spoons, eyeglasses.”




  “Really. And what were you—” Crawford began, but the caged bird began chirping rapidly, and McKee pulled a tiny cloth bag from a pocket in her coat, dug a pinch of what

  appeared to be white sand from it and sprinkled it through the cage bars onto the bird’s tail.




  “Salt?” said Crawford. “But you’ve already caught it.”




  “Don’t want anyone else to,” she said. “He senses a ghost—it happens from time to time—and the salt keeps the bird’s spirit too heavy to catch

  it.” She managed to smile at him, though squinting. “This ave is for me.”




  Crawford blinked. “I’m sure. So what were you supposed to do?—when the webs and smells happened?”




  “Oh—run, get away from the spot they’re focusing on, cross the river if possible and hope the metal on your shoes makes a kaleidoscope of your identity and location. Dive into

  the river if you have to.” She sighed. “I got away, but it—they, it—knows my spirit silhouette now. It was another three years before I finally took that fellow’s

  advice and checked in at Magdalen.”




  “And you still have to . . . take precautions?” He waved at the bird, which was huffing and squeaking.




  “They’re still aware of me. That’s why I need the help of someone”—she made a tossing motion toward him—“who has a stake in this.”




  “Agh.” Crawford thought of the half glass of whisky he had left on the mantel in his parlor. It didn’t seem so repulsive now; he had been mad not to finish it. “Help to

  do what?”




  “Everybody said Carpace died of consumption two years ago, while I was in Magdalen, but just yesterday I learned that she’s alive, monstrously fat now and under a different name, and

  she’s coming out socially tonight, hosting a salon for artists and writers in Bedford Square. I need, you and I need, to get in there. One of the women who’s going to be there

  is a musician, and—she has a dog that you’ve treated! For an infected eye!”




  McKee thrust a folded piece of paper at him. “I have the musician’s name here—if you tell her you write poems, she can surely get you an invitation. We need to confront

  Carpace, find out from her where our daughter is buried.”




  Crawford groaned and reached past her to pull the bell rope. “Listen,” he said. “Miss McKee. We don’t. Wha—write poems? That was tragic, criminal, what

  happened to the child, and it may be that you can interest the law courts, but what good is there in finding a grave? Poems? You can’t possibly—” The carriage

  was slowing again, and he half knelt on the crackling seat to fish some coins from his pocket. “I’ll walk back.”




  McKee grabbed his arm. “What if there is no grave? Or only an empty one? Listen to me! They say now that old Carpace didn’t just tell us how to protect ourselves from

  the—the things, but every year offered tribute to them—put out a child for them to take, as they took your son. I’m sure Carpace had a lot of children to choose the

  tribute from, in any year, but—I need to know that Johanna is safely dead. You need to know it.”




  Crawford had hold of the door handle. “You said she was.” He was sweating in spite of the chilly air.




  “She probably is. Is that enough?”




  Humans aren’t my concern, thought Crawford desperately. They’re God’s lookout.




  But this child had not been baptized—God wouldn’t have claimed her. Cold and starvation.
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