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Venice, November 30th, 1866, Saint Andrea’s Day


AS THE MOON rose, so they came.


Eyes cast down, the water-rats rowed their fearsome passengers, easing the boats through ink-dark canals without so much as a creak of an oar. Those rats knew it would be death to make a noise: instant death by blow and claw, with a clean skeleton floating on the morning tide like a white flute-shell surrendered to the battering ocean.


Their passengers disembarked without a backward glance. The rats kept their heads bowed. The creatures’ claws rasped on mossy wooden steps and clicked on Istrian marble, a stink of old meat and wine sauce floating behind them. They padded along narrow streets where the windows were tightly shuttered against the ferocious cold.


The only sounds, apart from the click of claws, came from fretful children and their lullabying mothers. Hearing a little girl’s cry, the creatures paused a moment, looking up. They scratched a sign on the door. Then they moved on, stopping only if they noticed a cat cowering in the shadows.


‘Ze Venetian cats are too thin,’ they complained. But they took them anyway.


When each slope-backed creature reached the bell-tower of its assigned church, it began to climb. From lintel to sill, they swung their darkly furred limbs. From stone to brick to wood they moved, too self-assured to hurry and yet too powerful to be slow.


It was exactly one minute before two in the morning when each beast finally mounted the spire of its tower. The moon hung low in the sky like an over-ripe apricot, illuminating a sudden, terrifying change to the silhouettes of one hundred and seventeen Venetian bell-towers from Santa Maria Valverde to Santa Chiara. Instead of pretty finials and angels, the tops of those towers now bore the shapes of shaggy creatures with long jaws and pale opal eyes aglow above the matted darkness of their muzzles.


The bells tolled. As the two rich, sad notes faded, each creature pointed its snout to the moon and howled in a strange language. It sounded like Venetian distorted by an exaggerated and quite unconvincing French accent.


‘GIVE EET BACK!’


The howls echoed down the Grand Canal, across to Giudecca, and then rolled off into the lagoon.


‘Give eet back!’ demanded the echo, ‘Give eet back! Give eet b … a … c … k!’


On top of the magnificent onion-domed bell-tower of the church of the Madonna dell’Orto, the greatest of the creatures drew his jaws back in a ghastly grin, spat out his sage-leaf cigar and shook a huge clenched paw.


‘GIVE EET BACK!’ he howled, louder than all the others.


Then the Lord of the creatures added, with the strongest and worst French accent of all, ‘OR WE SHALL COME AND GET EET.’


[image: images]


On the morning of December 1st, 1866, the Venetians woke with a terrible sense of something wrong. It was not just that their cats did not come home for breakfast. The Venetians felt guilty, as if they had forgotten their mothers’ birthdays. No one talked of seeing or hearing the creatures on the bell-towers. Or at least, if they did remember some howling in the night, they put it down to the habitual groans of the pipes in their ancient houses, or to the shrieking bora wind that haunted the city in winter.


‘Tempo da lupi,’ people called it. ‘Wolf weather.’


But every night after that, the creatures would mount the bell-towers and howl their demand. And their threats. And shortly afterwards, they began to act on them.


Now it was not just the cats. Each night, another Venetian disappeared: men, women, children. A curfew was imposed.


Of course, there were whispered rumours of wild, shaggy creatures rowed in gondolas by rats. The street-cleaners complained that in the early hours a dreadful smell permeated the air: something that stank like meaty, rotten dog-breath. One man even claimed to have heard the creatures talking in rasping voices under his window. In French, he said.


But Gianni Nanon, pale and wild from lack of sleep, was dismissed as a fantasist by the editor of the newspaper, who printed the story simply as a joke:


‘FRENCH GHOST-CREATURES’ OVERHEARD BY ‘IMAGINATIVE’ VENETIAN. PLAGUE OF KIDNAPPINGS CONTINUES. MORE CATS MISSING. NEW RAIDS ON VENICE SWEET SHOPS. CHIEF SUSPECTS: PASTRY-BANDITS FROM ROVIGO. RANSOM NOTES AWAITED.


Rovigo was a shabby town on the mainland. Her unruly citizens were famous (and much mocked) because every single one of them was cursed with an incurable sweet tooth. Why cursed? Because every single bakery in Rovigo was afflicted with an inability to cook a cake that would rise or a cream pie that didn’t curdle. Of course, this might be explained by the rats who infested every flour sack and butter churn: no town ever needed cats like Rovigo did. The cake-starved Rovigans had earned their nickname ‘Pastry-Bandits’ from greedy raids on nearby Venice, famous for the genius of her bakers. Blaming Rovigo for the kidnappings of humans and cats suited most Venetians, even though it hardly explained why the raiders were also stripping the bakeries of every single pan, fork, knife and ladle.


Yes, people said, it was all Rovigo’s fault. But that did not get the crimes solved or the lost Venetians back. Despite the complete lack of ransom notes from Rovigo, the alternative explanation for the kidnappings and catnappings was simply too terrible: no one wanted to believe a bespectacled, curly-haired boy called Ambrogio Gasperin, who had crept out in the night in his dressing-gown to sketch the silhouette of a savage creature on the very top of the dangerously leaning bell-tower of Santo Stefano.


Ambrogio Gasperin labelled his picture ‘French Monster on the Crooked Campanile’ and brought it to school next day.


Ambrogio’s French mistress, Mademoiselle Chouette, shuddered when she saw it. ‘Français! Neverrr! Des navets! Turnips! Non!’


With a toss of her neat head, she gave Ambrogio one hundred lines: ‘I shall not make things up. I shall do my proper French homework, not drawings. And I shall not argue with my teacher.’


Using a hand still sore from those hundred lines, Ambrogio defiantly nailed his drawing to a tree in the playground before he went home. But by next morning, it had been ripped away, violently. A shred of paper dangled from the loosened nail.


The howling continued in the night.


And Venetians, their cakes and their cats, continued to disappear without trace. After Ambrogio Gasperin’s drawing, more boys were taken than girls.


It was some weeks before people began to notice that the doors of those who vanished were always defaced by a scratch of five long, sharp nails.
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Venice, January 30th, 1867, Saint Martina’s Day


ON THE NIGHT of the full moon, Talina’s father did not come home from work. Well after dusk, when everyone else had gone, he sat frowning at a piece of paper on his rosewood desk behind the panelled door that bore the sign,


Marco Molin,
Keeper of Most Ancient Manuscripts,
Department of Malignant Spells,
Invoked Pestilences and Abominable Rites


‘It cannot be true,’ he said over and over again. ‘No! Such an unfair, frightful thing!’


But his disbelief failed to make the piece of paper any less real.


The door to his office rattled.


‘Who’s there?’ he called into the empty air. ‘I can smell you.’


He screamed once, before he was silenced.
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‘Your papà must have forgotten the time!’ Talina’s mother said affectionately. ‘I’d best go and remind him. No, you can’t come, too. Remember the curfew!’


She added darkly, ‘And remember why we have it.’


Lucia Molin smoothed her daughter’s wild dark-gold hair, which tumbled from her head like a curtain of tangled corn husks, too full of life to ever be confined in a plait.


‘Go to bed, kitten,’ she urged. ‘We’ll be back before you fall asleep.’


When her mamma failed to return by midnight, Talina lit a lantern and threaded her way carefully through the dark streets to the Venetian Archives. The city breathed its night sighs into her ears. Her cat Drusilla trotted alongside, casting suspicious looks into every dark corner.


At the Archives everything was dark and locked. Talina inched her way around the building, checking for scratches on the door and the smell of rotten meat. She threw stones at a certain high window, shouting ‘Mamma!’ and ‘Papà!’ Finally she sat down on the marble steps, tucking herself, cross-legged, into the shadow of the lintel.


Talina was just thinking about bursting into tears when Drusilla climbed into her lap, thrusting her soft black muzzle into her mistress’s face.


‘I’ve tried everything, Drusilla,’ protested Talina, stroking the cat. She was now only one prickly sneeze away from those tears.


‘Indeed, and all in vain, of course.’ A man’s voice fell like the winter’s night itself: bitter, cold and quiet. Talina looked up into a familiar face clad in skin as thin and grey as a dusty cobweb in a dark room.


‘What are you doing here?’ she whispered. ‘Breaking the curfew? Were you lying in lurk for me?’


‘Since I’m your Guardian, obviously, I’ve come to take you home with me.’


‘I am going to wait for Mamma and Papà. Not. Going. With. You.’


He sighed, a small gush of cold air without the warmth of compassion. ‘In spite of your reputation as the most impudent girl in Venice, Talina Molin, that is exactly what you are going to do.’


On days when Talina had achieved the very pinnacle of naughtiness, on days when her French mistress Mademoiselle Chouette, the neighbour Signora Cassian and the local policeman complained in outraged terms about her behaviour and what they described as her ‘beastly tongue’ – those were the days when Talina’s father had threatened, with a catch in his voice, ‘If you don’t behave better, kitten,’ – her parents always called her ‘kitten’ – ‘then we’ll be forced to send you to live with your great uncle Uberto in his lonely stone tower on the edge of Castello. He is your Guardian, remember. You know the way it works. One more little flouncy and …’


The thought of going to live with her great uncle Uberto had been enough to make Talina rewrite her wickedly rude French essay and clean up the pool of fake egret blood outside Signora Cassian’s house. She’d even written a ‘sorry’ letter to Signora Cassian, with no ‘buts’ in it at all.


Now, in the dim light of her lantern, her Guardian poked at Talina disparagingly with his pointed black shoe, as if she was something unpleasant he’d nearly trodden in.


‘Get up.’


‘No.’ Loyal Drusilla hissed in agreement.


The Guardian bent over Talina. Their eyes met: his, small, pale and expressionless; hers, large, brown and glittering with rebellious tears.


‘Wilful, is it? I do not tolerate indiscipline. Neither in children nor cats. In fact I don’t tolerate cats at all. Vile, thieving beasts, without a conscience.’


Drusilla leapt off Talina’s lap, erected her right back leg like a spear and showed just what she thought of the Guardian’s words.


‘I’m waiting for my parents,’ insisted Talina. ‘I’ll wait all night if I need to.’


The Guardian’s hard fingers sought her shoulder, wrenching her out of the doorway and into the moonlight. He tugged her long hair until she moaned with pain and straightened up. Drusilla leapt into Talina’s arms, her teeth bared.


‘Evidently you do not have parents any more.’


‘Liar! Liar! You’re a forty-faced liar, each one of them ugly!’ Talina finally succumbed to the tears that so badly wanted to come out.


‘All writers are liars. And you shall soon become accustomed to the sight of this face, girl. It’s a matter of indifference to me whether it appeals to you. Or not. But let me have a look at you, quickly. I may find those tears useful.’


‘Useful?’ sobbed Talina. ‘You are a monster! And I hate all your stories, particularly The Orphan-Eaters and The Rack & Ruin of Raffaele Rasa, The Dire Deaths of Daniele Dario and The Miseries of Maria Montin. And worst of all Talina in the Tower. How dare you use my name? I can’t imagine why anyone would want to read all those dreadful stories. Why do you always kill off the children or the parents in them?’


‘I notice you’ve read all those stories. Good little girls usually die. They must do, as one so rarely hears of them in real life. And parents generally disappear …’ His voice was chill and light as mist, ‘… one way or another.’


‘Mine are coming back, I tell you,’ sobbed Talina.


‘I don’t believe so. If they would insist on going out at full moon, what could they expect? And I must have my dues, of course.’


He pulled a notebook from the pocket of his long black coat and turned Talina’s face from side to side, swiftly noting down how her tears shone dimly like moonstones in the lamplight and how her shoulders trembled when she sobbed.


‘Now come,’ he snapped the notebook shut. ‘Quickly. We’ve tarried long enough.’


Talina said, ‘If I can’t wait here, then I’m going back to my own home.’


‘You don’t own your home. You are a child. You own nothing in the whole world.’


As he spoke, a dense, jagged shadow traced the ground in front of them, and a sudden look of terror contorted his features. Above, large wings flapped.


‘What bird could be so big?’ wondered Talina.


The Guardian seized Talina by the elbow and dragged her through the dark streets, over the Rialto Bridge, through San Marco and all the way to his tower at Quintavalle at the far end of Castello. Talina struggled in the Guardian’s bony grip. Drusilla followed at a wary distance on silent paws. The flapping shadow was never far away, swooping across buildings in their path.


Suddenly the tower lurched out of the water in front of them, slapped by shafts of moonlight, which revealed tall pocked walls studded with sparrows’ nests. The shadow swooped up the wall, and a cloud of sparrows skittered upwards, shrill with fear.


Her Guardian unlocked the door and pushed Talina inside. Drusilla slunk in too, before he had time to slam the door in her face.


‘Enter at your own risk, cat,’ Great Uncle Uberto hissed. From behind him came a cacophony of growls and snapping jaws. ‘May I present my wolfhounds, Razin, Futfallo and Gierch-it.’


Drusilla leapt up to the mantelpiece, where she stood with her tail plumed and her eyes narrowed. The dogs scrabbled on their back legs, baying at her.


‘Accredited cat-killers each and every one.’ The Guardian’s pleasure was chilled by bitterness. ‘Otherwise, I wouldn’t have bought them.’


‘Just one night! That’s absolutely all we’re spending here,’ shouted Talina.
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the tower at Quintavalle, three months later: April 29th,1867,
Saint Caterina’s Day


TALINA SAT BOLT upright in bed, woken by the howling. She cried out, ‘Mamma! Papà!’


But somewhere at the back of her sleep-muzzy mind lurked the sad awareness that no one had seen a trace of her parents in the last three months. And behind that lay the knowledge that the howling happened every night at two o’clock. She reassured herself that no paws had left scratches on the door of the tower. She was scrupulous about checking every evening before going to bed, just as the chittering of the sparrows grew drowsy and soft.


None of the other stolen Venetians had come back. But this didn’t mean that Talina was going to give up on her parents. Giving up was not in her nature. She had written out a hundred ‘WANTED’ notes with sketched likenesses of her parents. She had pinned them on street walls, sent them off on home-made kites on windy days and launched them down the Grand Canal in bottles. She pushed them into the hands of tourists in San Marco and into the handbags of old ladies waiting for trains. But there had been not one single reply. So all these weeks later, Talina was still waking up every morning in the twittering tower at Quintavalle, longing for the touch of her mother’s hand and the sound of her father’s voice.


Drowsiness tugged at Talina’s eyelids. She settled back under the fraying quilt, rearranging her tangle of corn-husk hair like a sleeping-cap.


Talina’s huge bed was nothing more than a straw pallet supported on four piles of encyclopaedias. The counterpane was covered with books three layers deep. This left just a narrow channel in the middle, into which Talina inserted herself and Drusilla, like two letters in an envelope. Spring was running desperately late that year, and the tower seemed to soak up the cold of the lagoon through its walls. The Guardian, however, had not provided anything more than a thin, hairy blanket, and the ancient patchwork quilt. Drusilla could lie against only one side of Talina at a time, comforting her with body heat, a soft, fast heartbeat and a sensation of being still at home. So Talina had to keep the other side warm with books.


Interestingly, some books were warmer than others. She’d banished the chilly binding of the thrilling Adventures on Snow-Capped Peaks from the bed, in favour of a cosy old cookbook called Warm from the Oven and Professor Marìn’s latest volume, Midsummer Sprites, which was just like a hot-water bottle.


Much as she despised her Guardian’s books, Talina was determined to be a writer too. She’d been writing stories since she was five. She’d been sending them off to book publishers and magazines since she was eight. She had written more than five dozen stories about ghosts, cats, castles, monsters and extremely clever children. She was always halfway through one, with three others simmering, and new ideas thickly scribbled on the flyleaves of old books.


Some of her most vivid ideas came from her dreams, especially since her parents had disappeared. She was so afraid to lose a brilliant thought in the night that she’d hung hundreds of pencils and pieces of paper from the roof’s beams on lengths of string. So, without even lighting a candle, she could always find a pencil with her fingers and make notes on the nearest scrap of paper. Some mornings, she woke up to find all the pieces of paper covered with scribbles. Sometimes she’d written ten different things one over the other on the same piece of paper, which was very irritating. Talina was an exceptionally tidy little dancer but her handwriting was not neat, even in daylight, even on lined paper, even when done under the teacher’s nose. Done blind, in the middle of the night and half-asleep, Talina’s handwriting was frankly rune-ish and rumpled.


Despite all her brilliant ideas, Talina had not managed to sell any of her stories to The Wonderful World of Girls or The Young Ladies’ Literary Gazette or any of the other publications that so frequently printed her Guardian’s terrible tales.


Whenever Talina received a rejection letter, she always sent one right back, rejecting it: ‘Your lack of imagination staggered me sideways till I realized that a person of your limited sensitivity could not possibly understand work as complex and subtle as mine. So go and boil your boots in ginger beer and stop using them to stamp on budding talent.’


She’d received so many rejection letters that she used them to wrap her snack for school every day – after she’d used the backs of them for writing her own ideas in the night.


But in the last month, Talina had finally found secret employment and a small income as a writer. By pretending to be a noblewoman of thirty-five with a ‘nervous debility’, she’d secured a job writing testimonials for a patent medicine known as Manitoba Gargling Oil. Talina’s letters were printed in advertisements in the paper, just as if they came from a real woman.


Dear Sir, – Forgive my humble missive but nothing could stop me from expressing my gratitude. I was racked by a sick-headache: such a grip did it get upon me that I was obliged to take to my bed. This was my shipwrecked state when I first sampled your excellent preparation, Manitoba Gargling Oil. Not only did it cure me of the pain in my head, but also of warts, eyestrain and toothache. In short, I should long since have been dead but for your life-saving product. I shall, at all opportunities, recommend Manitoba Gargling Oil, which I believe to be of general benefit to mankind.


Talina signed herself ‘Principessa Paulina Pessel’.


‘Principessa Paulina Pessel’ received 100 lire for every letter that was published, and a free sample of the oil. She used it to clean her boots.


She didn’t want her Guardian to know about her job, so for all correspondence with the Manitoba Gargling Oil Company, Talina used what she still considered her ‘home’ address in the Calle del Teatro. She went there whenever she could to check for letters stuck into the grates of the oval windows on the ground floor. She couldn’t get inside any more: lately, her Guardian had ordered the front door sealed with a chain, ‘to prevent looting’. But who, Talina thought scornfully, would want to loot her tiny, shabby home, which had more books than silver forks?


Now the morning light was seeping under her eyelids; the wet wrestling of the waves below washed into her ears. Drusilla licked her nose. There was no point in putting off the unspeakable moment. Talina was famished and no one was going to bring her breakfast in bed. No one was going to bring her breakfast at all, in fact. And she’d woken up with a better idea than breakfast anyway.


She leapt out of bed, planting her feet on the icy floor with a little shriek. She poured cold water out of her jug into a chipped basin and hurriedly washed all the important places, while hopping up and down to keep warm. Drusilla conducted her own more thorough grooming on the patchwork quilt. Talina cast a quick eye out of the window – another sunny, frosty day. The last few black-stalked apples glowed in the trees down in the Calle dei Pomeri. Across the lagoon, Talina could see a fresh fall of snow on the hills of the mainland. Immediately below her, in Quintavalle’s single V-shaped street, people’s shadows were growing blackly out of their feet, and even the pigeons had their dark twins. The orchards on the north side of the island glittered with frost. Snow and frost in late April! That was an unwelcome rarity in Venice. Everyone was complaining about it, especially Talina.


Now she wriggled into five layers of clothing – starting with cotton cami-knickers, continuing with two flannel petticoats, followed by a linen dress, and then a thick woollen one, finally covering the whole bulk with a pinafore. She slid into woollen stockings and laced her boots, still a little sticky with Manitoba Gargling Oil.


Then she hurried downstairs to the kitchen of her Guardian’s tower. She did not need to worry that he would be there. She seldom saw him, unless he required her to model as some wretched child in its death throes for one of his books. Great Uncle Uberto inhabited the upper storeys, where Talina was forbidden to go. Just occasionally, late at night, her door creaked open and she caught a glimpse of the thin silhouette of her Guardian, and felt his pale eyes staring at her.


‘No doubt hoping to find me weeping or foaming at the mouth in a fit brought on by awful impudence!’ Talina harrumphed silently to herself. She posted signs saying ‘Keep out!’ and ‘PRIVATE’ on her door, and always pretended to be soundly asleep, breathing deeply. Eventually, his light footsteps could be heard climbing to the remote heights of the tower.


Every child in Venice knew the fairytale tower where Talina now lived. Yet no one knew exactly when it had been made, though it must have been at least a thousand years before. And no one had ever taken care of it since. It was built of brick and pierced with arched windows on each floor until the belfry, which was topped by a pinecone spire. There was a risky-looking lean to the east, which partly accounted for the disappearance of the old bell – swept through the arches and down into the lagoon in a storm many centuries past. Missing bricks had made a honeycomb of its outer walls, in which thousands of sparrows built their nests, so the tower twittered quietly to itself from dawn to dusk.


The tower perched uneasily in the lagoon on the northeastern edge of the city. It was planted in the water, its base furrily mossed between the low-and high-tide marks. A cast-iron bridge, narrow and rickety, connected it to the land and its former church, Our Lady of the Sparrows, now ivy-clad and derelict. Just above the bridge’s rusted guard-rail was a loose brick, where the key to the tower was hidden.


From a distance, the tower looked cold and achingly lonely: inside it was colder and lonelier still. After three months’ residence, Talina felt a sharp pang every time she saw other girls holding their mothers’ hands. She hated to see fathers rowing their daughters to school. Even though the Guardian was famously rich, there was no jolly housekeeper, no maid, no valet, no butler and no cook. Instead, the three savage dogs, beaten into cravenness, fetched and carried. Drusilla catnapped in the kitchen at her peril.


However, Talina only had to step across the drawbridge if she wanted kind and gentle company. Talina may have been deprived of parents, but she was not deprived of grannies. Quintavalle was an island of elderly widows and their cats. No one knew why there were so many of them. Granny baking smells permeated the Quintavalle air. Granny-shaped underwear hung from cross-hatched clothes lines between the houses on the south side of the street. Grannies with baskets sat knitting while they waited for windfalls from the apple trees on the north side. And just as there were hundreds of old ladies on the island, so there was a complete absence of children, apart from Talina. She’d been joyfully adopted as an honorary grand-daughter by all the old ladies of Quintavalle.


Walking home from school took a great deal of time, as she stopped to have her cheeks pinched, her nose kissed, an almond comfit pushed into her mouth, or she was asked to wind wool, or hold a naughty cat for its nails to be clipped while listening to a story told by a granny with a face as soft and lined as a bunched-up silk handkerchief. The grannies taught her the dances of their girlhoods: the Furlana, the Fancyman Jig and the Fascinating Stoat, accompanying her on the country bagpipes. Nonna Meghin giggled, ‘You know how a stoat mesmerizes its prey by dancing? Well, the Fascinating Stoat will confuzzle any male!’ Talina didn’t really know what confuzzling was, but she loved the rippling, frenetic dance. In church on Sunday mornings, Talina’s sure treble mingled with the sweet warbles of the grannies. Afterwards, she’d come home with one granny or another for milk and cake.


‘Dear, dear,’ the old ladies clucked, as Talina, petted to pieces, finally left for the lonely tower. ‘That little girl is too thin, and too wild, and too lonely. I hope there’s a good hot Sunday lunch waiting for her.’


Talina didn’t have the heart to tell them the truth. There was never a hot meal waiting for her. She assembled her own meals from the ingredients that were provided without her ever asking for anything. Every morning, food appeared in a spotted swag on the doorstep. The dog called Futfallo stood on his back legs, nudged open the door bolt, picked up the swag and dumped it, snarling, on the table. Gierch-it delivered the post. If either dog even hinted at usurping the other’s role, there were bared teeth and lunges. Talina was most afraid of the dog named Razin. He always came unnecessarily close, and breathed on her for an unnecessarily long time when he delivered her pocket-money in a yellow leather pouch. Everything, from The Young Ladies’ Literary Gazette to onions for the stew, arrived at the tower with a thin coating of dog saliva.


Talina never saw her Guardian eat. Even on Easter Sunday, Talina and Drusilla had shared a tearful supper alone in the kitchen, remembering her parents and festive feasts past.


She wondered what her Guardian dined on.


‘Small children, probably,’ she muttered to Drusilla as she clattered pots and bowls onto the kitchen table. ‘That’s what he eats. He certainly enjoys killing ’em off in his stories, so he must do something with all those corpses. Or perhaps he feeds them to the dogs.’


‘Too much imagination and not enough discipline,’ the French mistress, Mademoiselle Chouette, had scribbled on Talina’s essay on the subject of creatures who howled in the night, their pedigree in literature, and in Venice, to which she had added an eye-watering account of the evil doings of an old man who lived in a lonely tower. Many were the French mistress’s underlinings and capitals. ‘Ravenous reading without discrimination is NOT advisable, particularly in a child with FLOUNCING tendencies.’


‘Poor style, exaggerated and ineffective,’ commented Talina, correcting the corrections at the kitchen table while she ate. She could just imagine Mademoiselle Chouette shaking her surprisingly pretty turquoise earrings in horror as she scribbled out the red wiggly lines under some colourful words and reinstated the exciting adjectives that had been crossed out. In Talina’s opinion, the woman misguidedly thought it her duty to correct every child who ever opened her mouth.


The French teacher had insisted, ‘As if it wasn’t tragique enough trying to make sense of your appalling handwriting, petite Talina, but you also insist on these ridiculous fantasies! You must try to confine your stories to things that might actually happen. Dogs do NOT deliver dinners. Nasty old men do NOT eat children.’


There was an extra line, scribbled out, at the end of these comments. Talina, surrounded by cooking ingredients in the kitchen, held her essay up to the lamplight, and read the words Mademoiselle Chouette had written but then tried to hide beneath slashes of ink, ‘By the way, those vile creatures are NOT French. They have the most appalling mockery of a French accent that I have ever heard. C’est abominable!’


Talina marvelled, ‘Oh my! So Mademoiselle Chouette has seen them. Or at least heard them. She knows it’s not Pastry-Bandits from Rovigo taking the people and the cats.’


Drusilla nudged Talina’s hand towards the mixing bowl. Breakfast’s pancakes had been a disaster rejected even by Razin. This evening Talina had a much more ambitious plan. She didn’t fancy the lamb chops Razin had brought her, so she’d laid them out as peace offerings on the floor. She felt like something warm and sweet for supper.


‘The oven’s hot?’ Talina applied her wooden spoon so violently that several spoonfuls of cake mixture departed the bowl in the direction of the walls, the sugar basin, the coal scuttle, the recipe books and Drusilla’s nose. ‘Nearly ready. We don’t want lumps, do we? I do so hate it when cakes go wrong. Now where was I?’


She lifted a floury hand to turn two batter-splattered pages simultaneously.


It never occurred to her that such a simple thing might change her life.
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ONE THING WAS true about her French teacher’s criticism. Talina was a ravenous reader, and did not much care what she read. The problem was getting enough to read. For Talina had a very special skill. She could read two books at once: one with each eye. So she needed twice as many books as even an ordinary bookworm.


Only Signorina Tatti, the school librarian, suspected something was afoot, though she’d never actually caught Talina in the act. Talina had scraped the shelves of the library to the very furthest reaches, taking home even Analytical Chemistry of Venetian Drains 1832 and the Library Catalogue when all else had been consumed by those avid eyes of hers. When Talina had read the library dry, Signorina Tatti was obliged to ask the School Board for an increased budget for book acquisitions. The librarian grumbled to Talina, ‘They threatened to take it from my wages next time!’


Talina had kept her two-books-at-a-time talent a secret from her parents, knowing that her appetite for reading would quickly outstrip her father’s earnings at the Archives. She did not want them to go without just to keep her in books. She found other ways of feeding her reading habit. Lately, she had used her earnings from Manitoba Gargling Oil to pay for new books by instalments. She had accounts at all the Venetian bookshops. Discreetly, with the help of her schoolfriend Ambrogio Gasperin, she borrowed the latest novels from his parents’ fashionable bookshop near San Marco. Those she kept out of the kitchen, returning them immaculate. If she saw notice of a death in the Gazzetta, she would always present herself and her condolences at the bereaved house. Grieving relatives, faced with a house crammed with memories to clear, were only too happy to let Talina take away an armful of heavy books.


Talina would read anything: encyclopaedias, veterinary manuals, romantic novels and children’s fairytales. The only exception was anything written by her Guardian. She had no need to re-read such horrors as How Rodrigo Lost his Legs or Whatever Happened to Enrico? Unfortunately, every household in Venice seemed to have several of them. For generations, Talina thought sadly, so many lively Venetian children had been terrorized into dull good behaviour by those dense little volumes.


Talina was not one of them. Her parents were too kind to mention her Guardian very often, so most of the time Talina was indeed the most impudent girl in Venice, and sometimes referred to as ‘The Terror of the Neighbourhood’.


It wasn’t just what her parents described affectionately as ‘Talina’s having a little flouncy’ – when she lost her temper and spoke ‘in beastly tongues’. Talina went in for a lot of campaigns. For example there was the one against killing egrets for their feathers. Fashionable women liked to wear the delicate white plumes in their hats, not caring that the beautiful birds had to die in order to provide them. Talina had climbed in through a window to ‘borrow’ the egret-feather hat of her modish neighbour, Signora Cassian. She dipped the feathers in red paint. Then she put the hat on, with a carving knife added at a rakish angle, and danced around Venice, letting the egret ‘blood’ drip behind her. The Gazzetta had published a picture of Talina, standing on one leg to perform her scintillating egret dance in a pool of fake blood, with a sign on her pinafore that read,


EGRET FEATHERS ONLY LOOK BEAUTIFUL ON
EGRETS. STOP THE SENSELESS SLAUGHTER.


Talina’s famous egret dance was in fact rather similar to the Fascinating Stoat, those looping, weaving and ‘confuzzling’ steps she would soon be taught by the grannies of Quintavalle – which perhaps explained how well she took to it. But the egret dance had led to trouble: Signora Cassian recognized her missing hat in that picture, and there’d been a note on Talina’s report card from her French mistress Mademoiselle Chouette that asked, ‘Why must the most intelligent girl in my class also be the most bad, the most nearly mad, and the most impudent?’


‘This is exactly the sort of thing that will make Great Uncle Uberto say it’s time to take you to the tower, kitten,’ her papà warned, his face pale and his eyes almost wild. ‘Just one more bad report from your school … that’s all he needs.’ Her mother had uttered a faint protesting cry, hugging Talina tight to her chest.


‘She’s just a little fractious, Marco!’


When Talina was a baby, Great Uncle Uberto had offered to pay for her education. Her parents could not afford to refuse. There was no one else to help: their own families had been carried off by a cholera epidemic. Uberto Flangini already owned the lease on their tiny house in the Calle del Teatro near Santo Stefano. So, reluctantly, they’d signed a contract which stated that Talina would be ‘taken in hand’ if she proved dull-witted or failed to take advantage of her schooling or ‘fell into bad, mad or impudent habits, as certified by her educational institution’.


‘As if a child of ours could ever fail to be clever!’ the Molins had reassured themselves. And indeed, Talina had proved a remarkably clever baby, and an even cleverer little girl. But her parents had not bargained for her being quite so impudent. Or being quite such a mistress of the ‘little flouncy’.


The contract also specified that Talina must be ‘made available for studying’ whenever the Guardian wished to observe a real child for descriptive purposes in his books. So at least once every six weeks, Talina was required to attend Great Uncle Uberto’s tower, where she had to submit to his commands to ‘sag against the door as if you’ve just heard your best friend is dead’ or ‘lie down and look mortally ill with a wasting disease’. Worst of all, she hated climbing the stairs between the parlour and the best parlour, where she was obliged to perform her tragic enactments. Because as she rounded the last stair she always came face to face with a huge stuffed animal, something like a hyena, with a lot of wolf in it as well. Its fur was riddled with dust, and the stitching was gruesomely visible. She’d nicknamed it ‘The Child-Mauling Thingy’. The sight of it never failed to make the hairs rise on the back of her neck.


And in the fine print at the end of the contract, Talina’s parents had pretended not to notice – because it was quite unthinkable that it should ever happen – there was a clause that appointed Great Uncle Uberto as Talina’s Guardian in the event of their own deaths. Both Talina’s mother and father were decades younger than the Guardian, who was already an old man when Talina was born. In fact, he was so old that it was never fully established just how he was related to them. If the truth were known, each parent had thought that he belonged to an outer branch of the other’s family tree. (In fact, Venice being tiny Venice, he was distantly related to both.)


When Talina first found out about her Guardian, she’d shuddered. But then she asked hopefully, ‘Shouldn’t my education include all the books I can read?’


Her parents had politely put that suggestion to the Guardian. His reply had been curt. ‘Certainly I shall pay for the child’s books. The ones I choose, that is. The ones least likely to encourage impudence.’


And so a boat had arrived stacked with all his own grisly tales in their expensive morocco bindings and with their horrid illustrations of wretched and ailing children. Talina raked through the crates, but all she found were multiple editions of A Fatality in the Family, The Ruin of Rosato, and The Downfall of Davide.


There was not a single book on magic, which was fast becoming Talina’s favourite subject. For each birthday and Christmas, she begged another volume by the young Professor Marìn, a friend of her parents’, who was causing such a stir in Venice with titles such as Magical Means on a Budget, Beastly Tongues and Enchanted Eggs.


Her parents worried about Talina’s attraction to magic. Magic also seemed attracted to Talina. It even came off on her fingers.


‘Show me your hands, dear,’ Talina’s mother would say at bedtime. ‘Look, there’s another bit of spell on your thumb! Where’s the book?’


And Talina’s mother would patiently find the smudged page, and press her daughter’s thumb down upon it until the full text of the spell was restored to the paper.


‘My goodness,’ she would say. ‘I worry about you, kitten. What if you got mixed up in the wrong kind of magic?’


‘Is there a wrong kind?’ wondered Talina.
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At the memory of her mother’s gentle hand on hers, Talina’s eyes filled. She wiped them with a wrist coated in flour.


Apart from magic books, Talina loved recipe books. She adored to cook, favouring sugary dainties rather than savoury and wholesome dishes like Cream of Lima Bean Soup or Pressed Chicken. She also had a tendency to make terrible messes, spoil her clothes and burn her fingers.


She’d insisted on bringing her books to the tower of Quintavalle when she was forced to go and live there. The Guardian had allowed her just one official visit to her old home in the Calle del Teatro. In her parents’ empty bedroom, Talina had climbed inside a wardrobe and shut the door, so she could breathe in the perfume of her mother’s dresses. She’d pushed her hands inside her father’s gloves. She’d laid her head on her mother’s dressing table. But eventually, as the sun set in a blaze of red wine poured into orange juice, and the house grew dark, she’d gathered a few clothes and many books – mostly on cooking and magic – and dragged them in a trolley through the streets and over the bridges back to the twittering tower.


‘Don’t even think about it!’ At Quintavalle, Talina shook her fist at the circling sparrows. She took off her coat and spread it over the books. She didn’t care if they spattered her corn-husk hair. The evening light threw the tower’s sharp shadow over the ruins of the church beside it in a menacing manner, making the tendrils of ivy seem to twitch and slither. But back inside her circular bedroom, the books made her feel very slightly more at home, as did the framed photograph of her parents that she’d hung above her bed.


Her tower bedroom being without even a fireplace, Talina spent as much time as possible in the kitchen. Cooking kept her warm. Although she still burnt her fingers and spoilt her dresses, Futfallo, Gierch-it and Razin nearly always devoured the messes these days. They’d have preferred to eat Drusilla, but they seemed to like burnt tarts and blackened toffee too.


That evening, Talina was unable to sleep. She’d been reading Magical Means on a Budget with one eye, and Substantial Cakes for the Working Classes with the other. Lying on her book bed, an idea came to her. She worked out that she could magically stretch two eggs, half a cup of slightly weevilly flour, a handful of sugar and a chocolate bar with dog tooth-marks in it into a ‘Delicious Family-Sized Triple Layer Chocolate Sponge Cake’. She leapt out of bed as the bells of San Pietro struck midnight, and padded down to the kitchen with her lamp, Drusilla yawning and complaining behind her.


She’d closed the door to keep out the dogs, and lit the gilt-brass three-light chandelier that hung from the kitchen ceiling. The last of the flour had been emptied from the Farina Fellina sack with a little picture of a cat on it. The wood-burning oven was blazing, the cake-tin already buttered. Talina’s dark-gold hair, eyelashes and mouth were ghostly with flour. And she was chatting nineteen to the dozen to Drusilla, whose fur too was bedecked with egg and sugar. Perhaps this was how Talina came to mix up the words of the two books she was reading at once.


Instead of ‘fold in the Farina Fellina’, Talina murmured abstractedly, ‘fammi felina’ – ‘make me feline’.


In other words, ‘make me a cat’.


As she uttered the final syllable, she felt herself simultaneously shrinking, yowling and arching her back.


‘Miaow,’ said Talina. And no one could have been more surprised than Talina herself to hear it.


She tried to say, ‘What the … !’ But all that came out was another ‘Miaow!’


She clapped her hand over her mouth. Or she would have done, if it had not turned into a little furry paw.


The top of the table disappeared. The floor was suddenly closer.


‘I’m shrinking!’ thought Talina as the two books clattered on to the floor beside her, along with the wooden spoon. Her clothes tumbled off her like the leaves of an over-ripe artichoke.


‘Miaowwww!’ screeched Talina, struggling out of a tangle of linen and wool, to find herself face to face with Drusilla.


‘I warned you,’ said Drusilla.


‘You can talk?’ Strangely, when she addressed her cat, Talina found that she could speak in words as well as miaows. ‘Drusilla, why did you never talk before?’


‘I talk Felish,’ said the cat. ‘Now so do you, apparently. I whispered warnings to you in your sleep! I told you not to read two books at once when you were playing with spells. But would you listen or understand? No. It was bound to get us into trouble. And it has. Your parents always used to call you “kitten”. Now look what’s happened.’


In the mirror over the mantelpiece, Talina caught a glimpse of the kitchen. The room was as she’d last seen it: chairs, oven, buttered cake-tin, cake drippings and eggshells on the table.


But where, before, there had been a girl and a cat in the room, now it was occupied only by two cats: one small, stunned-looking tabby and the majestic black creature who was Drusilla.




[image: images]


the tower kitchen, a few minutes after midnight,
April 30th, 1867, Saint Pio’s Day


DRUSILLA’S EYES ROUNDED with alarm. Talina felt something jab painfully at her rear. She spun around, to face the toe of the Guardian’s pointed black shoe. Behind him, Futfallo, Razin and Gierch-it strained and gagged on their triple leash. Talina and Drusilla cowered by the oven, their tails intertwined for comfort.
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