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We, Hermia, like two artificial gods, 


Have with our needles created both one flower, 


Both on one sampler, sitting on one cushion, 


Both warbling of one song, both in one key; 


As if our hands, our sides, voices, and minds, 


Had been incorporate. 


So we grew together, 


Like to a double cherry, seeming parted; 


But yet a union in partition, 


Two lovely berries moulded on one stem: 


So, with two seeming bodies, but one heart.


 


William Shakespeare, A Midsummer Night’s Dream, iii.2
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The sky was marmalade, and the many eyes of Ropner Hall splintered and reflected it back on itself in all its blazing glory. Ropner’s grounds yawned and the river stretched around them like a noose. It was a squat beast. Stony and stern, immobile but immortal, important because it is the only constant. And the story begins here, with the sugared sky, in the depths of Ropner where Petra decided to let herself be fucked by the footman.


 


Ann always felt, always knew, that fucking was for pigs. It was dirty and involved too much skin and was coloured a screaming pink or an evil dripping brown. ‘It feels good and it dun’t hurt anyone,’ Petra had said. ‘Except for if he tried to ram it up where he shouldn’t. But if you tell her, I’ll come for you in the night. I’ll cover your head with your blanket and stick pins where I know your eyes are and curse you to be a mute like Rachel.’


Petra was going to burn in hell.


That stupid bitch’s skin would fissure into leather slices of pork crackling and even the tiny hairs on her arms would twist into burning orange worms. Petra would roast until there was nothing left but chalky ash that would draw itself back into her shape and burn all over again for all eternity. (God willing.)


Ann and Petra shared a room. It was cramped even by the standards of the servants, their thin beds abreast and almost touching. The peeling ceiling sloped sharply to kiss the headboards, and at night when the stub of their candle was snuffed and Mrs Hardy, the housekeeper, had locked them in, the room was pitch black.


Ann didn’t know where Petra got it, or even when; none of the servants ever left the grounds. Still, she knew Petra had a second key made or stolen because that was how the footman got in.


The footman was Scarecrowfootman; tall and thin with yellow hair thatched over his head like straw. He had a crooked look, with gaps in his teeth that he whistled at the women through, and a slouch about him as well, as if he had been pecked in the field for too long and the frost had got to him and all his straw was spilling out. He was odious and lecherous and foul. All his badness had taken to his skin like a hatchet and disfigured his face with pockmarks. Ann hoped, very sourly, that it hurt him. That his skin itched so furiously that he would one day be overcome with the urge to scratch and scratch and scratch until he bled to death. That unpleasant beast tramped along the servants’ garrets every night. The vile creature would steal out his secret second key and twist open the heavy door Mrs Hardy had only just locked to leak into Ann and Petra’s room like gas and soil it all over with sin.


The first time it wasn’t so much the sounds that woke Ann, but the air; clotted with clouds of condensation that pressed on her. The air that turned the room sticky with sweat and wet, heavy breaths. The tangled sheets on Petra’s bed twisted around flesh that writhed in the shadows. Their words, sordid and sinful, were no louder than the brush of the sheets, but they seemed to drip and hiss and sizzle before settling like silt on her skin. Ann lay awake through it all. She held herself completely still so she could feel all the darkness around her and say to herself, This is death. Here I am dead, I have died and I am dead and when they are finished, or in the morning when Mrs Hardy unlocks the door, they will find me perfectly cold and stiff and then they’ll be sorry. They’ll kneel by my corpse all clean and noble in death, and cry into pressed lace hankies, sobbing and clutching one another and lamenting about how careless they had been, how, oh, if only it was them instead. And then they will put me gently into a pristine white tomb that I can look down upon from heaven with all the other nice clean angels who all have clean fingernails and pearly teeth that you can count.


That was a fancy, of course. She knew, in actuality, should she die, they would likely less than blink at her, before putting her corpse in a horrid hole in the woods where maggots and beetles would nibble away until the river water poured out from her dead eyes and mouth. That’s the kind of dirty wicked people they all were. Why couldn’t they fuck somewhere away from her, in amongst the scraping bark of the woods or the dank rat holes in the servants’ stairway? Or just not at all. Because now every morning she had to scrub off their sin from her skin. With that lump of lard soap and the brush with bristles so unyielding they may as well have been iron nails.


Start with the shoulder because that’s near the heart, where sin cobwebs most easily, and scrub with passion. Hate was bad unless justified, so her hate for Petra was allowed. Petra who slacked at her work, Petra who spoke ill of the house, Petra who made eyes at the men and accepted their returning looks and remarks with all the openness of a devout worshipper, Petra who was growing fat with sin, Petra who had eyes too close together, which perhaps was the most offensive thing of all.


Don’t forget to catch the flakes of sin clinging to elbows, and bring the suds right under knuckles and nails. Their hands had been used for instruments of sin last night; it wouldn’t do to have hers getting ideas – though Ann assured herself they never would. What want would she have to dig them into a man’s flesh? She could not understand it. Those horrid men who trampled through the kitchen, shoving their dirty limbs through the air, pausing to scratch at stained trouser seats, shovelling food in so deliriously that globs of porridge dropped from their spoons and slapped the flagstone floor she would later have to scrub. (Bastards.) And yet she saw some of the women, not just Petra, eye them with that greedy look, like they were hungry for it.


Lift up the skirts and scrub at all those burning folds of flesh too. ‘I’m doing us all a favour, Ann. If we didn’t placate them they’d be driven mad with lust and kill us all, y’know.’ She knew Petra was lying when she had said that. They all were, they had lost sight of what really mattered, what they were here for; for Ropner, and for the two ladies who lived upstairs.


Ann had never served the ladies directly, she had never seen them in the flesh, but she knew exactly how beautiful, how clean and good and proper they were, oh yes, she did. Because there was a painting, you see, on the second floor, a floor neither she nor any of the other lower servants were permitted to step foot on. A painting that could be seen from the servants’ stairwell when the door flashed open and shut to admit Petra or Mrs Hardy, or if, on occasions when Ann was feeling particularly bold, the door was eked ever so slightly open, and a desirous eye was pressed to the shivering slither of space.


The big painting, as she had named it, was magnificent in size; it straddled the entirety of the corridor wall visible through the crack. It was dark, and its paint was layered on so thick and glutinous that from Ann’s viewing point its contents were hard to make out at all. But when Ann stood at an angle just right, when the light from outside filtered through the corridor just so, Ann could see the triangular tableaux of the big painting’s subjects.


The first woman was dead centre, seated in a dark red armchair, hands cupped delicately, oh so ladylike, in her lap. Her jewel-studded head was bowed slightly in what would have been a show of meek submission if her eyes were not staring up and out of the painting; at once numb and steeped with a furiously intense emotion that Ann could not quite place.


She was Lady Charlotte, the young lady of Ropner, niece to the Duchess, and she was the most beautiful thing Ann had ever seen. Elegant and regal too; painted into a lilac get-up so pale it could almost be white. A jacket tightly buttoned from that little hollow pool of her collarbone down to her navel, where it parted itself into wide pleats to accommodate the full skirts beneath. Only royalty, only someone godly, could wear something so beautiful and still manage to outshine it.


The second figure stood to the left of the first, slightly older, slightly larger, wholly more opulent (but still tastefully so); the jewels in her hair were not dainty little gems, but shaped as butterflies and flowers, her pink skirts were held in ostentatious positions by various bows and drooling lengths of lace. The Duchess was bent towards the first lady so that her face was partly concealed from view; showing only the round globe of her cheek and small tilt of her smile. Her eyes were closed as she bestowed a gentle kiss on her counterpart’s forehead, or perhaps, Ann thought on some viewings, she was whispering something in her ear. It was hard to tell through so lean a crack, but she never dared open the door any further.


Perhaps, if she had, she would have found it easier to notice the third woman. Granted, the final figure could easily be missed. She may be standing slightly apart, observing rather than participating, her black dress may be painted so loosely it, and she, seemed to blend in perfectly with the wallpaper behind her; she may have her head tilted in such a way that her face was half obscured by shadows; but oh, she was there all right.


Behind her, in the artistically hazy background, hung another painting. The painting within the painting was an impression of a building. Even at a distance, even with its artistically vague brushstrokes, it was clear to see that the building was unmistakably Ropner itself.


She knew because of the glamour of the big painting, because of the regal nature of its women, that the two ladies of Ropner were surely good and clean and proper and wonderful, and she knew in her heart of hearts that she was theirs, and they were hers to dutifully serve and wait on, and how lucky she was to be in service to such people.


And there: with the thought of the ladies of Ropner, with the thought of their lives of order and cleanliness and purity, Ann was free from the sin of the night and could dress once more in her starched-to-stiffness apron.
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Every morning breakfast stared up at Ann from a brown bowl. The food was dark and evil; grey like dirty snow, like a wet stone. She imagined lifting it and seeing all the horrible things that squirmed underneath. If it wasn’t this insipid gruel it was hunks of stale bread and cheese that were always the wrong shape so she could not possibly eat them. They looked at her obstinately and laughed with one another, shifting about the plate. She tried to concentrate on them very closely so that they would not sneak up into her mouth when she wasn’t looking, so that she wouldn’t be forced to chew and swallow them.


But it was hard: in the mornings the kitchen moved like it was a tin box being shaken. Endless hordes of servants came from all angles, moving fast and illogically. They streaked and smeared around her in a cacophony of ragged yells, battling time for their chores and each other for loose scraps of food, or for sly stares up skirts. They were likely all in on a plot against her. The brutes. They likely all put their lice-ridden heads together to see how they could best make her squirm and push her closer in proximity to sin. The barbarians.


Ann eyed them with disgust: the women and their wet mouths, the men with their sharp eyes that tried to snag her own. She didn’t bother with learning their names. Knowing their names would mean getting too close to them, close enough for them to infect her with their slovenliness, their badness.


She knew Petra’s name only because they shared a room. That information had infiltrated her brain unwarranted. And she knew Rachel’s name only because it was impossible not to notice Rachel, not to know her. She was so . . . different.


The cook was opposite her, sat like a scar; with her too-long body hunched over her bowl. Her face was covered in boils and blisters. The old crone sat to Cook’s right, positioned too closely, so that her shoulder kept knocking against her neighbour’s, causing Cook to mutter darkly. Old Crone paid no heed, she was wholly focused on dripping porridge into her mouth by holding the spoon a few inches above her head and tilting it so that fat globules landed on her tongue. Her success rate was slim; grey sludge oozed down her ample breast and splattered the table, but she couldn’t chew from her spoon like the others on account of the complete absence of even a single blackened tooth. Still, dental ailments did not deter her from talking. Her gummy mouth gnashed out loud streams of gossip, grating details of her every bowel movement, superstitious drivel, and the like.


‘I can feels them,’ she said. ‘The spirits. Those naughty beggars are hungry, youse mark my words something is coming soon.’


Petra jeered at her from the corner. ‘How would you even know they were hungry? They told you, did they?’


Petra liked sitting apart from them. Ann supposed it was to remind them that she acted as lady’s maid when occasion called for it. (As if she were worthy of it. As if that would disguise all her wickedness.) The kitchen maid sat with her giggled. The maid was thin and very pale but when Ann glanced at her she blushed furiously. She looked like a matchstick.


‘Theys don’t need to tell me.’ Old Crone missed her mouth again so a lump fell into her black woolly hair. ‘I hears them. I hears their tummies rumbling.’


Petra and Matchstick laughed. ‘What a load of rubbish. There’s no such thing as spirits.’


‘Of course there is,’ Old Crone persisted. ‘I should know, I’ve worked here a thousand hundred more hours than anyone else.’


At this, Cook snorted and picked at one of the pustules on her neck. ‘Well, that’s a crock of shite.’ Her voice was flat and rumbled with a caustic accent. ‘A thousand hundred hours, my arse. I’ve never known anyone slack so much at their work. My bunions could do a better job of washing the coppers than you.’


Old Crone sighed and shook her lumpy head. ‘It’s a terrible thing to be this old and be so surrounded by the insolence of bairns.’


Cook stood up sharply, so her chair scraped in the most unappealing way. ‘You should watch your black tongue.’ Ann rested her chin on her hands so she could block her ears without anyone noticing. ‘You should watch your black tongue for the way you speak of spirits and the way you speak of work. I have seen how you drop the stitches, and miss spots, and spit on the silver instead of polishing it.’


It went like this most mornings, the characters interchangeable but the outcome largely the same. After barbed words and curses, spittle and fists would fly; hair was pulled and groins were kicked until one conceded or was forced out of consciousness. The utter chaos was abhorrent to Ann. So she would sit as small and tight as she could on her chair, with her elbows tucked in, neat and parallel, and she would arrange her untouched food into tidy separate shapes; porridge moulded into a perfect square, or breadcrumbs nudged into oval islands, soothing herself with the idea that order still existed.


Sure enough, Old Crone clambered to her feet to match the stance of her partner. ‘And I have seen you stick your dirty horrid fingers into pies meant for the Duchess and suck them cleaner than you would a cock.’


The two small chunks of cheese were now stacked in a neat tower and Ann carefully picked off the fluff of mould with her fingernail.


‘Even the most lecherous spirit wouldn’t come near you, the most vile of all vile things in this house.’


Ann set the mould on the edge of her plate, but precisely, so it formed the point of a perfectly equal triangle with the cheese as its base.


‘Ah yes, I forget you are such a lady, you like someone to lick your arsehole clean after you shit, don’t you?’ In a cumbersome union, they began to grapple and were soon rolling on the floor, Cook using her bowl to beat at Old Crone’s temple, or at least until her counterpart seized her wrist between those slimy gums and refused to let go.


Some of the men skulked from their corners to watch and leer. Ann did not look at them. She never did. Though there were decidedly fewer male servants than female at Ropner, Ann felt them everywhere; crawling up the walls, teeming from nooks and crannies, like cockroaches, one always appearing in the place of its stamped-out brother. She never looked at them, so all their leering faces blended into one, impossible to distinguish from the other. Apart from, of course, Scarecrowfootman, who had forced himself to be the exception. (All Petra’s fault, with her lustful sinning, with her wicked determination to drag you down to her shame and sin.)


Petra shouted encouragement as the two women fought and Matchstick giggled.


I should like to tug very hard at my ear, Ann thought, so it becomes loose, and at once all my body will unravel into nothingness so that little slice of soul left could catch on the wind and twist away from here.


Somewhere below the table, Cook shrieked.


They were all so unclean, all of them. Their skin blemished and flaky. What little teeth they had between them harboured dark flecks of food, and they were so lewd and sinful. She took great pleasure in imagining how she would cure them all. First, she would take the butter knife, and wipe off the thick streaks of lard and granules of burnt crumbs. (The fact that their blackness was mixed in with the butter made her want to scream, or at least pull her fingernails off.) Then, with her clean knife, she would slowly peel the skin from the scalp of her nearest peer until a sizable plot of ceramic was revealed. Wipe the knife, gooey with fat and blood, clean, and use it as a chisel to make fissures in the skull until it came off like the shell cap of a hard-boiled egg. Then she’d reach both hands in and scoop out the fleshy brain (a rancid, rotting thing) that was dirty from all its owner’s badness, and scrub it until it was entirely clean, and its iridescent outer tissue shimmered. Then she’d put them all back together, and when they woke up they would be good and proper.


She would start with Petra of course. Ann watched her, edging along the fray of the fight while she thought no one was looking. But Ann was looking. Ann saw. Ann knew. Knew she was sneaking out to find him.


Ann slipped out of the kitchen after her; quick and silent and nimble, while the rest of them foamed and boiled and racketed clumsily over one another.
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Outside the kitchen, at the other end of the corridor, the door to the servants’ stairwell clicked shut softly.


So Ann was right. Petra was stealing away to meet the man upstairs in their room. She was so uncivilised and lustful that she no longer even waited for the guise of night to unsheathe her flesh and— (And nothing! Because you will stop it, won’t you, Ann?)


Ann strode towards the door like some kind of righteous hunter that had picked up a scent. She would stop her. She would stop all the wrongdoings and bad goings-on, quash out all of this sin and badness once and for all.


The servants’ staircase was at the margin of the house, and it rose up like a throat all the way to the garrets. A dank column of winding iron and stone, with each step like a great slab of sunken cake; their middles eroded from the scuffing of shoes and weight of bodies carrying laden luncheon trays. Its walls were studded (not frequently enough as the light was always dim) with cubbyholes for candles, many of which had been replaced so carelessly that their meltings overflowed and built up to resemble a mountain range of hardened wax. It was rank and dripping and disgusting. And it had that smell, that faint odour of stale piss and rusting iron that all the servants seemed to emanate.


Petra had not made it far. Ann had anticipated racing up the stairs after her, seizing her with such pure conviction that Petra had no choice but to stop dead in her tracks, collapse at Ann’s feet and renounce all her misdeeds. But here Petra was, only two steps up, standing completely still and facing the door Ann came through, almost as though she were waiting for her.


Her dry hands were clutching the metal handle of a pail, being bitten red by it. Ann noticed the hot water sloshing around inside, puffing out steady threads of steam. Water for Lady Charlotte’s bath perhaps? A sudden image shivered in her mind; the nakedness of the lady from the big painting, curling and curving in between the clouds of steam. What human body bits were the vapours hiding? What dimpled elbows or stretching thighs or slopes of breasts? Would the water ripple as the stretches and rolls of skin melted into it?


Ann swallowed the strange thrill. It needled all the way down her throat and settled far down in her belly. A fucked-up little twist; like a knot of hair.


It was more likely a ruse, this pail carrying, this pretending she was dutiful and loyal. A guise in case someone tried to catch her, like Ann was about to now.


‘What do you want, Ann?’ There was irritation in Petra’s voice, an I-don’t-have-time-for-this sigh that reduced Ann to an annoying, irrelevant ugly insect, buzzing so weakly that even Petra found it too beneath her to squash.


Ann shifted in indignation. The water sloshed some more in the pail and she caught sight of her reflection wobbling on its shadowed surface.


An ugly little bug indeed. Big eyes protruding out of a gaunt face; sunken and tired and weathered and melancholy and appalling. Unremarkable and unlovely features, slipping, warped and disfigured by ripples and slops. The cleanliness of her face was a small consolation, but why wasn’t it that all her goodness and purity was shining out of her? Why wasn’t it giving her a countenance that was bonny and perfect? Instead she was as ugly and as foul to look at as the rest of them.


Tears stung fast and hard at her eyes. Could she peel off her skin and start again please? Could she peel off her face and find another underneath; one that hadn’t been ravaged by exposure to their badness? Because that’s what was making her look like this (all their fault); she would be beautiful if it wasn’t for them.


Petra took a step down, closer, and Ann lost sight of the warping waves of her reflection.


‘What’s wrong, ickle Ann?’ Petra whispered. She made her voice high and sobby, pushing out her lower lip in mockery. ‘Cat got your tongue?’


Grisly images of witches juddered in Ann’s mind; repulsive grins and black swathes of unspeakable magic, vicious cats, and slimy, fat, purple tongues all red and pulpy when ravaged by sharp teeth.


Petra stepped closer again.


‘You need to stop.’ Ann tried to emphasise each word firmly; show how seriously she meant it. But her voice cracked under the weight.


‘Stop what, Ann? Hm?’ The bitch laughed. Yes, she laughed, actually laughed, right at her. ‘You can’t even say it, can you?’


Though her lip trembled, Ann raised her chin proudly. She would not be tricked into speaking of such badness, as if she were a co-conspirator in Petra’s crimes.


A flash of something like anger crossed Petra’s oafish face and she put down the pail. The water oscillated between their two reflections. Splintering them, stirring them so they melted and melded together in a sickening unity. (Not true, not true, if you peeled off your face you would not find Petra’s underneath, the water lies.)


Petra stepped closer still. The reek of her breath was thick on Ann’s face.


‘Why are you like this, Ann?’ The mocking baby voice had vanished, and in its place was a cold, expressionless whisper that sounded so unlike Petra.


Ann’s breath stuttered. Petra’s question had frozen her; its calm utterance, its absurd simplicity, the fact it was entirely unanswerable. She couldn’t find a single word, even a single thought that sufficed as a reply; her mouth and her mind were still clogged with liquid reflections and witches’ drool and fat tongues and bad, terrible, lustful sins, and her own ugliness that was so tied to them.


Petra took another step; they were almost nose to nose now.


‘Poor, poor Ann, who thinks she’s so much better than us all. How little you know.’


Was there pity there? Somewhere in the bottom of that cold voice that was so unlike Petra. So unlike her. More like a puppet finally cut free from its marionette strings, free to slump and croak its own wooden mind. Pity or not, the flash of anger came once more across Petra’s face, so suddenly that Ann stumbled back, only to find herself pressing against the door she had come through.


Petra’s arms lashed out, her fat, awful, chapped and chipped hands seized Ann’s shoulders. They squeezed tight, right down to her bones. Ann tried to shrink away more still, tried scrabbling across the wood to find the handle, but Petra was pinning her with such force that her arms could do nothing but flop helplessly to her sides. Petra was pinning her with such force that her bones were creaking and breaking, that everything around her was tilting, threatening to spin. Petra’s horrible face filled her vision (so close, too close), the world was nothing but her screaming pores (all full of dirt, all full of rot), nothing but cracked lips, nothing but spikes of nostril hair, nothing but the wide, mad white of her eyes, yellowish and threaded with red. Petra’s sour breath was in Ann’s mouth, actually in her mouth, she tried to gag, to retch and repel it from her, but her own breath was coming in such great heaves (don’t breathe, don’t breathe it in) she couldn’t. She was gasping for air like she was drowning.


Petra was still cold and unmoved, almost stoical with purpose and coming closer and closer, her face as near as Ann’s to a kiss. This was it; here and now Petra would dispel all her sin to Ann, fill her with that sordid dark and deep red; it would rip all of those hollow aching places even wider. It was all too much. Ann could feel her mind, battered by her drowning breaths, slipping away down some gullet of horror.


‘You don’t even know how bad it’s going to get, Ann,’ she said. ‘And what will you do when all this badness possesses you?’


The wail came about as though it were torn out of Ann. It parted the air into currents, churned the hot water in the pail and rattled the twisting metal of the banister.


Petra stepped back as though Ann’s body had suddenly surged with red-hot heat, and Ann crumpled to the cold stone floor, the wail now subsided but her mouth still torn by its shape. She was numbed with horror.


It was an eternity, surely, that she was slumped there for. Her breath rattling with snot and spit, her skin and mind humming sin, sin, sin.


Some faraway part of her brain, though, a tiny animalistic part that remained un-numbed, pieced together the sounds around her like a puzzle. That was the scrape of the pail being picked up; that was the meaty smack of a boot connecting with flesh (your flesh, Ann; a kick, right at your middle, another right on your thigh); there were the fading clacks of Petra’s footsteps going up and up and up; that was the slam of the door; this now is the sound of silence (and of ow ow ow).


Ann would have let the silence last forever, never moved again, expired into its eternity there and then, if there was not the pressing matter of her virtue.


Clean, the rest of her mind un-numbed itself to say. Cleaned, it said from under the soundless sobs and blooming pain. You need to be cleaned.


She dragged herself to her room, crawling all the way like some loathsome toad. Ann imagined a slime of sin oozing out of her, being trailed behind her. She had to be clean before the housekeeper discovered it.


Why are you like this, Ann? Petra had said.


She had to be like this, she couldn’t be like them, she wouldn’t. Not with their sinning and fucking and dirt; she didn’t want any of it, she had to be like this, she had to be good and clean. She. Had. To. Be. Clean.


In their room (mercifully empty – perhaps you put a stop to her sin after all) the chest-of-drawers had never looked more like an altar, holding on its surface her most sacred instruments. Cloth, bowl, white porcelain jug filled to the brim with water. Ann had broken pieces of carbolic soap tucked in her pocket bags at all times, just for moments like this. She seized one now and scrubbed until her skin reddened and smarted. Her hands, her face (every centimetre that the bitch might have breathed on), even the thick fabric of her sleeves, rinsing them with water from the white porcelain jug.


What will you do when all this badness possesses you?


Her nerves jittered, her head kept jerking to look at the door. She was sure she could hear little, tiny, impossibly quiet giggles, as if their eyes were pressed to the cracks around the door, watching her panic, her frantic scouring, trying to stifle their snickers.


A wave of cramps sloshed in the bottom part of her belly. She tensed and thought of the vinegar smell of blood. She was probably due to bleed again. The chaos of not knowing was as disgusting to her as the sin she was sluicing off, as revolting as her dirty cycle itself. But it was hard to keep track. At Ropner Hall days are not contained, orderly things. No. They seep into one another so that tomorrow is today and today is yesterday and yesterday and tomorrow are each other and for all Ann knew Scarecrowfootman had been coming for weeks, or months, or years, or maybe just days. But somewhere in that tangle of time Petra, quite suddenly, was gone.
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On the morning of Petra’s dismissal Ann woke to find her parting gift: a putrid smell that she eventually pinpointed to the chamber pot beneath the bed. The china lip curled at the bile in its belly. Ann imagined the stink polluting the walls like smoke, seeping into her bed-sheets and aprons, dirtying them with a perfume that would make her smell no better than the rest of them. Petra’s parting spite.


Well, she couldn’t get to Ann now, not now she had gone . . . wherever she had gone. Ann wasn’t sure if there was anything beyond the grounds of Ropner. Its isolation was almost tangible. It seeped from its walls slowly, like sap, engulfing them all in its amber. Perhaps upon her dismissal Petra had stepped a foot outside the grounds and her and her fat belly of sin had vanished entirely. Disintegrated into nothing. Disappeared as if she had never been. (Serves her right, the whore.) Ann was chief of their room now. There would be no fucking, no sin. It would be a space entirely clean, entirely pure, just like the rooms the ladies of Ropner lived in.


She emptied the chamber pot onto a gum of earth that teethed on the grass from the woods, and looked out across the grounds. The autumn colours of Ropner flushed dark and thick, deep and ugly. But there was a beauty to it too; a stark rawness that was so striking she wanted to bite into it, to taste the mud and earth, to chew on the purples and rusted oranges, waterlogged greys and scrubbed-pale ochres, to let them all fester warm and heavy right in her stomach.


Everything in this autumn seemed heavy; the weight of change, the grasses thick with dew, the hills rapidly growing dense with darkness, the layers of clothes, the mounds of leaves pressing and crushing impossibly rich soil. And the feeling. Not quite like fear, but close; a foreboding of winter. Soon would come the dresses and curtains and coverings to be washed and freshened and darned; the navies and green velvets that were so dark they were almost black.


Ropner itself remained unmoved by the sodden landscape. The Hall seemed to blend into it and at once be something entirely separate. A bone that had pierced up through the grassy skin so long ago that the body of the grounds had evolved to live with it like that, protruding in a way that was wholly unnatural, but still part of it. Ropner rose up stoically, bristling against the soft grey sky. Its front face was the grandest, without a doubt; two wings, shoulders thrown back proudly, flanked an edifice outlined with four pillars. A wooden door lurked between the central two columns, like a dark throat guarded by stony canines. Beneath the entrance door a staircase splayed, splitting into two pincers that curved inwards down to the gravel driveway.


Ropner Hall was cold and distant and unloving. Yet it filled Ann with the unnerving desire to impress, to respect and worship it. Because, without a doubt, it watched. Milky glass eyes in their multitudes stared out from the house, some made squinting by their lattices and frames, some creased by fissures of crumbling crow’s feet. And she got the feeling sometimes that it wasn’t just the windows that were watching her. Sometimes, if she looked at Ropner out of the corner of her eye, she saw faint brushes of motion at the windows; figures moving just out of frame, as if someone, something, had been standing up against the pane, watching her.


She had no recollection of ever arriving at Ropner, of ever living a life before it. It was as if she had been born here, into this exact moment of emptying Petra’s morning sickness onto the sodden mud, all the intimate knowledge of the house as instrumental and intuitive as the act of breathing.


Of course, there were vast chasms in her knowledge: Ropner had two floors, four if you counted the crawl space of the servants’ garrets and the kitchens in its bowels, and yet Ann had never set foot in the two floors sandwiched between. The first floor was only cleaned by the older servants, those who could be trusted to keep their mouths shut. The second floor, the floor that housed the bedrooms and the painting Ann spied on when she could, was tended to only by Rachel now that Petra had gone. Rachel could be easily relied on to keep the secrets of the second floor, whatever they were. She was a freak, a mute, either by choice or design. Ann saw her infrequently, oafing between doorways, silent and stupid. It was hard to fight the childlike urge to gawp at her. Once, Ann had seen her by the wonky lines of the kitchen garden, kneeling over the ground, her soft body slumped and folded like a pillow that needed plumping. Laying broken on the mud, half concealed by Rachel’s doughy hands, was the tiny, feathered body of a spug.


It was odd, seeing Rachel’s dopy body in proximity to something so delicate. Even odder still to realise that Rachel was crying over the little bird, silently of course, which made it sadder somehow. Those tears making their way unannounced to plop steadily on its speckled breast. Watching, Ann had felt like a little part of her heart had been pricked by a pin and was steadily bleeding. But she couldn’t stop her lip curling right beneath her nose. Ann found herself feeling some level of revulsion towards everything Rachel did; the way she sighed at a lamb heart blubbering there on the counter before she butchered it; the way she waited by the door of the washroom for Ann to hand her the basket of clean clothes, her head bowed and eyes averted, as if Ann were doing something intensely private and Rachel wanted to respect it; the way her big, cow-like eyes accepted any insult hurled toward her without so much as blinking.


She was pathetic, and it made Ann feel grossly aware of her own body, of her bones moving through space, aware of the air on her skin and a faint ringing in her ears. Aware of being human; breakable, vulnerable, something that could be eaten alive.


Despite the hours Rachel sacrificed in the upper rooms, only Mrs Hardy tended to the ladies of Ropner directly. They were secreted away, those ladies upstairs. The Duchess and her niece were folded into the many corners and rooms from which lower servants were forbidden. In that liminal space everything was surely sun-soaked and clean and good, beating like a joyous heart, while Ann and the servants crawled through the garrets above and squirmed in the kitchens below, pumping the organs that sighed and shit and bubbled acid.


The Duchess had supposedly had the happy misfortune of some brother or father or distant leaf of the Ropner family tree rolling over and dying and bestowing Ropner upon her. The niece had come with the house. Rumours and fables and vicious twisted little fairytales grow best in the dark; they’re nourished with ignorance and a grotesque case of belief triumphing fact, and the mystery that enshrouded the ladies of Ropner was the blackest kind of dark: optimal conditions for tales to sprout like mould; to fix themselves to crumbs of fact before blooming and crackling to monstrous proportions.


The Duchess sent for a veritable banquet for her daily luncheon. So, then: those million delicate canapés, those hundreds of glazed fruits, those thousands of gloating cakes, had not so much delicately expanded her waistline as swelled her to such epic proportions that Mrs Hardy had to roll her from room to room, feed her and wash her and wipe her arse because her own arms were too confined in fleshy prisons to reach. The Duchess was never reported leaving the house. So, then: she had been cursed by a black-toothed witch as a girl to forever remain in Ropner, for one step of a fat foot outside would bestow a most painful and odious death upon her in which all the noble blood in her veins would harden to stone and she would be doomed to be weathered as a statue for all eternity. The Duchess dressed in swathes of pink silk and spun gold and sat in rooms groaning with priceless ornamentations and all kinds of trinkets and treasures from distant lands. So, then: she had sold her soul to the devil for such riches, and she secretly crunched on the bones of virgins and drank the blood of bairns to be forever youthful and prosperous. All lies of course. The rumours spun out of control so viciously it was impossible to discern fact, or even those that had sprouted from such.


Ann thought of her secret viewings of that painting in the corridor and of the way the Duchess’s likeness leaned elegantly to kiss her niece. The Duchess who exuded so much decorum and sweet grace that it was forever immortalised in a painting. That was who the Duchess was, no matter what they said.


Her niece, Lady Charlotte, was less of a conglomerate monster of myths and superstitious rumours and more a complete enigma. Even the most spiteful of servants struggled to fabricate any fable for her. If they did, they would be wrong, just like they were about the Duchess. Lady Charlotte would be as pure as an angel.


It was a travesty therefore, an ugly smear on order, that it was Petra who had acted as her lady’s maid, Petra who tended her rooms and dressed her and did her hair. Mrs Hardy naturally forbade any gossip about the women above, but one night, when the footman had not slunk in and Ann was feeling particularly brave, she had pressed Petra for details. Her skin had tingled all over with excitement as she lay there in the darkness, waiting for Petra’s disembodied voice to perhaps change her life forever.


‘I think she is very simple or very lonely, or perhaps both,’ Petra began. Ann had held her breath. (How divinely tragic!) ‘Because she’s a terrible stuck-up bitch who doesn’t care for anything unless it’s the nose on her face.’


God, Ann hated Petra. She would be glad every single day that she was gone.


Whatever she said, Ann did not let it impeach her fantasy of the ladies upstairs. She dreamed one day they would be seized by some divine omnipotence and discover what a good clean girl Ann was down below, and how it was all Ann’s good clean work that meant they could live as good clean gods in that heavenly space. So they would summon Ann to them and Ann would curtsy, and the Duchess and the lady would watch her do so with divinely delicate tears lingering on their cheeks like diamonds. (Because Ann would have such a beautifully tidy curtsy.) They would say, ‘Ann, you have made our lives so perfect, we could never live without you, thankyouthankyouthankyou.’ And here the lady would extend an impossibly elegant hand, a hand practically glowing, its skin was so soft, and Ann would be permitted to kiss it, and as soon as her lips touched that holy skin she would close her eyes and die happy.


Such things would be possible if she wasn’t constantly breathing in sin and halitosis. If she wasn’t emptying Petra’s curdled vomit onto the soil.


 


He was by the big clock in the corridor when she returned to the house. He had not been dismissed, of course.


Scarecrowfootman was jangling cogs and metal and winding it into order, teasing time between his horrid fingers. Ann’s stomach constricted and lurched and fresh menstrual blood sluggishly belched out onto her rag, a wobbling clot that made her shudder. He could probably smell it. (He’ll sniff you out the way dogs sniff out bitches on heat, the way foxes, slobbering and grinning, slink around the lame rabbit bleeding out.)


What if Petra had been right? she thought suddenly. What if she had been sacrificing herself to save the rest of them from the men, after all? (You don’t even know how bad it’s going to get.)


God, her mouth was dry; her sandpaper tongue felt like it had swelled up. In fact, her whole body must have swelled, because she was suddenly enormously conspicuous; her shoulders were pushed against buckling walls and her head was wonky and too far forward on her neck like it had been ripped off and replaced wrongly. Her newly gigantic feet played dumb about walking. (Are you sure this is the right gait?) They stumbled. (Should steps be big or little? Are you really so thick you’ve forgotten how to work us? Surely you know it’s left-right-left and heel-toe-heel-toe, you silly girl.)


He turned at the sound of her skirts. How could he miss her? She was simply huge in this tiny corridor, blown up to epic proportions especially for him, so that his mean eyes would not miss any inch of her, would not fail to ravage any speck of her being with their unashamed roaming. He smiled his horrible carnal smile. His head tilted and she saw his tongue flash between the gaps in his teeth like he was licking his lips, like he was hungry. All the better for him to eat her. The hallway was damp and hollow, like a dried-up bone whose marrow had been sucked out; it unspooled before her in spite. She trained her eyes on the stairwell door and walked slowly with her head hardly moving, because surely if she looked at him or quickened her pace he would break into a run after her and she would be hunted and mauled.


He was watching her the full way, she knew it; she could hear the silence that meant he had stopped his clock-winding task, the silence that meant he was staring, the silence that meant he was waiting to pounce.


Why didn’t he? Why didn’t he launch his gangly frame straight for her, dig his hands into her flesh until it parted and sprang blood, pull her hair, and bite her right down to the bone?


It was on the stairwell that she remembered the secret second key. It winked at her slyly from his pocket. So, then: he was only biding his time.
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Preparing luncheon was never-ending. They rolled and boiled and burned the spoils of the grounds into delicate morsels that could be held perfectly in a lady’s hand (with room for the little finger to point out). Mud was churned and juiced until it could steep sulphurous eggs in truffle butter, shell-like tarts were filled to bleed earthy beetroot and slimy swirls of fresh-plucked spinach, pulsating purple rabbit legs baked until the meat fell from their bones and marched upstairs on china plates so delicate and thin that they rang like glass.
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