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SEEKING ASYLUM


Vivian Caethe


As the wheels of Mr Fowler’s carriage rattled down the macadam driveway of the Minerva House Asylum, Astrid Fowler stared out the window, clutching her arms against her stomach. Mr Fowler sat next to her in stony silence. She had inadvertently embarrassed him in front of the servants by near-fainting on the front steps of his house, and he had yet to forgive her.


Even the slightest motion of the wheels over the rough surface jarred her, and she bit back a moan. The pain had lessened over the months since her husband had taken her from Colney Hatch Asylum, but it had grown again with her increasing dread at being returned to such an inimical environment. Mr Fowler’s silence deepened.


The March rain had not ceased for two days, and it obscured her view of the approaching buildings, increasing her sense of unease. They had called it a disease, her condition, a mental disease. She had not felt at ease for years.


She risked a glance at her husband and saw his expression furrowed with anger. It was always furrowed, but she had learned over the duration of their marriage to decipher the signs of his displeasure. It had become a means of survival when she had been in his house. When she had been at Colney Hatch, she had been given greater concerns than her husband’s shifting moods.


The carriage rolled to a stop and Mr Fowler got out. She heard the crunch of his footsteps as he rounded the carriage. As the driver descended to open her door, the motion jostled the carriage, nauseating her further. The driver opened the door and she tried to smile as he handed her down, the scars on her abdomen throbbing with her pounding heartbeat. He thought she was too pretty to be here. She shuddered.


Three women waited at the top of the stairs leading to the asylum’s main entrance. Astrid squinted up into the rain to see the three-storey building loom above her. The brick walls and arched windows did nothing to reassure her. Colney Hatch had been cast from the same mould.


Mr Fowler took her elbow and led her towards the stairs. Resigned, she looked down at the macadam under her feet, watching as it led to red sandstone stairs. Her shoes made dull thudding sounds on the rain-soaked stone.


‘Mr Fowler, I presume.’ The tall woman at the centre spoke first. The other two women arranged on either side of her were dressed as nurses, so she presumed the woman in the middle must be Dr Amherst.


‘Of course,’ replied Mr Fowler. ‘My wife, Astrid.’


He pushed Astrid forward. All his resignation, determination and drive rushed through her, bringing with it a wave of nausea.


After a brief glance up at the women, Astrid looked down, watching the concentric circles in the small puddles that filled the dents in the stone. Raindrops dripped from the brim of her hat on to the steps, shaking the puddles with their impact.


‘It’s a pleasure to meet you, Mrs Fowler.’ Dr Amherst spoke in the tone of someone repeating herself. Astrid glanced up to see if she was angry. The doctor smiled at her kindly. ‘Would you care to come in?’


‘Please.’ Astrid remembered her manners and smiled around the lie. ‘It would be my pleasure.’


‘If you would get her bags?’ Dr Amherst asked the nurses bracketing her. One of them, the taller one, frowned as the shorter, thinner one nodded.


‘I will take my leave then,’ Mr Fowler said. ‘I trust that she is in good hands.’


‘Only the best, Mr Fowler,’ the doctor replied. ‘I don’t suppose I could invite you in for some tea before your journey home?’


‘I would rather not tarry.’ The disgust in his voice leaked into his expression. Astrid swallowed nervously. He would not tarry at the asylum, but he would condemn her to its custody?


She watched dismally as her husband abandoned her without a word at the steps of an asylum for the second time. Jostling past her with her luggage, the nurses ignored her. The doctor reached for her arm and gently guided her to the door. ‘Let’s get you out of the rain.’


The rain pelted the expansive grounds outside, transforming the carefully manicured lawns and extensive foliage into muted shades of blue and grey. With an effort, Astrid pulled her attention back to Dr Amherst. The doctor waited patiently for her to come back. That was new. Mostly they shouted at her, dragging, roughly yanking her to the here and now.


‘I know your experience with such places in has been . . .’ the doctor paused, compassion imbuing her expression, ‘less than peaceful. But our goal here is not to force you into a state of socially approved sanity, but rather to assist you in finding your own means to find peace in your condition.’


Astrid’s attention wandered again. She tried to focus back on this room, light and airy, comfortably feminine, with gaslights burning cheerily in the wall sconces. Pastels, whites and fresh flowers decorated the room, instead of dark wood and menacing masculinity. ‘Peace?’


‘Function, if nothing else. Control to the degree you feel you need. Hopefully more, but that is entirely up to you. Healing comes from the inside, not imposed through machines and treatments meant to console men who are, at best, guessing and, at worst, experimenting.’ The doctor’s expression grew dark for a moment before returning to placid calm. ‘We employ different methods here from the ones you may be used to.’


Astrid folded her arms across her belly, the scars rough under the comforting weight of her dress and stays. It was the first real dress she had been allowed in years, a costume of normalcy and dignity. The doctor’s demeanour gave her more comfort than she would have dreamed possible. The wounds on her soul, still raw through the rough sutures of uncaring cures, throbbed once, twice. The loss as strong as the betrayal. If this woman could . . . Astrid nodded slightly, unused to even the implication of consent.


‘Let’s get you settled in then.’ Dr Amherst smiled and gestured towards the door.


Astrid turned to see a woman there, the taller of the two nurses who had greeted her. She held open the door, her face neutral. ‘Whenever you are ready.’


Standing, Astrid glanced at the doctor, then at the nurse again. Dr Amherst smiled kindly, patiently. The smile reached her eyes.


She allowed herself to be escorted from the doctor’s office. The nurse led the way down the hall and into the parlour. The nurse’s shoes thudded while Astrid’s made quiet whispers on the deep rugs that lined the wood-floored hallway. The nurse glanced at her, frowning for a moment.


‘Wait here.’


Astrid sat on one of the davenports tastefully arranged in the parlour and watched the rain stream down the windows. She blinked rapidly, afraid to lose herself in the patterns of water on the glass. Despite the doctor’s words, she doubted she was safe enough to lose herself. She would, despite herself, but she always tried to delay it for as long as possible. Instead, she glanced at the other woman in the room.


The other woman sat on the couch across the room from the floor-to-ceiling windows, her gaze on her feet. Astrid glanced away, not wanting to be caught staring. The carpet whorled beneath her, a cascade of brilliant blues and reds winding around green and gold. It reminded her of water, streams and rivers, churning the colour of the rocks beneath into a white, milky foam. Foam like water and blood—


A woman’s scream tore her back to reality. She flinched and gripped the arm of the couch. The woman across the room from her writhed in pain. As Astrid watched in horror, she stood and walked toward Astrid, her gaze down on the floor.


‘I see you two have met.’ The nurse returned, wiping her hands on her apron. Astrid stood and stepped around the back of the couch.


‘I’m afraid . . .’ The woman spoke without raising her head. Her wide-brimmed hat obscured her features as she addressed her shoes. ‘We haven’t . . . I mean . . .’


‘Oh, of course not.’ The nurse smiled sourly. ‘Miss Inga Ryan, please let me introduce to you Mrs Astrid Fowler.’


‘It’s a pleasure,’ Miss Ryan told her shoes.


‘Indeed.’ Astrid addressed her shoes as well. It seemed the thing to do. Her black shoes melted into the shadows under her dress.


‘Well.’ The nurse clapped her hands, making Astrid jump. ‘If you ladies would come with me, supper is not for several hours yet and Dr Amherst has requested that all inmates be sent to their rooms.’


Astrid glanced at Miss Ryan and caught a glimpse of her profile. The woman’s features glowed with beauty. In fact . . . Astrid shook her head. No. It was her mother’s curse, not hers. Never hers. They had cured her of that. She put her hand to her abdomen.


But she was not safe. Not yet. Maybe not ever. Not here.


The nurse showed her to her room. ‘Supper is at eight.’


Turning, the nurse slammed the door and Astrid heard the click of the lock in its place. The sound of the door’s closing resonated through her like a slap, and it took Astrid several moments to catch her breath.


Her three suitcases lay opened on the small bed, taking up the entire space. From their appearance, her dresses and belongings had been rifled through, searched, she presumed, for dangerous items. She had hoped, no matter how point-lessly, that Minerva House would be different from Colney Hatch.


Astrid supposed she should unpack her belongings and place them in the small wardrobe which, along with a small armchair, comprised the room’s other sole furnishings. But the door . . . the nurse had locked the door, trapping her inside.


Seating herself in the small armchair by the high window, she tried to breathe, tried to control the shaking in her hands. Closing her eyes, she could hear the patter of rain on the roof tiles. The sound reassured her, reminding her of her parents’ manor on the moors, of a time before asylums and doctors. She leaned her head back and listened to the rain.


‘Your husband tells me that you often succumb to hysteria.’ Dr Amherst steepled her fingers and tapped them together as she thought. Astrid waited patiently. This was the part she had dreaded: the questions. She had believed Dr Amherst yesterday, but a sleepless night locked in a small room while the rain continued had only exacerbated her doubts. Certainly if her husband approved of this place, it could not be trusted. The doctor’s statement confirmed her fears. If Dr Amherst believed him, then what was this but yet another prison?


‘My husband makes many diagnoses.’ Her attention wandered to the window. Outside, the damp grass sparkled in the morning sunlight, cheerful points of light that drew her eye. If she could hide in one of those drops of light, then no one would come for her, no one would hurt her and tell her she was mad.


‘I personally don’t believe in hysteria.’ Dr Amherst’s voice gently drew her back.


Astrid blinked. Hysteria was real. That was why they had cut her open, they told her. It had to be real. Why else would they do such a thing? ‘But they said . . .’


‘I know what they say,’ the doctor said gently. ‘They always say that. But I have never seen a case of hysteria that could not be explained by another condition or cause, or simply by the female condition in our world. For example, if I was married to your husband, I would take refuge in the symptoms of hysteria.’


Inhaling, Astrid felt a defence come to her lips. She swallowed it down. She had defended Mr Fowler for too long. He was the reason she was here, after all. The reason she had been sent to Colney Hatch. She exhaled.


After a moment, Dr Amherst spoke again: ‘Why do you think you are still alive?’


‘I’m sorry?’ Astrid had drifted off again, this time caught up in the patterns in the light-wood desk in front of her. She gripped the arms of her chair to keep from touching her scars, a habit she had grown all too aware of in the past two days.


‘Why do you think you are still alive?’ Dr Amherst asked patiently. ‘Many women who have suffered as you do die from the shock. You fade, yet you remain. Why do you think that is?’


Astrid glanced out the window again, blinking against the brilliance of the morning. The windows faced north, but still the summer sun glimmered through the trees as it rose, weaving patterns of light and dark to capture her eyes. ‘My mother would have said that it was because God still had a purpose for me.’


‘Do you believe in God, Astrid?’ Dr Amherst leaned in, her expression intent.


Memories of prayers screamed throughout the past years echoed through her mind. She blinked and shook her head. She had thought once that God was cruel, but now she wondered if He had merely gone deaf from all the cries for mercy.


‘I didn’t expect so.’ Dr Amherst sighed. ‘Faith can often buoy the downtrodden spirit.’


‘Do I require faith to be healed?’ Surprised at her own temerity, Astrid clamped her lips shut. Perhaps it was not the sort of question one asked.


‘No.’ The doctor shook her head. ‘And in some cases I have found it to be actively detrimental to my treatments.’


‘Is that why . . .’ Despite her husband’s coddling, she had still heard the rumours in the week he had tolerated her presence in his home. The servants whispered about Minerva House, whispers she had heard while lying awake in bed, unable to move beyond the occasional blink. But it was the only solely women’s asylum in the country, the only place where he was sure no man would touch her again. Perhaps he thought that he was protecting her. It had come too late.


‘Among many reasons.’ Dr Amherst nodded, reading her intent. ‘Any time that a woman seeks a place in professions held only by men, her intentions will always be suspect and labelled deviant and mad, as it were.’


Astrid nodded, thinking of her mother and of her own aspirations before her father married her off to ‘settle her down’. She looked at the carpet, seeing how the pile crushed under her shoe, like tiny blades of grass beneath the feet of a giant.


‘So tell me, why do you think you are still alive?’


Looking up, Astrid’s gaze caught on the rows of books on the doctor’s shelves. ‘I honestly don’t know.’


Miss Ryan was painfully beautiful. Astrid had never thought that phrase to be particularly apt, but with Inga . . . She dared to use the woman’s first name in the quietness of her mind, in the space before she faded, as Dr Amherst had taken to calling it.


Her initial session with Dr Amherst had occupied most of the morning. Afterwards, she had found her way to the garden, where one of the servants offered to bring her some tea. She had discovered Miss Ryan there, tea already served. It would have been rude to turn and leave. Instead she swallowed and asked, ‘May I join you, Miss Ryan?’


‘Mrs Fowler.’ The woman looked up, surprised. ‘Of course. Please.’


Now her hands shook as she rested the cup and saucer in her lap and tried hard not to look at the other woman. But she couldn’t help but glance from time to time.


Inga had flame-coloured hair that cascaded in curls from a simple chignon. An effortless beauty suffused her face, transforming her pale skin to ivory luminescence. Her startlingly blue eyes flicked towards Astrid and then away, a delicate flush becoming her cheeks.


Astrid glanced away, embarrassed to have been caught staring. She took a sip of her cooling tea and stared at the hedge-maze that rested on the lower terrace of the manor’s grounds. Her scars ached, punishment for her thoughts, she supposed. She placed the cup back on the saucer with a rattle. Heat flared through her face at the faux pas and she swallowed. She should say something. The silence grew intolerable.


‘Are you mad?’ she blurted out.


Miss Ryan started, and then turned towards her slightly. She addressed her shoes. ‘As mad as mad may be, I’m afraid. Or that is what my brother says to place me here.’


‘Ah,’ Astrid said, at a loss for words. As intrusive as her original question had been, she found herself less than inclined to continue her line of thought. ‘I’m sorry . . . I didn’t mean—’


‘It passes the time.’ Miss Ryan smiled.


‘Do you often find yourself in possession of much time to pass?’ As she said it, Astrid wasn’t sure if she made any sense, or if she was being presumptuous again. Her tongue had disconnected from her mind, taking its own way through the conversation.


‘Only when I am at peace.’ The smile that crossed Inga’s face reminded Astrid of . . . she swallowed, trying to clear her dry throat. She went to take a sip of tea and found her cup empty. She placed it on the table between them, trying to ignore how her hand shook.


‘The weather is lovely.’ Miss Ryan said, after the pause became uncomfortable.


‘I love it when it rains,’ Astrid commented. ‘And after it rains, when the world feels cleansed.’


‘Does the world often appear sullied to you?’


‘You sound like Dr Amherst.’ Astrid smiled to take the sting from her words.


‘I suppose it is through long acquaintance with those in her profession.’


Astrid found herself at a loss for words again. Every time their conversation began, it spiralled back to the topic they both knew they should avoid. The scars were too raw, even now, for her to be comfortable discussing it with a stranger.


The hedge-maze drew her attention, giving her relief from the discomfort of small talk. She had never been skilled at it. Too blunt for her own good, her father had said. As his everlasting shame, he had hurried to marry her to the first man who would take her. Fortunately for him, her large dowry attracted more men than her looks did. She had never been fond of the idea that a man’s heart could be bought, but she also knew that love only existed between the pages of novels.


Her eyes traced the lines of the maze, the whorls and dead ends drawing her gaze even as she knew she should speak. Miss Ryan and she were not good enough friends to warrant a companionable silence.


She heard an intake of air and then a muffled shriek. Startled, Astrid turned to Inga and saw that she had her hands clasped over her mouth, a look of unspeakable horror in her eyes. Following the other woman’s gaze, she saw the nurse who had locked her away approaching.


‘Run. Run away.’ The words slipped past Miss Ryan’s hands. ‘Run away.’


Startled into standing, Astrid turned to see if Miss Ryan addressed her. But the woman fixed her unblinking blue gaze on the nurse, her mouth still covered by her gloved hands.


Before she could determine whether to leave or stay, the nurse arrived, descending upon them as if they were recalcitrant children. ‘Dr Amherst wants to see you, Miss Ryan.’


The nurse took Miss Ryan’s arm and, before Astrid could cry out in her defence, dragged the suddenly sobbing woman back to the asylum. In the silence that followed, she realized she had forgotten the most important lesson of all. She had forgotten that she was in an asylum, and that Miss Ryan was as mad as she was.


‘The first step to a cure, if you will, is to accept that you might, perhaps, not be mad.’ Dr Amherst said, addressing the salon of patients. Astrid looked around curiously, trying to see if there was any trace of madness in the women gathered there. There were fourteen patients, built from almost every mould imaginable. The only thing they had in common was their presence here. From an outsider’s perspective, it could be any salon in any house, genteel women gathered for thoughtful discussion. Only they knew that they were all insane.


She had not been permitted to the salons in the first months of her staying here, but as the May flowers began to bloom, she had been given permission to attend one a week. At first, Dr Amherst thought they might be too stressful for her fragile mind, but now that she was stronger, the doctor said, she could begin reintegrating with company. The door was still locked on her room every night, though.


Dr Amherst looked at each of them before continuing: ‘Society has told you that you are mad and treated you as they say madwomen should be treated. Many of those who have given you such a disservice have truly meant well, but in their ignorance, they have done more damage than they intended.’


Astrid’s scars ached and she pursed her lips at Dr Amherst’s understatement. The doctor knew about her scars; perhaps she spoke for all the women there. Did they also have scars? She glanced around, but there was no way to tell under the tea gowns that were de rigueur for the doctor’s salons. The absence of stays pressing against her scars gave her a strange floating sensation, as if she was not entirely there, firmly fixed into the world through the bones. Perhaps without the bones, she was merely a soul, set to wander the world.


‘Are you quite all right, Mrs Fowler?’ Miss Ryan’s soft voice drew her back. The woman had arranged herself on the window seat next to Astrid’s armchair. She still addressed her shoes, but there was a quick uptilt of her eyes, which took in Astrid’s condition.


Astrid turned at her murmur and Inga’s sky-blue eyes caught her own. Pausing for a moment, she tried to catch her breath before answering, ‘Quite all right, thank you.’


‘You just looked so pale.’ Miss Ryan raised her gaze to meet Astrid’s and smiled shyly.


‘Thank you for your concern,’ Astrid said, then flushed at her abruptness.


‘After accepting that you might not be mad,’ Dr Amherst’s voice drew her attention back to the lecture, ‘the second step is to determine why society thinks you mad, and what you will do about this accusation.’


Grateful for the distraction, Astrid applied herself to listening, trying to ignore the sensation of Miss Ryan’s gaze upon her. It had been better when she’d addressed her shoes. She could barely stand the full strength of the other woman’s regard.


‘In societies like ours, and as enlightened as we consider ourselves to be, there is still no place for the female psyche, except in the corners to which male considerations consign it. Those corners may grow, but it would take an enlightened civilization indeed to put the female mind on the same plane as that of the male consciousness.’ Dr Amherst smiled wryly. ‘And since we can only hope for the future, it behoves us to find practical means to deal with the present.’


Astrid’s gaze caught on the lace curtains as she tried to imagine a present where she was not mad. Certainly she was mad, for her husband thought so, and the doctors would not have cut her open had something not been wrong with her. But what if she were sane?


Nothing would change, she decided. Madness applied to sanity was still madness; the infection had taken hold. She could never go back to the way she had been, not after all they had done to her. If she had not started out mad, then surely she was now.


She glanced at Miss Ryan. Perhaps madness did not stick to everyone. Certainly Miss Ryan was mad in name only. She lacked the distance that Astrid knew she herself possessed, or the wildness she had seen in the eyes of the women of Colney Hatch. Especially after they came back from the special rooms the doctors did not allow visitors to see.


The lace curtains shifted in the breeze, freeing her from her reminiscences. She blinked, turning her attention back to the salon. Everyone stared at her. Dr Amherst paused with a concerned expression on her face.


‘I’m sorry,’ she said, sweating with embarrassment.


‘Are you sure you are quite all right?’ Miss Ryan asked. ‘You are as white as a sheet.’


‘Of course.’ She felt herself flush. ‘I just need some air. If you would all excuse me?’


‘Let me accompany you.’ Miss Ryan offered. Astrid could think of no way to gracefully refuse. She stood unsteadily and walked from the room, Miss Ryan next to her, close enough to touch. Knees shaking, she walked with Miss Ryan towards the courtyard in the centre of the mansion. Part of her pondered the irony that half the cause of her trepidation was because of her condition, and the other half her companion.


‘If we could sit, perhaps,’ Astrid said.


‘Of course, Mrs Fowler.’ Inga glanced up and smiled that quiet smile of hers. Astrid seated herself on the bench by the fountain and folded her hands in her lap, trying not to clench her skirt. The fountain burbled to itself, partly disguising the soft sound of Inga’s skirts as she settled herself next to Astrid.


Astrid swallowed and concentrated on the play of light through the water. Rainbows of colour arced through the afternoon sunlight, cascading down to the pool of water below. She tried to lose herself in the colours and texture of the water in the air, but Miss Ryan’s presence distracted her. She placed her arms across her scars.


‘Are you troubled?’ Miss Ryan asked.


Smiling at the implication that she was not always troubled, Astrid shook her head. ‘I just needed some air, that is all. Thank you for your consideration.’


‘Of course. We are all sisters here, as Dr Amherst said.’


Astrid shook her head. She hadn’t been listening to the doctor’s lecture. ‘I’m sorry, but please, I just need . . .’


‘Some air, of course.’ Miss Ryan’s gaze returned to her shoes. ‘I’ll let you be.’


‘Please stay.’ The words dropped from Astrid’s lips before she could consider them.


‘I . . .’ Miss Ryan half stood. ‘I should get back. The others . . .’


‘Of course.’ Astrid flushed. ‘I’m sorry, I shouldn’t have.’


‘No. It’s quite all right.’ Inga’s cheeks reddened and her beauty struck Astrid again. She quickly looked away, not wanting to embarrass the woman or herself further. She fixed her gaze on her hands.


‘If you really want . . .’ Miss Ryan stepped closer. ‘I mean, I can stay.’


Astrid forced herself to relax. Miss Ryan meant well. ‘If you would like.’


Miss Ryan sat down again, and for a moment they gazed at the fountain together. The moment passed and Astrid dared to glance at the other woman. ‘Can you tell me what I missed?’


‘You truly were suffering so much that you didn’t hear? I had wondered what was amiss,’ Miss Ryan said, her voice almost too soft to hear over the fountain. ‘I don’t know if I could explain well. I understood less than half of it myself and agree with even less.’


‘Then why are you here?’ Astrid closed her eyes at her own stupidity. She kept asking questions she had no right to ask.


‘Why are you here?’ Miss Ryan asked pertly.


Startled at her transition from a shy violet, Astrid glanced at her and saw a mischievous smile play across her features. Her heart ached. ‘I am mad. Aren’t you?’


‘Only as mad as men will make me. On that I do agree with the good doctor.’ Inga’s smile grew. ‘For men will always claim madness to cover their own faults.’


‘Then what fault your brother?’


‘You remembered my little indiscretion, then?’ Miss Ryan smiled. ‘I had thought you would not. I have been forbidden to speak of him, nor of his position. Even my name is a shame.’


‘You are not Inga Ryan, then?’


‘I am Inga, true and true, but a Ryan I am not, nor shall I ever be.’ Now that she had disregarded her obsession for conversing with her shoes, Inga’s voice lilted. Despite her light tone, darkness lurked in the space between the words, a darkness Astrid thought she recognized all too well.


‘Then if I am to be allowed another impertinent question.’ Astrid waited for a slight nod from her companion to continue. ‘What other asylum’s accommodations have you enjoyed?’


‘You know well the secrets that I carry in my heart, and can read my words as they should be said,’ Inga replied. ‘And yet I suspect your tale may be darker than mine.’


‘You would ask me to tell my tale?’ Astrid swallowed. This woman threatened with mere words to undo the protections she had woven around her heart.


‘Only if it is a story you can tell,’ Inga said gently. ‘If not, then my story will have to suffice to pass the time until we are recalled to our devotions.’


Astrid smiled at the allusion to the doctor’s schedule for their days. Every morning there was breakfast, then the salon or quiet contemplation, journal-writing or reading, then tea, followed by time for quiet activities and personal sessions with the doctor. Enough to occupy their time, but not enough to keep Astrid from fading away. The nurses would come too soon to summon them for tea.


‘If you wouldn’t mind, your story please,’ Astrid said. ‘We do have an hour yet.’


Inga’s demeanour transformed from that of a wilting flower to full-blown rose. ‘My brother, who for the sake of this tale shall be Mr Ryan, and I are born from the same womb on the same day. Despite our shared date of birth, we could not be more different. He was born with the rough good looks of my father, while I was cursed with the devilish facade of our maternal grandmother.’ She touched her red hair ruefully and smiled.


Astrid didn’t think there was anything devilish about her, but dared not disagree as Inga continued with her story. ‘With my devilish cast came my obstinate nature. I was, as they said, a hellion of a child, and I grew up into an opinionated woman.’


She gave Astrid a significant glance and Astrid nodded. Had her own father been less loving of her mother, more than one woman in their lineage would have spent time in the asylum for disease of the feminine kind. As it was, he barely tolerated Astrid in the years after her birth, hoping, perhaps, for a male to continue the line. Her mother had died in childbirth when Astrid was only thirteen, leaving her in her father’s care.


Blinking, she realized she had become lost in her own reminiscences. Inga waited patiently, until Astrid looked at her again, then continued her story, a slight smile playing on her lips. ‘As a twin, and the evil twin at that, my brother was taught not to tolerate my excesses of opinion.’


‘Would he have otherwise?’


‘I doubt it. He does not tolerate much that does not come from obedience.’


‘Ah.’ Astrid understood. ‘Pray, go on.’


‘Upon the untimely passing of our parents, my brother determined that, if he was to gain control of our inheritance, the best way to do so would be to declare me mad and thus wrest what little I was granted from me. He was, of course, loath to pay a large enough dowry to attract suitors of quality sufficient to provide him the prestige he craved. It was better, in his estimation, to have a sister who had retired from public life than one married to a pauper.’


‘Did you love him?’ Astrid asked. ‘The pauper, I mean.’


Emotion flushed Inga’s face and Astrid realized she had asked another indelicate question. Before she could apologize, Inga’s smile was back. ‘It doesn’t matter now. My brother, on the other hand, would never forgive me for even entertaining the thought. It must have been, in his estimation, near enough to madness that he had me committed to Bethlehem Royal Hospital.’


Horrified, Astrid sucked in a breath. Even she had not been so mad as to justify being sent to the infamous Bedlam. Inga shrugged and continued. ‘He had to realize that a sister in Bedlam was no better than a sister wed to a pauper. However, it took him six months to come to this realization.’


In the painful pause that followed, a thousand questions came to Astrid and were quickly discarded. She prayed, for both their sakes, that Inga had been spared.


‘Six months in Bedlam.’ Inga took a breath. ‘It was not as it has been described. Or at least not a horrific madhouse filled with the gibbering lunatics of days gone by. But for the female patient . . . well, you understand from Dr Amherst’s opinion the expectations of the male doctor from the female patient.’


‘And from experience.’ Astrid tried to smile ruefully, but the expression failed in its commencement. A thought occurred to her. ‘Why then do you say that you do not agree with the doctor?’


‘Ah.’ Inga’s smile withered. ‘We come to the crux of the story. For, you see, Dr Amherst’s belief is that madness is a state of mind and the surrounding culture. I believe, however, that madness is real, immediate, and in the cases of many unfortunates, very serious.’


‘Are you mad, then?’


‘Not in the slightest,’ Inga said. ‘But I have witnessed such madness as to be a true believer. For who would countenance such behaviour from their own person were they not mad?’


‘You mean the catatonics and the gibbering lunatics.’ Astrid felt a sinking in her stomach.


Inga was not mad, and she would judge Astrid for her madness.


‘Those and more, for all kinds resided in Bedlam, next to the civility of the modern institution,’ Inga explained. ‘And so it should be, for they were taken care of in a manner as their madness necessitated.’


‘And those who were not mad, like yourself ?’


‘We were driven to distraction by the environment, and perhaps some of the madness was catching, for I found in myself a growing sentiment that might be described as . . . inappropriate for a woman of my status.’


‘You became a suffragist?’ Astrid smiled at her own joke. It was better than the alternative: hope could be treacherous in places like this.


Inga nodded seriously. ‘Among other things.’


Astrid opened her mouth to ask, then didn’t dare, for fear of making a fool of herself. Or worse, of proving herself to be as mad as Mr Fowler claimed. Instead she asked, ‘How did you get out?’


‘I threatened my brother with letters.’ Inga smiled. ‘I told him I would write to his peers and neighbours, inviting them to visit me in the madhouse, and considering that perhaps they only neglected to do so out of ignorance of my current address. He reconsidered, but persisted in believing that I was well and truly mad, and that my madness had only been exacerbated by my treatment in Bedlam. We reached a compromise he and I: I was to select the place of my incarceration and he was to entertain the concept of my eventual cure. I bide my time here while the good doctor affects my cure.’


‘I see.’ Astrid glanced at the fountain, surprised to see that the sundial had moved an hour in the interval. It occurred to her that only the mad would claim sanity in an asylum.


Inga surmised her train of thought. ‘Of course, we are all mad here.’


She smiled at Astrid, as if sharing a joke. Astrid shook her head, embarrassed to be confused. ‘I’m sorry?’


‘Never mind.’ Inga glanced up and moved her hand from where it had strayed towards Astrid’s. ‘Our keeper approaches.’


The bravado in Inga’s voice did nothing to reassure Astrid. The tall nurse that had greeted her on arrival walked down the path towards them, her expression sour. In the intervening months, she had experienced only the coldest treatment from this nurse, reminiscent of the treatment she had received at Colney Hatch. The cold menace of the sane against the insane.


Astrid stood, and with her Inga, who whispered. ‘Are you feeling better?’


‘I am, thanks to your care and distraction.’ Astrid dared a smile before the nurse was on them.


‘You are expected at tea, Mrs Fowler, Miss Ryan.’ The tall nurse frowned, emphasizing their titles. Astrid had not had an opportunity to learn the woman’s name, but from her continued demeanour she doubted she would want to. She shivered and looked down at the stone path. The varicoloured stones drew her gaze until she found herself lost in the occasional glimmer of mica or quartz. Her attention jumped from one to the next.


‘Come with me.’ The nurse stepped forward, reaching out for Inga, who stepped back. Astrid flinched on her behalf.


‘Of course, Nurse Harriet.’ Inga addressed her shoes. Astrid thought she could see her shaking, but whether from fear or anger, she did not know. ‘We were just readying ourselves to join the others. I do believe Mrs Fowler has recovered sufficiently.’


Astrid bit her tongue at the rebuke in her companion’s voice. The nurse stiffened, and Astrid was reminded of Inga’s horrified response to the nurse’s presence the other day. For a moment, she thought the nurse would strike Inga. Astrid inhaled, remembering where she was. No one could stop her if Nurse Harriet tried to harm her friend. No one but Dr Amherst, though Astrid could still not bring herself to trust her.


‘I want you to close your eyes and think of the most peaceful scene you can imagine.’ Dr Amherst’s voice spoke soothingly from behind her. ‘And tell me when you can see it fully.’


Astrid closed her eyes, but all she could see was the fountain in the courtyard and hear Inga’s voice instead of the doctor’s. It had been days and still she could not stop thinking about their conversation. She opened her eyes again. ‘I’m not sure . . .’


‘Take your time,’ Dr Amherst said. ‘The mind in your condition is unused to the rigours of relaxation. It will take time and patience to achieve our goal here. All I ask is that you try.’


‘Very well.’ Astrid closed her eyes again and exhaled, trying to see something other than the fountain, or Inga’s red hair in the sunlight.


Inhaling, she settled on the cool mist over the moors of her childhood, before her father had moved them to London and demanded his daughter be what her mother never would.


The fog enveloped her, covering her scars, dissolving her until she was solely a creature of mist and spirit. She floated above the moor, cut off from the world, apart from the things that hurt her. She barely remembered to speak. ‘I’m on the moors.’


‘While you are there, do your thoughts plague you?’ Dr Amherst’s voice floated nebulously across the moor. She turned her attention away from it; if she listened to the doctor, then she would be drawn back, away from the safety of the fog, the calmness of the morning of her childhood.


If she could only stay here, she could float along the moor for ever, free of pain, free of desire, free of her nature, which demanded so much and gave so little. Free—


‘Come back, Astrid.’ The doctor’s voice broke through, startling her.


Astrid blinked and sat up. No comforting mist remained, shattered by the doctor’s voice. She turned to look at Dr Amherst. The woman had a rueful expression on her face. ‘I should have known better than to try hypnosis with you. You fade too quickly; you’re too strongly tied to the spirit world.’


‘Then what do I do?’ Astrid asked. ‘How am I cured?’


‘We will try another method,’ the doctor said confidently. ‘And if that doesn’t work, there are many more paths you can take to finding your function. There is no cure, but there is peace.’


‘No cure?’ Astrid knew that she would say that, but it still hurt to hear it.


‘How can there be a cure when you are not physically ill? Insanity is a disease, yes, but not one that can be cured like the common cold. There is no miasma, no taint that can be erased or extracted from a person who is mad. You know that very well.’


Astrid nodded. They had tried their cures on her for two years, and none of them had worked. Lightheaded, she leaned back on the couch and tried to concentrate. ‘Then what do you propose?’


‘That you learn to live with it, to control it. You may still fade, yes, but perhaps you will learn to control it and manage it. Perhaps one day it will not take you away for ever.’


‘One day I will be safe?’ Her heart beat fast enough to all but burst from her chest. She sat up again and clenched her hands together over her abdomen. ‘Can I be safe?’


‘If we can manage it, then yes.’ Dr Amherst nodded. ‘But first you have to trust me. You don’t yet, do you?’


‘My husband trusts you.’


‘Your husband only trusts me because I’m not a man touching his property,’ Dr Amherst said acerbically. ‘Do you trust me to treat you?’


Astrid took a breath and let it out slowly. ‘Not really.’


‘You trust me enough to tell the truth. Some can’t even go that far. Do you feel safe when you fade, or do you fade when you’re not safe?’


‘I try not to fade if I’m not safe. I know . . . it . . .’ She lost the words.


‘You know people will hurt you when you fade.’ Dr Amherst spoke softly. ‘You have to learn to trust, but perhaps not yet.’


Astrid nodded. She gripped her skirts with her hands, wrinkling the fabric.


‘I want to try something,’ Dr Amherst said, ‘but it means you must trust me, if only a little bit. It might help with your fading and it will be a good practice. Will you?’


Swallowing against a suddenly dry throat, Astrid paused a long moment before nodding. Consent, if given, could not be rescinded as easily. But Dr Amherst didn’t trust her husband any more than she did. Surely that meant she could be trusted, even a little?


Too late to take her nod back, Astrid watched nervously as the doctor noted her assent and stood. ‘It’s all right. I want you to inhale, then exhale. Slowly and regularly. Close your eyes.’


Astrid obeyed, but her breath came out ragged.


The doctor’s cool hands touched either side of her head. She flinched away. No. No one would touch her here. The doctor’s cool hands remained. Tears welled in Astrid’s eyes, running free from under her eyelids. She had given consent. She had trusted. She had been foolish to trust.


‘Relax.’ Dr Amherst was close enough that Astrid felt her breath on her forehead. ‘You are safe.’


A light grew in Astrid’s mind, soft and gentle, like the sunrise on a misty spring morning. She heard Dr Amherst’s voice in her head. You are safe, you are calm. You don’t fade while the sun is shining.


She shook her head, trying to find the peace of the moor, trying to escape. But she couldn’t escape Dr Amherst’s voice: You are safe, you are calm.


Astrid screamed.


The doctor left her mind with a gasp. In the silence that followed, Astrid opened her eyes. Dr Amherst watched her warily, assessing her like a woman encountering a strange dog.


Gasping, Astrid couldn’t catch her breath. She leaned over, feeling her stays creak. For a horrible moment she thought she was going to throw up.


‘I never suspected you would be able to feel that,’ Dr Amherst said after a moment. ‘No wonder the procedure affected you so badly. You could sense what they were thinking.’


Astrid blinked, seeing the men in front of her, their voices commingling in her head, their depravity and curiosity. They had tied her down and drugged her. She couldn’t struggle. If they killed her, then her husband would know. The great and fearsome Mr Fowler would find out. As they cut into her, as they took her apart to see how she ticked, she felt their thoughts in her mind. Dark and horrible, their avarice and lasciviousness washed over her. Her husband had been right to distrust them.


Astrid shuddered back to reality. She felt raw, as if the memory had been torn from her. The doctor watched her carefully as she stood slowly. ‘I think I would like to take a walk.’


‘Of course.’ Dr Amherst smiled gently. ‘It gets easier, now that we’ve released it.’


‘So I shall live in a waking nightmare?’ Astrid shook, but whether from fear or anger, she could not tell. She had trusted the doctor.


‘We must release it so it may dissipate.’ Dr Amherst’s voice comforted her. ‘It might not feel like it now, but this is progress.’


Astrid nodded and turned away, not caring if she was rude. She needed air . . . she needed . . . no. She just needed air.


She walked through the house, her footsteps silent on the rugs. An early summer rain pressed against the windows, the chill seeping through to rub against her skin. She folded her arm and tried not to fade. If she kept moving, she wouldn’t fade.


Walking brought her to the conservatory and she opened the door. The smooth metal of the knob on her hand grounded her. Her thoughts returned, but they were no comfort. The conservatory air surrounded her, redolent with growing things, of life and energy and all the things Dr Amherst said were good for the healing mind. The hot weight settled on her like a blanket, warming her chilled skin. Comforted, she walked further on to the path that wound through the large space, finding her way to one of the benches.


Arranging her skirts around her, Astrid let her thoughts roam free. They gambolled inside her, tumbling and confused. Was the doctor right? Had she made progress? She hadn’t faded as badly since the memories came back. In the months past, the direct memories had made her catatonic for hours.


But about Inga . . .


The implication troubled her. She knew she was fixated on the one person here who had comforted her, but there was something else, something deeper and more dangerous. Something that had caused her husband to send her to the asylum in the first place.


She finally allowed herself to say the name. Regina.


Regina had been her first love, her forbidden secret. She had been Mr Fowler’s spinster sister. Every time she saw her husband, she would see Regina in the cut of his jaw, in the colour of his eyes. It made it tolerable to be married to him, if only barely.


When Regina had moved in with them . . . it had been Astrid’s downfall. Incapable of resisting Regina’s charm, she had fallen in love with the green-eyed brunette.


Inevitably, her husband had caught them. Little escaped his hawk-eyed notice. He had been enraged, not because of the nature of the act, but that someone had touched his wife. He had always been possessive, and this possession had been promised to him in sickness and in health, to do with as he willed.


For her sins against him, he condemned her to Colney Hatch and the mercies of the doctors. In truth, she doubted he knew the practices there, although it would take the most hardened of hearts to condemn her to what he had witnessed there, even while incarcerating her. But the doctors had assured him that she would be given the best of care, as a personal favour.


The best of care . . . she shuddered away from the memory.


‘Astrid!’ Inga’s voice came from behind her and she turned to see the woman approaching on the path from the asylum. ‘I heard . . . did you . . . are you all right?’


‘I am now.’ The words slipped, unbidden, from her lips. She clamped them shut.


Why was she still alive? The question came back to her. There was no reason for it. She faded every day, and it grew worse as she spent time at Minerva House and succumbed to Dr Amherst’s treatments. She had no reason to live and yet . . . she glanced at Inga.


The woman sat next to her and took a breath. After a moment, she reached out and touched Astrid’s hand. The shock of the touch thrilled through Astrid, along with the soft sensation of the woman’s thoughts. She almost pulled her hand away, but took a breath and let it stay.


As if sensing her thoughts, Inga smiled gently at her, then turned her attention to the flowers. ‘My mother used to have flowers like this.’


Astrid sensed the lie. Inga’s mother had died in childbirth. How could she know this? How did she know this? She sensed a connection through her hand, which Inga still retained in her grasp. She rarely sensed others’ thoughts, perhaps it was because she rarely touched other people.


The touch of the doctors’ hands on her skin, the cold, sickening, piercing sensation of their surgery. She stared at the roses that grew across the path from her. The shadows between the petals called to her, wending their spiral way through the petals. Shadows like the ones in her cell, which had crawled across the wall with the movement of the moon.


‘Astrid.’ Inga’s voice intruded. She tried to focus, but there were more shadows, shadows within shadows, shadows behind shadows, shadows upon shadows.


‘Astrid!’ Inga said. ‘Wake up.’


Blinking slowly, Astrid looked at Inga. There were even shadows there on her face, where her nose met her cheek, where her ears curled.


Inga took both her hands in hers; there was something there, something in the contact. She wanted to go back, she didn’t want to fade.


Regina had died. It had all started after Regina’s death. But it wasn’t Regina here. It was Inga. And it was Astrid.


She was Astrid.


Astrid inhaled, for what felt like the first time in minutes. Inga leaned close to her, a concerned expression on her face. ‘Are you quite all right?’


‘I will be.’ Astrid smiled weakly. She hadn’t wanted to fade. She hadn’t meant to.


‘I want to learn to stop fading,’ Astrid said, sitting in Dr Amherst’s office several days later.


Dr Amherst looked at her for a moment before speaking. ‘Why?’


For a moment, Astrid was flabbergasted. ‘What do you mean, why?’


‘This is a sudden change for you, a deviation from what you have been doing for years. Why the change?’


Astrid looked down at her skirt, seeing the weave of the fabric. One thread folded over the other. No. She inhaled. ‘I want to live.’


‘Then we have answered the first question.’ Dr Amherst smiled. ‘What, then, makes you want to live?’


Shaking her head, Astrid dared not say.


Dr Amherst nodded to herself. After several moments, she spoke. ‘Do you know why this asylum is for women only, Astrid?’


Astrid shook her head again. ‘No, doctor.’


‘It’s because relationships in an asylum can be treacherous.’


Her heart dropping, Astrid nodded. She knew what the doctor was going to say, but she didn’t know what Dr Amherst would do about it. Would she forbid them to converse? Or would one of them have to leave Minerva House?


The thought had become incomprehensible to her. She had been here since March, a mere four months, and yet it had already become a safe place for her. Here she was free of her husband, here she was safe to fade, and here she was safe to heal. Her scars had stopped bothering her. And she had possibly ruined her chances to remain. All for a woman. She blinked back tears.


‘However, if managed appropriately, they can heal scars long since forgotten,’ Dr Amherst said and then smiled. ‘I have a suspicion that it will help you heal, if managed well.’


‘Then . . .’ Astrid couldn’t bear to say it. Saying it out loud made it real. She wasn’t sure if it was supposed to be real yet.


Astrid walked to the garden, still thinking about what Dr Amherst had said. She hadn’t been consciously thinking of finding Inga, but she found herself unsurprised when she saw the woman walking towards her.


‘I thought I’d find you here,’ Astrid said when they met.


Inexplicably, the woman flushed a pretty pink and looked down at her shoes again. Astrid gathered her courage and spoke again: ‘Thank you, Inga, for your assistance the other day. I don’t think I properly thanked you.’


‘So formal.’ Inga looked up and met her eyes. ‘Are you always this way with friends?’


‘So we are friends?’ Hope blossomed in her chest and she swallowed it down.


‘Of course.’ The woman entwined her arm in Astrid’s. Astrid caught her breath, thrilled at the casual touch. She sensed . . . trust.


‘I have never had a friend with a pseudonym before,’ she teased, unsure of what else to say.


‘I don’t have a pseudonym,’ Inga said.


‘But you said . . .’


‘Dr Amherst says I need to work on my lying.’ Inga flushed and looked down at her feet.


Astrid had no idea how to respond to that. After a long pause, Inga released her arm. ‘You hate me now, don’t you?’


‘Of course not.’ Astrid took her arm again. ‘We all have our madnesses, our ways.’


‘Dr Amherst says we are not mad.’


‘And yet we are here. Mad together.’ Her words caught in her throat. There was no chance that Inga felt . . . and yet there were signs attributed to excessive shyness, or . . . ‘Mad enough to . . .’


‘Yes?’ Inga looked up at her. When Astrid didn’t answer, she asked, ‘What are we mad enough for?’


‘Perhaps . . .’ Astrid swallowed. ‘Perhaps we are not mad enough for the bravery required.’


They walked to the maze in silence. Pausing at the entrance, Inga turned to Astrid. ‘Do you know the way of these things?’


‘Of hedge-mazes? No,’ Astrid admitted, not speaking what she thought about losing herself.


‘You turn right to find the centre, and return left to find the entrance.’ Inga smiled up at her. ‘Do you trust me?’


Astrid almost shook her head, but she found that she trusted Inga. Perhaps it was only because of her growing attraction, but there was something so honest and true about the woman beneath the lies she wove. After a moment Astrid said, ‘Yes.’


Inga grinned and took her hand. A burst of happiness surged through Astrid, warm like the summer sun. ‘Follow me.’


Astrid allowed Inga to lead her into the maze, her hand gripping Astrid’s tightly. She felt a laugh come to her lips. She had not felt like this since the sunny days in Regina’s arms while Mr Fowler was away. The treacherous feeling returned, the one that told her she was doing something wrong, something she would be punished for. She didn’t care. Why are you still alive?


Right, right and then right again. Astrid followed Inga through the hedge-maze, holding in the giggle that threatened to come out. This was permission, this was safe. This was secret.


No. She stopped suddenly. Secrets weren’t safe. Regina had been a secret. Regina had jumped off a bridge when Mr Fowler found out. Secrets killed.


‘What is wrong?’ Inga turned with a concerned look on her face.


‘What do you mean by this?’ Astrid asked.


‘Nothing, merely something to pass the time.’


Astrid’s chest hurt as she nodded. ‘I suppose I should get back then. Nurse Harriet will be looking for us.’


‘Please stay,’ Inga implored. ‘I so wanted to show you the centre of the maze.’


Pausing for a moment, Astrid wondered if she was lying again, and whether it mattered if she was. Looking back, she could see only the roof of the asylum from the greater height of the structure. She turned back to Inga. ‘Are we allowed?’


‘They wouldn’t have it here if we weren’t.’ Inga grinned.


‘Do many get lost here?’


‘Most of the patients don’t venture beyond the walls of the asylum.’


‘And yet it is permitted?’


Inga gave her a mischievous grin. ‘No one has told me not to.’


Astrid wondered if she had been told not to. Nothing about Inga steadied her sense of the world, and yet Astrid trusted her. Perhaps it was foolish to trust her, but nevertheless she did. It was possible, she supposed, that she only found her folly in attraction. ‘Show me the centre of the maze.’


Dragging her onwards, Inga led her around the right corners, one after another after another until Astrid would have lost all sense of direction but for the sun above. And then the maze opened into the centre of the garden. Astrid gasped.


Trees arched over the hedges, shading the bench that sat at the far end under a covered bower. Lavender, yarrow and daisies accompanied violets and other flowers in a profusion of colour that carpeted either side of the gravel path leading to the bench.


Inga led Astrid to the seat and guided her to sit next to her. Looking up, Astrid saw clouds looming on the horizon. ‘We should go back. It may rain.’


‘What if it rains?’ Inga asked. ‘And what if we die tomorrow? We have this moment in the sun.’


Astrid glanced at her out of the corner of her eyes, but Inga had her face turned to the sunlight that trickled through the leaves of the elm shading them. On an ill-considered impulse, she took Inga’s hand.


When Inga didn’t draw away, Astrid’s breath caught in her throat. Perhaps . . . perhaps it was safe. She heard the echoes of the doctor’s voice in her head: You will not fade in the sunlight.


Inga squeezed her hand, drawing her back from her thoughts. ‘Are you truly mad then, or, as Dr Amherst says, are you merely . . . different?’


‘I . . .’ Astrid braced herself, but the memories came more softly this time, the men around her accusing her, her husband’s irate expression. ‘I used to be merely different, but I fear my experiences have driven me mad.’


‘Then perhaps new experiences . . .’ Inga glanced away. Astrid found that she enjoyed how quickly the woman blushed; how her pale skin hid no emotion. ‘Perhaps . . .’


Barely countenancing her bravery, Astrid raised Inga’s hand to her lips and kissed it softly. The woman folded her fingers around Astrid’s. Daring to look up, Astrid saw a shy smile cross her face.


She placed Inga’s hand in her lap and held it as she willed her heart to stop beating so quickly. Glancing at Inga, she wondered if the other woman could feel the pulse of her heart through her palm. She looked down and studied her shoes, wondering if she dared to . . .


Gently turning her face toward hers, Inga pulled her closer. Astrid’s heart thudded in her chest like a rough staccato. Emotions, hers perhaps, or maybe Inga’s, flowed through her, coursing between the two of them. Astrid blinked, surprised. Could she be like Astrid, could she also sense—


Inga kissed her.


Her breath catching, Astrid leaned in to return the kiss, feeling her lips soft against Inga’s. They parted after a moment, and Astrid could feel the flush rise to her cheeks as well. She felt no shame, though, none of the emotions Mr Fowler would have her feel for her ‘unnatural attractions’. Instead she felt . . . release.


‘Are you . . . are you all right?’ Inga asked as the silence between them stretched.


She trusted Inga, despite everything. And if Dr Amherst was correct, then she needed to know. ‘I . . . I can see the truth, Inga.’


‘What do you mean?’ Inga gave her a confused look.


‘I can . . . I trust you. Despite your condition. I can sense . . . I can sense thoughts.’


‘So you are different . . . in more ways than one.’ Inga pulled her hand away.


A cold knot formed in Astrid’s stomach and she folded her hands on her skirt. ‘I suppose I am.’


‘Then you . . .’ Inga paused, although whether out of confusion or a need to gather her thoughts, Astrid couldn’t say.


Astrid clenched her hands together and looked away. She had made a mistake, this was all a mistake. Cure the body, cure the mind, the doctors had said it. But there had been no cure, not for her, not for her ‘differences’.


‘You can really tell when I’m lying?’ Inga said finally.


‘I can,’ Astrid said.


‘Then you are truly like me, you are . . . sensitive. You can help me.’ Inga smiled. ‘But how can I help you?’


‘Prove to me that I am not mad.’


Inga kissed her again.


Nurse Harriet caught them coming out of the hedge-maze. Astrid let Inga’s hand drop as a cold chill went through both of them. The nurse glared. ‘It’s time for tea.’


‘Of course, Nurse Harriet.’ Inga looked down at her shoes.


‘And don’t think I won’t be telling the doctor that you were in there.’ The nurse’s lips pursed impossibly thin.


‘The doctor has yet to forbid us the use of the gardens.’ Inga spoke softly, taking Astrid’s hand again. Astrid sensed a burning rage in her, born from the same flames that burned in Astrid’s scars. She had forgotten about her scars there, in that one small moment in the sun. Now the pain returned tenfold, as if to punish her for the one illicit moment of happiness. She gasped and folded her arms over her stomach.


A deep frown crossed Nurse Harriet’s sour expression. The frown looked like the nurse who had dragged her from her cell at Colney Hatch, along the long corridor from her cell to the room; the room where they—


Nurse Harriet reached forward and grabbed Astrid’s arm. Astrid gasped at the contact. Fear and hate churned through her, nauseating her on top of the pain of her scars. ‘Come with me. You are going to explain yourself to the doctor.’


‘Don’t touch her!’ Inga followed them, but the nurse rounded on her, pulling Astrid’s arm painfully. ‘You stay here. We’ll have no more of your lies.’


The nurse dragged Astrid towards the asylum. Nurse Harriet would take her to the room. They would hurt her again. She would— Pain like she had not felt in years surged through Astrid, coming in waves and making her lightheaded. She clutched at her stays with her free arm, praying that the bones would hold her here, make her . . .


She found herself falling; the sickly sweet sensation of losing all control of her body came over her. Nurse Harriet clutched at her, trying to keep her on her feet.


A popping sensation presaged the loosening of Astrid’s mind from her body. She watched her body fall in a crumpled heap on the ground, the dead weight pulling the nurse down with her.


Inga rushed forward, and Nurse Harriet pushed her away with a curse. She crouched over Astrid’s body. Astrid felt a strange tugging sensation, as if a thousand fingers pinched her skin, then there was nothing. She remained tethered to her body, or rather, she was not sent floating when the wind kicked up. Her only sense of the wind was in how Inga’s hair blew and how her dress flapped as Nurse Harriet picked up her body.


She looked around herself and found the world fogged, as if on the moor. Immediately comforted, she watched as her body was wrenched from her, sensing the ties pull and stretch. She supposed she could follow, but the fog comforted her. The sun shone too brightly on her body. It was easier to stay here, stay safe, stay hidden.


Part of her knew she had been here before like this; she remembered the floating feeling, the lack of pain, the lack of sensation altogether. Pain had sent her here and pain had returned her here.


She blinked, remembering the scalpels and knives shining in the gaslight. She turned away further into the fog.


A flash of red caught her vision and she turned despite herself. They had put her in her bed and Inga threw herself over Astrid’s motionless body, refusing to leave despite Nurse Harriet’s strident demands. For a moment, Astrid felt a pang. Surely she should go back, surely she should comfort Inga?


The fog comforted her, muffled her concerns. Safety came from the fog, no one could touch her here. No one could hurt her. They couldn’t drag her back to the asylum, they couldn’t hurt her ever again.


No. She didn’t want to fade any more. She wanted to be free. She wanted . . .


All she had to do was turn away, walk away into the fog. She turned away.


‘Astrid.’


She shook her head and took one step into the fog. She did not want to confront her feelings or memories. Safer instead to fade, to lose herself.


But . . . Inga.


‘Astrid. Astrid, come back.’ The doctor’s voice echoed through the fog, weak and far away.


‘No,’ she mouthed the word, finding her voice gone. She wanted to say yes, but the fog muffled even that.


‘Astrid.’ Dr Amherst stood next to her in the fog and Astrid flinched away.


‘Go away.’


‘Please listen to me.’ Dr Amherst spoke calmly; she didn’t shout like the men had shouted in her head, their avarice and sickness driving her farther into the fog. Astrid hesitated. ‘The body cannot be long divorced from the spirit. You must return.’


Astrid shook her head and took another step. She wouldn’t return. Not if life was like this. Not if there was no end to the pain. Not if she couldn’t stop fading.


But she had Inga; she could love as she willed. Inga wasn’t Regina. Mr Fowler wouldn’t know.


She took a third step and Dr Amherst’s voice came to her more softly. ‘What about Inga?’


Startled, Astrid turned back. Dr Amherst appeared in the fog, an understanding smile on her face. The doctor spoke again: ‘What about Inga?’


Astrid remained silent, despite the fact that her entire being yearned to return, to be with Inga.


Dr Amherst sensed what she did not say. ‘Minerva House is an asylum, a safe place. You will never be forced to leave.’


‘I’m here, Astrid.’ Inga’s voice joined Dr Amherst’s. Astrid sensed a connection between the two women stretching to her, a lifeline to save her from herself.


Astrid’s heart soared. ‘Inga.’


Astrid opened her eyes and saw Inga’s face close to hers. The woman smelled of roses. Reaching out her hand, Astrid touched her cheek.


Inga placed her hands over Astrid’s and smiled with tears in her eyes. ‘Nurse Harriet said you were not waking up; she told me I wouldn’t be allowed to see you.’


Dreading what she would find, Astrid looked around for the nurse. When she saw Dr Amherst instead, the dread unknotted. The doctor smiled. ‘I have other nurses who treat my patients like human beings, not animals who must be caged. There was no longer a place for her here.’


She took Inga’s hand and held it as a question occurred to her. ‘And what if Mr Fowler comes to reclaim his property?’


‘Surely he will not want a raving lunatic as a wife?’ Dr Amherst smiled. ‘If you truly want to remain here, then you shall also remain mad.’


‘But . . .’


‘Not truly mad, but with your differences, you will never be truly sane. Not in the way our society defines sanity,’ Dr Amherst clarified. ‘Perhaps one day rational minds will prevail, but for now, we must remain insane in an irrational world.’


‘And my madness? Is it safe? Can I learn to control it?’


‘I learned to, and Inga has made some progress. Yet I have not had the experiences you have, nor the suffering.’ Dr Amherst became solemn for a moment. ‘But you show resilience few women in your situation have shown. Perhaps one day you will not fade, perhaps one day you will not sense quite as strongly. But first, you must heal from your scars and your pain.’


Astrid reflexively put her hand to her stomach, but for the first time in years the scars did not flare at their mention. ‘And what do you want, Inga?’


Inga glanced at Dr Amherst, who nodded reassuringly. Inga looked down at Astrid. ‘I want . . . I want you to stay.’


Astrid sat up and took both of Inga’s hands in hers. Where their hands met, thoughts and feelings moved between them like flowing water around two rocks. Gasping at the sensation, Astrid looked up at Inga. Before she saw it, she sensed the smile on the woman’s lips.


She was safe. She would not fade.





A CHRISTMAS CARROLL: A STRANGELY BEAUTIFUL NOVELLA


Leanna Renee Hieber


Prologue: December 1888,
at the edge of London’s reality


Three spirits murmured to each other, standing in the luminous Liminal that separated the waiting Whisper-world from the dazzling, drawing light of the Great Beyond. The Whisper-world was quite the grey purgatory, while the Great Beyond, well . . . who possesses the words to describe Paradise?


The Liminal is a place where magic is discussed and made, from whence spirits receive duties and inspiration, where dreams are both created and abandoned. Where those who are worthy might become angels. It is a place where time is porous and malleable; it keeps its own clock. Here pasts are recaptured and futures glimpsed; here spirits from every walk of death – those still invested in parties on Earth – discuss their current designs on the living, for better or for worse.


The present trio at the Liminal edge was shrouded in shadow, and they contemplated parties in London, England, under the reign of Queen Victoria. Their clothing, too, represented various decades within Her Highness’s extensive reign, long may she live. The spirits stood before a living portrait, rendered by exquisite hands: the vast proscenium of an elaborate stage dwarfed their spirit trio. The set scene laid wide before them was a stately school on a moonlit night, dim, eerie, engaging . . . and awaiting its players.


The eldest of the three spirits stepped forward, as if to touch this threshold upon which the past would play, a tall woman, appearing nearly forty and garbed in a plain dress. Her long, waving tresses – in life, they would have been a dark blonde – hung gamesomely down around her shoulders. Though she wore the greyscale of death, the palette of the Whisper-world, her eyes were kind and her face very much alive.


She addressed the two spirits before her – a fair young woman and a raggedy little boy – in a boisterous Irish accent, as if she were presenting a vaudeville act, a mischievous light in her grey hazel eyes. ‘Lady and gentleman, our forces of divine intervention present to you one of several scenes rather recently acted, starring our charges Headmistress Rebecca Thompson and Vicar Michael Carroll, members of that honourable spectral patrol known as the Guard. Because we all have a history with them, we are charged now to help them.’


She took the hands of her fellow spirits, and the Liminal clock set high above the stage frame – a device consisting simply of two vast floating metal hands above shifting metal barrels of numbers, arranged to display a calendar date – started to turn. The scene began to play, memory cast wide, as if upon a photography plate, sounds emanating forth quite like magic.


‘We must view key past moments, my fellow spirits,’ the eldest instructed, ‘and understand the hearts that are at stake. Watch and learn, so we may bring about answers to these issues.’


The spirits did . . .


In the scene, distant music and laughter lured a tall, willowy woman with silver-streaked auburn hair from her book-filled office into the tenebrous hall of the stately, Romanesque fortress that was Athens Academy. She wore a dark woollen dress, buttoned primly and proper as befitted her station as headmistress, yet sewn with just enough elegance to keep her from looking entirely the spinster. Up a grand staircase to a shadowy landing she crept, a wide, colonnaded foyer lit only by great swathes of moonlight and several low-trimmed gas lamps. Hanging back out of sight, she took in the antics of her longtime compatriots, this motley family fate had provided in her youth, the spectre-policing Guard.


A foppish blonde man stood arm in arm with a gorgeous brunette, both swaying beside a broad-shouldered woman playing a waltz on a fiddle, her face mirrored the greyscale woman at the Liminal . . . At this, the spirit watching her living past grimaced.


Nearby stood a distinguished figure in clergyman’s garb, singing a soft and tender verse in accompaniment to the strings. From the shadows, the headmistress stared at him as if she’d never known or paid attention to his voice, and for a fleeting moment she appeared enchanted. But it was the centre of the scene that clearly struck her a blow, the black-clad man and his ghost-pale partner, who danced slowly through a wide shaft of moonlight.


The waltzing pair was clearly enraptured. Languorous steps, their bodies partaking in the close confidence only marriage could fashion . . . The girl in the moonlight was nothing short of an angel, graceful and blinding white, radiating love as pure as her skin, her eyes and hair colourless. Her partner stared down at her as if she were salvation incarnate, his otherwise stoic manner entirely transformed.


The headmistress donned pain like a mask. She retreated from the tableau, letting tears come as they would. Keeping to the shadows, she slipped down the stairs and to the corner of the foyer below, looking out over the courtyard. Pressing her forehead to the window, she sighed and did not hear the soft tread behind her.


His voice made her whirl: ‘I know that certain things do not unfold according to our desires.’


It was the clergyman. He stood partly in shadow, his bushy, grey-peppered hair smoothed down from its usual chaos, and his blue eyes danced with an unusually bright light. ‘I know we cannot always choose who we love. And I know how it hurts to see the one we love look adoringly at someone else. I know; I have been watching you watch Alexi for years.’


The headmistress registered his words, gaped, flushed and then returned to staring out the window, as if by turning away she might hide her transparent heart from his unmatched scrutiny.


‘I cannot replace him,’ the clergyman began again, and waited patiently for her to turn. He continued with a bravery that seemed to surprise them both. ‘And I do not fault you your emotions, though I must admit a certain jealousy as to their bent. I do not expect to change anything with these words. I know I am bold and perhaps a fool, but I can remain silent no longer. Should you desire closer company . . .’ His fortitude wavered and he could not continue the invitation.


He dropped his gaze and said, ‘I shall now return to a glass of wine. Or two. But as we’re too old to play games and deny our hearts, I felt it my duty to speak. At long last. At long, long last.’ He then offered her his signature winning smile, which could warm the most inhuman heart, bowed slightly and retreated, leaving the headmistress clearly thunderstruck, standing alone once more in the glare of the moonlight through the window.


The scene paused in its inexorable march of a now-past event, and the voyeur spirits in the Liminal turned to one another.


‘What is to be done of it?’ the younger female asked in her London accent, staring at the subject before her with both pity and recognition.


‘And what stands between them?’ said the little boy in urchin’s clothes, his voice a Scots brogue.


‘They stand between themselves. And they stand grieving,’ the Irishwoman’s spirit replied. ‘They need a good shaking, the both of them. Twenty years of nonsense, which shall end with us. If we do all we can, if we do what I wish, we’ll end up with this.’ She murmured a brief Catholic prayer for intercession – all she could think to offer – and opened her hands in supplication.


The Liminal responded, recognizing the tongues of all faiths, and the great scene shifted.


The Liminal clock turned, the numbers trembling, the long hands quivering, as this outcome was not certain. But this possible future scene revealed a warm hearth and home, a blazing fire backlighting two silhouetted forms, the subjects in question, bending close as only lovers would. The trio of spirits gave sighs of appreciation, felt a gruesome weight of melancholy lifted.


The Liminal felt the change in their hearts and the corners of its proscenium reacted: sparkling, vibrant, humming. The relieving of melancholy wielded great power. So, conversely, did the creation of it.


‘But it’s dangerous, the tasks they must be taken through,’ the little boy protested, knowing her intent. He shifted his feet on the glassy stone of the Liminal. ‘We could lose them to time and shadow. We could lose ourselves, be trapped for ever if we’re not careful. I do love hangin’ from the Athens chandelier, but a nice rest might make a lovely Christmas present . . .’ The loving scene before the fire faded to darkness with a slow hiss.


The second female nodded. ‘Even if it weren’t nigh impossible . . . it’s dangerous to weave souls through memories and time. Dark moments can rewrite themselves even darker. To take them through time, to risk changes? To change only the necessary moments of their particular history for the correct outcome? And, doing so with members of the Guard? Why, doesn’t that make it even more perilous? Especially considering Darkness?’


The Irishwoman pursed her lips, undeterred. ‘True, we only vanquished the lord of this realm in form, not in spirit. We broke the cycle of the vendetta, but human misery will build him again. If we bring the headmistress into his world and she cannot overcome the poison inside her, if she’s captured by the shadows, we’ll have lost. I’ll have died for nothing, the Guard toiled for nothing and the darkness that presses in around us even now will win her. But I’m willing to risk another sacrifice, to threaten my own eternal love and rest. For I believe in many things, but I believe most heartily in Rebecca and Michael.’


‘You’ll dare bring them here?’ asked the young woman in awe.


‘I assure you we’ve been up against far worse,’ said the Irishwoman. ‘I warred against the worst of the Whisper-world, remember! I tell you. I’ll make a sacrifice.’ She called to the Liminal, announcing herself like a prophet. ‘Liminal edge, you tell those who beg your aid that you’ll not change the course of lives without barter. But be clear, I make my deal with you, not the devil, and I expect generous justice. Thus I place my soul on the line. I agree to remain trapped here in this uncomfortable between, unable to appear to my beloved, my friends, unable to gain the Great Beyond, until our two charges make the first honest step unto the lessons we must teach.’


The Liminal stage had gone dark, a wall of black before them, the occasional tendril of Whisper-world mist curling across its surface.


‘How . . . does one make a . . . deal?’ the little boy murmured, breathless.


‘Aodhan told me. My love travelled between worlds for ages and learned many things.’ The Irishwoman did not hesitate. She pressed her palms against the Liminal wall and hissed in pain, as if there were needles in that barrier. A deep black fluid oozed from her palms, phantom blood, sipping a bit of her life force before her wounds closed, her compact sealed. The Liminal sparked across its dark threshold like a fork of lightning, the air was charged and the portal was open. Clearly, it was ready to begin.


She turned to her fellows with hope upon her grey face. ‘Sometimes a good haunting is just what a soul needs, even the most heroic. And we shall surely give them that. Come, we’ve not long before Christmas. It is the time of miracles.’


‘And the Liminal well knows it,’ said the boy, peering warily at the portal of infinite possibility. The edges of the frame sparked again, as if in assent.


The Irishwoman nodded. ‘Go, let us begin. Call upon them, the both of you. I daresay one of them will be thrilled to see you.’


They all three closed their eyes in concentration.


The Liminal clock hands and numbers shifted to the hour and date concurrent with the mortal present, just days beyond the memory they had viewed. A new scene was born, and the living portrait now displayed a modest apartment filled with the same lively Guard characters, all save the headmistress and she who was lost.


The little boy spirit was the first to descend through the now-porous Liminal membrane, to pass through that proscenium portal and into the room. Immediately inside, there was great tumult regarding him.


The spirit of the Irishwoman chuckled at this, her greyscale eyes filling with fond tears. The other spirit placed a hand upon her shoulder, but the Irishwoman shrugged it off. ‘Go on, Miss Peterson.’ She gestured her forward, grinning. ‘I trust that I will eventually be able to follow you.


Her voice was hopeful but her mood anxious.


As Ms Peterson descended, the Irishwoman remained in the Liminal, watching the familiar, tumultuous melee of spectral and human interaction. ‘I’ll forever miss that. You,’ she murmured to the friends who could not see her.


After a moment, she moved into the thicker shadows. There she drew back a drape on another picture, made manifest by the powers of the Liminal edge, a further masterwork in the museum of the cosmos, and murmured, ‘On a separate stage, the curtain now rises on Headmistress Thompson. Alone.’


Indeed, just beyond sat Ms Thompson, isolated in her academy apartments, her knees folded awkwardly upon bedclothes that showed no signs of having been slept in. Usually a model of efficiency, hard work and propriety, the headmistress was uncharacteristically undone.


The Irishwoman clucked her tongue. ‘Rebecca. Why aren’t you with our friends? We scored a victory against Darkness. All of us. Why can’t you make use of it?’


The headmistress’s eyes were red with tears, her blouse askew. A white cat lay curled at her feet, and her thin hand stroked it almost mechanically, as if she dared not stop.


‘I’ve no regrets, Rebecca. Not a single one,’ the voyeur spirit murmured. ‘It’s time you felt the same.’ She turned back to the great stage opposite, inside of which her friends had resettled. Her two ghostly companions had disappeared, and so she addressed the former Guard, those she considered family. ‘It’s time all of you felt the same.’


In the living painting that showcased her cohorts, the sturdy man who had confessed his heart in the earlier scene still sported distinguished age lines, unruly salt-and-pepper hair and clergyman’s clothes. His blue eyes were wide and sparkling with an incomparable quality of compassion, but somewhere deep behind those oceanic orbs, somewhere deep behind the wide and contagious smile and armour of good humour, lay the same private, keening pain that had just been on display.


‘Twenty years of nonsense, Michael Carroll. Upon my dead body, I swear to you, you’ll have a very Merry Christmas if it’s the last thing I do.’


Chapter One


Vicar Michael Carroll turned the ladle in his pot of mulled wine and let the scented steam rise to his nostrils, unlocking emotion, memory and all those forces that such smells do around the Christmas holiday. He glanced out the window of the kitchen in his small Bloomsbury flat, which looked unflatteringly down upon an alley, and was pleased to witness a solitary flake of snow brush the thick, uneven glass before vanishing. It would be the first of many firsts this season, if the fates allowed.


Drawing himself a heaping tankard of Josephine’s favourite cabernet, procured from the stores of her café and heated with bobbing chunks of cinnamon, fruit and cloves, he moved into his small dining room. The corners of the chamber were plastered at uneven angles, having settled awkwardly at the beginning of the century when the building was new. The window here only gave half a view of the avenue beyond, but he could see lamplighters plying their trade and nearing his street. It was not yet dark, and a purple sky reigned over parapets and smokestacks that grew ever higher and higher, the churning wheels of industry cranking them upward to challenge twilight’s celestial throne.


He sat at a rough-hewn wooden table, worn smooth by use, company and the press of his own hands. Sliding his palms forward onto it, he eased into his chair, bracing himself and his heart, connecting with something solid and simple. The odd powers that had coursed through his body had once made his fingers twitch. Those powers were no more. Nonetheless, holding his palms firmly down, rooting himself to the table and to humanity, was one of his usual exercises. It brought him peace.


Michael, unlike his five compatriots in the Guard, who until very recently had been charged with the Grand Work, had never cursed it. Theirs was a strenuous and at times lonely responsibility, though it didn’t have to be, but it was ultimately rewarding. The Guard had been the law of the land, spectrally speaking. Though they’d left benign spirits well enough alone, each of their coterie had been granted a specific, beautiful power to arraign evil spirits and keep them from harassing the unwitting mortal populace. The Guard had controlled traffic of the unfettered and malignant dead all throughout London for near twenty years. They’d done the world a great supernatural deal of what Michael would consider Christian charity. But he had to admit that his role in the Grand Work had held some irony.
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