In this dark fable set in Victorian England, seven-year-old heiress Melissa Hawthorne is confronted with loneliness when she is uprooted from her comfortable countryside existence to a London boarding school, where headmistress Miss Grandine flatters her while harboring jealousy and dislike. A dislike that balloons into open hostility when Melissa's father loses his fortune and dies tragically, leaving her a penniless charity pupil completely at Miss Gradine's mercy. Little does she know that being made a servant cruelly treated by both staff and fellow pupils will be the least of her worries, as a nameless horror begins to stalk her through the school halls, something pushing through reality's thin surface to consume her. When her brutal circumstances begin to merge with the uncanny, Melissa, left all alone in the world, must find a way to escape both before they destroy her.
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CHAPTER 1: MS. GRANDINE’S WICKED SEMINARY


​The streets were a snow-covered aggregation with richly and poorly clad folks jostling each other, red and brown squat brick buildings, sidewalks so thin impatient walkers often dashed into the road (annoying horse carriage drivers) to avoid pedestrians. Melissa had gotten used to the city’s excremental smell by now. The fog was not as bad as people had claimed or as she remembered, but the thin cold haze seemed to crunch beneath the feet of passersby and the wheels of the carriage father and daughter had taken from the train station. The noises of shouting, street merchants tinkling bells to attract customers, laughing children, and the general murmur of human congestion continually crashed on Melissa’s ears like turbulent waves. They had attacked her as soon as she and Father stepped off the train and started to cross the crowded platform toward the carriage waiting for them. And now the comfortable dark confines of the carriage provided only a little relief from the unpleasant phenomenon.



​As soon as Father and doomed daughter had stepped off the train and the noise reached out and coiled around their heads like an invisible omnipotent airborne serpent (though Father did not seem to notice it, judging by his calm, faraway expression), the air and sky had darkened a little, their full incandescence robbed by the chaos below. Even the clouds seemed more numerous, crowded together carelessly, and dirtier. For comfort, Melissa looked for the Thames, but her sudden disorientation disrupted her usually sound geographic sense. She hugged her doll Constance closer to her chest for comfort. She would have asked Father, who occasionally said a word or two recalling their old all-encompassing conversations in and about the city, but her anger stuck a hot bulbous something in her throat.



​I hate London, she thought, running a finger through her black ringlets. So vehement was this feeling that she honestly wondered if she had always hated London and the idea of city life in general but in her seven years had not consciously realized it. These people have no order. Look at them. I couldn’t ever have loved it. What could I have been thinking? Father must have made me love this disorder. This is his fault. Look at these people.



​Melissa did not want to part from Father while angry at him. This brought to mind something her old tutor Mr. Themes once told her. The qualities of the city that many country people did not like–its machinery, its smoke, its congestion, its impersonality, the way it drove humans like cattle for little profit–were inseparably coupled with its purpose and the mechanism by which this purpose sustained the life of genteel country folk, the life Melissa loved so much. The mechanism seemed to include her education in these environs, where one could walk a block from a well-to-do neighborhood to a slum. At least Father seemed to think so.



​But that was no excuse. Many elegant ladies must have been successfully educated in genteel surroundings, even if Miss Grandine’s Seminary for Ladies was the best, supposedly.



​The carriage was halted for a moment by a band of urchins speedily crossing the street. Two bedraggled young boys maybe five and six years old ran up to the left side (where Melissa sat) and thrust their hands at her. “Please, miss,” the apparently older one said, “just a penny for bread? Could you give us each a penny? God bless you.” His black eyes fixed starkly on her. His blond hair hung in strings on his forehead from beneath a smelly, moth-eaten black cap. His face was dirty, half his teeth still fairly healthy, the other half well on their way to rot. His brother, who kept glancing at a stall behind him where a merchant stood beside a rapidly disappearing pile of bread, was nearly an exact copy of him, distinguished solely by his greater youth and more overt anxiety.



​Melissa looked at Father. “Father, please, may I?”



​After some hesitation, Father signaled the driver to stop, nodded his assent, smiling, and said, “All right, Melissa.” Melissa dug into her purse and gave each boy a shilling.



​“Thank you, miss!” gasped the boys. “Thank you! God bless you, Melissa! A whole shilling! Two shillings!” They ran to the stall and stood gawking and sputtering like sentient steam engines about to explode. Melissa and her father smiled at each other, much of the tension dissipated, at least for the moment, and he signaled the driver to go on.



​“Look at them, Constance,” Melissa told the doll.



​Relative cleanliness followed the filthy streets. The carriage rumbled past more red brick buildings and cobblestone roads. The further east the party moved, the closer grew the buildings’ proximity to each other, following the pattern of the house and docks on the Thames above Woolwich, until most of the side alleys had disappeared. On the better streets this closeness proved slightly (but adequately, for the moment) reminiscent of Melissa’s old impressions of the city.



​“Here it is, love, right next to the mansion.”



​The sight of the four-story building jumped out at Melissa, and everything else looked blurred for a moment. Fear choked her in what seemed to her then its final triumph. She could hardly breathe and felt as if her mind and body had separated.



​I did not know that terror could be sublime, she thought.



​Father reached across her and opened the folding window on her side of the carriage. “There it is, Melissa,” he said. “Driver! Right here!”



​The carriage parked in front of the seminary. The melancholy building cast an especially dark shadow across the street as the driver fetched the bags.



​A part of her heart died, no question about it, as the front steps, then the doorway, and then the front hall swallowed her up and made her a small, slightly cringing shadow behind Father and the driver, and the short, dumpy brunette in a plain brown dress who greeted them at the door. At least that’s what Melissa thought as her eyes adjusted to the complex shadows cast by the arc-shaped glass above the door and the dark brown mahogany walls, the white ceiling, and the green-carpeted floor. And then the door shut, cutting off the sounds of the city, immersing her in a quietude that frightened her. This place is a prison, she thought, and in her heart, she countered Father’s intentions with many brilliant arguments that died on the tip of her tongue. Father cupped her chin with his left hand and said, “What are you messing up your pretty face for? Don’t worry, love, everything’s going to be all right. Tell her, Constance.”



​Just like something classified and tagged, thought Melissa. “Honey”–then shelved away, just like that!



​Silently, the short dumpy lady led Father, Melissa, and the driver into a little room on the left at the end of the corridor. In the relative brightness, Melissa took in the clean floor, the brown and white walls and ceiling, the bookshelves, and the potted plants. An implacable-looking fortyish woman with a long, plain dress, a tight bun, and a severe countenance sat behind the desk. As if happiness had but newly returned to her face from far away, she suddenly stretched her tight facial wrinkles into a smile, or something meant to be one, stood up, and focused on Melissa. The driver jostled the bags to the floor. Father started to speak to the woman, and déjà vu, as the French called it, rippled through Melissa. She’d seen this scene in her head a hundred times in dreams, recalling them only now and imposing themselves on the dreamlike scene before her. Fog clouded Melissa’s head, a defense by her mind against the inevitability of fate, its implacable nature. Fog pervaded her vision. Melissa squinted through it and noticed the driver bow and retreat outside at Father’s silent behest.



​“So, Captain Hawthorne, Sears Hawthorne, this is Melissa?” said the oval-faced woman. “With her little doll there?” The dumpy woman stood to one side, observing everything neutrally with an occasional furtive glance at her tall companion.



​“This is my little girl, Miss. Grandine,” said Father, rubbing Melissa’s shoulders. “My little princess.”



​“Ah! A little princess now! Look at that pixie face, those dark eyes!”



​Melissa wondered how Father could not see the displeasure Miss Grandine radiated. Then the wonder vanished into nothingness, despair, not even consciously dismissed.



​Father said, “You’ve seen her academic record. She’s had all the best tutoring in London and Nether Stowey–a tutor from Oxford, no less!”



​“I’m sure you’ve done very well for her.,” said Miss Grandine.



​Father beamed.



​The dumpy woman said in a lilting, pleasant voice, “Oxford produces such excellent scholars, doesn’t it, Melissa?”



​“Yes, ma’am,” said Melissa. She seems nice. “I had a lot of fun exploring all sorts of things.”



​“Quite eager to learn,” said Miss Grandine.



​“An excellent trait for a student, sister,” said the other woman.



​Melissa carefully searched the women’s faces for any resemblance and found none. The dumpy woman’s countenance was smooth and slightly darker. Her fat nose complemented her sister’s thin beak; her full, light, pink lips the other woman’s thin, colorless mouth; her full, slightly mussed hair the other woman’s perfectly sculptured skull-shaped style. Miss Grandine stood so stiffly she almost seemed to be at attention like a soldier, and when she moved, she seemed reluctant to change that trooper’s position. Her sister looked like she might be clumsy on her feet; she swayed on her heels, frequently steadying herself with a minute shift of her body. Are they sisters? Melissa kept thinking. Are they sisters? They can’t be sisters! She reflected that it hadn’t occurred to her to share this astonishment with Father, as she would have yesterday. A hint of bitterness surfaced in her heart.



​“Indeed,” said Miss Grandine. “In our seminary, Betsy, we pride ourselves in implanting that ‘trait,’ as you put it, in all our girls.”



​“Yes, sister,” said Betsy quietly, briefly dropping her eyes.



​“Good,” said Father. “You came highly recommended. I know you are dedicated to your charges’ education.”



​“Not just education,” said Miss Grandine. “Betsy here oversees many of the things young girls being molded for the world require. The healthy meals we serve and the church we attend every Sunday…. We do our best to create a complete atmosphere for our girls. In effect, this is a finishing school for our oldest girls, and many of them have gone on to marry well, into other respectable families, and lead successful lives in high society. We are dedicated, Betsy, I, and the staff here, to making that happen for your daughter!”



​Father practically salivated, nodding at every sentence.



​Miss Grandine went on. “Only the most conservative education can accomplish these things. I understand that in India you’ve overseen parts of the radical new programs to educate Indian children in the British way….”



​“At the behest of Her Majesty, yes,” said Father.



​Miss Grandine made a sound like a snort and a chuckle combined. “Yes, yes, Captain Hawthorne, of course. Well, I know nothing of those things….”



​“They are performing wonderful work in Delhi,” said Betsy. Miss Grandine looked at her. In the glow of the lamps, her profile seemed elongated; her nose curved like a fairy tale witch’s, Melissa thought. Betsy glanced back and added, “So I hear…fro-from many respectable sources.”



​Miss Grandine held her gaze for a long moment, then said, “Well,” and turned back to Father.



​She said, “We are considerably more traditional here. You’ll find no…Indian values taught here.” She said Indian with a snort and chuckle. “Not that those things are necessarily wrong over there…”



​“No,” said Father in the same tone of rapture. “Of course not.”



​“…but one must consider one’s environment, and–I assume you’re not planning to have Melissa live in India any time soon…?”



​Father laughed. “No, no, no, not any time soon.”



​Melissa’s countenance darkened for a second. She did not look at Father; his voice seemed to float from somewhere above, a disembodied entity. Melissa’s eyes drifted to Betsy’s face for a moment and saw Betsy gazing at her, freezing her with pity.



​Miss Grandine gave Father an open, friendly look and said, “It’s Monday, and so all the girls are helping the boys from Christ’s Hospital pass out candy and sing to the children. They go to Fleet Street Orphanage every Monday during the winter season with Mr. Springer, our geography tutor, whose sister Leah runs the orphanage. We at the seminary feel very strongly the weight of our Christian duty toward others. Charity is one of the respectable lady’s most cherished values. It can never do her wrong in this world.”



​“What about the summer months?” Melissa asked suddenly.



​The three adults looked at her, blank-faced save for Miss Grandine, who seemed a little perturbed.



​“What?” the woman said.



​“Don’t the orphan children crave charity during the summer months? Why don’t the girls, this Mr. Springer, and the boys at Christ’s Hospital help them during the summer?”



​The adults looked at each other with muted expressions and then chuckled softly in a conspiratorial fashion. Miss Grandine remarked, “Your daughter is a very blunt child, captain.”



​“She speaks her mind, Miss Grandine,” said Father.



​Melissa and Miss Grandine held each other’s stare a moment before the latter said to Father, “Why doesn’t Betsy give Melissa a tour of the place while I tell you more about our plans for your daughter, for all our girls? Betsy…?”



​Responding to her sister’s gesture, Betsy said to Melissa, “Come on, miss. Let’s see the surroundings, shall we?”



​Fear rippled through Melissa’s belly and chest, but she nodded and followed Betsy through the parlor and up a flight of stairs, holding Constance tighter. She heard Miss Grandine tell Father, “This is an eleven-year program for your daughter…” The office door shut with an audible click.



​“You’re thirty-eight, aren’t you?” Melissa asked as Betsy pointed out the student quarters.



​Betsy looked startled. “Why, yes, child. You must be psychic!”



​“These things come to me sometimes,” Melissa said modestly.



​The seminary seemed larger on the inside than the outside (like a nightmare house, Melissa thought) and indeed there were many rooms surrounded by plain mahogany walls. The girls’ quarters were painted mostly in cool pastels of white, green, or blue. The main parlor had a colorful Persian rug, a baby grand piano used for music lessons, and photographs of illustrious graduates from the seminary, some of them very famous society women.



​On the ground floor, where Melissa snuck away, six small rooms were combined into a labyrinthine laundry, kitchen, and scullery choked in black, sooty walls, clumsily placed stoves, buckets, and tables, constant sticky steam and the clattering of kitchen help rushing about with pots and pans. The main part of the kitchen had a low ceiling, a filthy but functional sink, black countertops, food pantries, cabinets, etc. A dumbwaiter located in one corner was used to transport the girls’ clothing to and from the second and third floors, where their quarters were. Melissa shuddered at the noise and the scowls the help shot at her as they jostled each other in the narrow passages. She was pulled away by friendly Betsy quickly through these bowels of hell, but escaped up to the fourth floor, a lonely, cold, and cramped story with the maids’ rooms, including a few that looked like holes in the wall. Betsy did not see it, but in one of them, Melissa could have sworn she saw something too substantial to be a shadow but too diaphanous to be even a translucent solid duck behind the door. One of these lacunae was presently occupied. As Melissa and Betsy scooted past it while Betsy retrieved her, the girl glimpsed a thin, damp mattress with urine stains, a ratty patchwork blanket, a window that warbled audibly in the high breeze outside; and a young girl perhaps a year younger than her wearing a black and white maid’s dress and cap. The girl was kneeling on the blanket. She turned her thin, hollowed face to Melissa, and the two girls regarded each other tentatively. Then Melissa smiled, and the girl smiled back, revealing broken, stunted, and discolored teeth. This all happened in two seconds before Betsy again said worriedly, “Come on, come on, dear,” and she and Melissa had passed the room.



​“That girl was found on the street,” Betsy said. “She works mainly in the scullery for her room and board.”



​“Where do you and Miss Grandine sleep?” asked Melissa.



​“In rooms behind that office. You didn’t see the doors behind me downstairs!”



​Following Betsy back down the stairs, Melissa decided that though Betsy cringed before the very name of Miss Grandine, she liked the younger sister very much.



​The classrooms were located beyond the main parlor. The one Melissa would attend with children a little younger and older than her was the largest single room after the parlor that she had seen. (Her quarters, a suite on the third floor normally used for guests or the occasional very wealthy student, was the third largest.) It had a white floor and beige walls, one window that looked out on busy Fleet Street, neatly lined desks, chairs, and a wide blackboard behind the teacher’s desk in front of the room. Melissa looked around here without much interest, and then Betsy escorted her back across the parlor to Miss Grandine’s office.



​As soon as they entered the office, Father knelt before her and said, “Have you seen your suite? Isn’t it wonderful? You have your bidet and toilet!”



​Melissa recalled glimpsing the common baths and bidet at the end of the second-floor hallway like a dark presence at the corner of a dream, dimmer than the little maid’s room.



​“It’s so nice, Father,” she said dutifully.



​“Indeed. Worthy of my little princess!”



​Miss Grandine remarked, “It’s certainly very opulent for a girl her age!”



​“Yes,” said Father, standing up. “My Melissa will have the best of everything!”



​“Even her French maid,” muttered Miss Grandine.



​Betsy gave her a startled glance. “Huh?”



​“Yes,” said her older sister, “her name is Sophie. The captain’s brought her from Paris, sent her on ahead!”



​“From London, actually,” said Father. “She came highly recommended by a friend who, sadly, recently saw his fortunes take a turn for the worse and so found it necessary to let her go. She once attended a marquis’s household.”



​“And did you see all the clothes and toys, Betsy? The large closets are barely able to hold all of them. No wonder he sent them ahead!”



​Father had them brought over before we reached London, Melissa thought dully.
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