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HOST


Kiran Millwood Hargrave
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The second candles of Advent burn on the capital’s church altars, though the days are all the same to Mary. Her birthday was yesterday, but she doesn’t know that, no mother nor father to tell her so. Her brother Abel older but not by enough to remember. They are lucky to be together: this is repeated on the Island, where it is common to have breaks in the limbs of your family tree, oozing tender sap.


Jacob’s Island is a sprawl of a rookery, stuck between two confluences of effluence. They were pitched, Abel and Mary, out of the workhouse in Whitechapel and into this new freedom-that-is-no-real-freedom three years before, finding lodgings over a knocking shop on Edwards Street that by day claims to be a grocer with wilted cabbage and goggle-eyed potatoes and at night lays wilted women beneath goggle-eyed men and won’t scrub the tables in between.


It is no longer a bewilderment to her, the Island. She knows it well enough now, where to lift her skirts, where to keep to the middle to avoid slop, where the rookeries’ worst thieves are more active and likely to target even a child, but something is stalking her now, as she weaves with fresh hides in her hands, heading for the small, slumped dock where deliveries carry all the skilled work out to better areas. She cannot see it, nor nose it, but it knows her in some bone-deep, soul-certain way, is relentless as hunger or desire – is hungry, desirous – and so there is no escaping. Poor Mary, head down. If she did not look so much like prey, perhaps she could have been luckier.


It is not all bleakness. Christmas brings some relief, with the rich from across the river feeling a burr of conscience, sending gifts of money to the old leper hospital, the grubby church. Some of it even reaches those it was intended for, and there are clementines, bright orange as lit coals, handed out at Advent services, studded with cloves. Mary had her first clementine at such a service last year, and the memory of its sweetness haunts her still, like a phantom limb.


She is thinking about it now, as she weaves closer to the dock, more than she should. She should have half a mind on her way, an eye on what’s about her. Then she’d notice, maybe, how the man behind her now has boots of shiny leather, at odds with his patched and darned overcoat, the stubble on his face.


Mary is spat by the alleys onto the jetty, once wood rotting underfoot and now slick stone built haphazard from the riverbed, wide enough for a dozen boats to dock and so the busiest part of the Island at any time of day. Teirney’s barge is always moored in the same place. The man drops back here, and watches as Mary carries her hides to the woman smoking on deck. It reminds him to smoke too, the pipe he purchased for when his pursuit would require a watch-and-wait, something to do with his hands and face. He tamps tobacco into the clay and lights it, puffs awkwardly as the girl speaks with Ma Teirney.


‘And how’s tha t’day?’


‘Good, Ma.’


‘Keepin free of the yellowin, you and your brudder both?’


‘Yes.’


‘Tha’s good, girl.’ Ma Teirney inspects the hides, finds them as always a little wanting, but pays in full nonetheless. It is more than she’d admit to anyone, least of all herself, but Mary is the reason she comes to this godforsaken island for her hides at all. The girl has thick, dark hair, fierce pale skin and dark, liquid eyes. A gentle spirit.


‘Same again next week, Ma?’


‘Closed for Christmastime.’


‘Christmas next week, Ma?’


‘Aye. An’ here’s sommit for the occasion.’


Ma brings out the peg doll from her pocket, dressed in a bright twist of leftover taffeta taken from the sewing floor. Peacock blue, formed by Ma’s skilled fingers into a bodice and full skirt of the current fashion – she has even lined the hem and cuffs with lace. The peg’s face itself is rubbed nearly smooth by cherishing, but the wood is a lovely pine.


‘Ma.’ The word is gasped. Mary has never had a gift before. She can’t even bring herself to reach for it lest it be snatched away. ‘It can’t be for me?’


‘Why can’t it? Take it so.’


Mary does so, in trembling fingers. She sees her fingers grubby against the bright azure of the skirt, but her shame is forgotten by the wonder of the fabric, soft one way and rough the other, and so thick it keeps the dents of her touch. She crushes the doll to her chest in ecstasy.


They part, Ma feeling sadder and lighter, Mary in love with her new and first toy, and the man peels off from the wall and follows Mary, back into the warren.


The yellowing sweeps the Island the next week, and the third Advent candle is lit to half-empty pews as bodies are shipped out for paupers’ graves. Cholera outbreaks are nothing new in places so packed and reeking, but this is especially virulent, coming as it does so hard on the heels of that year’s influenza.


Abel and Mary keep indoors, as Ma Teirney told Mary they must in such times, and survive off boiled peelings from the grocer’s. Mary doesn’t much mind. They have been hungrier. She likes her brother and loves her peg doll, who she has named Clementine. She and Clementine attend balls and brush their lips against knots in the wood of the rotting door frame, that when squinted at could have beards and kind eyes. Abel frets at the work going begging, but he listens to his sister’s pleas to stay put.


No one else stops their business, including the man with leather boots and trimmed nails, whose business is to keep watch over their one way in or out, waiting for Mary to emerge. He leaves the Island only at night-time, takes the boat he has hired west to Waterloo Bridge, where his coach waits to take him across the bustling Strand, skirting St Giles and Soho, those thin ribbons of streets he once frequented, and through Bloomsbury where he was born in a house with high ceilings and crystal lamps. On to their quiet house set before a Regent’s Park that stretches out dark as a sea.


Now the streets are empty, the lampers long left and only the occasional coachman waiting outside houses lit golden with candles and the bright chatter of dinner parties. They used to throw such soirées in their dining room, the walls hung with damask and twelve courses created by their cook, poached from the Corinthian in his prime. Now that room stands stripped to its plaster and the heavy carved table is sold too, alongside its twenty high-backed, silk-cushioned chairs. Heavy draped curtains always drawn, and candlelight: they remain beside shadows, and a round table moved from the unstaffed kitchens with four matchstick-legged chairs of unknown provenance. And it is there that his wife waits for news, with a woman who talks with the dead.


By a system of shadow casting between the gas lamps of the fine street and the smallest chink left in the drapes hung at the leaded windows, Mrs Flint’s assistant Violet can alert her to the exact moment Mr Ezra Griffiths’s coach turns into the square. It is this cue that rouses Mrs Flint from her trance and tells her to turn dark green eyes on her quarry and say, ‘He’s home.’ Mrs Edith Griffiths will go to the window and gasp at the accuracy, adding this to her wisps of evidence, built up frail as a nest, that this is after all the right thing, that this woman squatting in her home is real in her promises. It is easier to sweep aside her unease at the plan.


She opens the front door, which they keep freshly painted as though that would ward off the street’s gossip, and takes Ezra’s stinking coat, his flat cap, takes in his exhausted eyes, kisses his stubbled cheek and holds her breath against the whiff of poverty that steams off him. She doesn’t know, but the house smells just as bad to Ezra: closed-up misery and waiting.


‘Well?’


‘Still inside.’


Edith turns from him and hangs the coat carefully next to his good cloak, the flat cap atop, and goes dazed back to the dining room. Ezra reluctantly follows, rubbing his eyes and swallowing a yawn.


‘Still inside,’ he hears Edie tell Mrs Flint, and both women look at him as he enters. He feels the now familiar shiver of revulsion when the older woman’s eyes fix on him. She is handsome, strong boned, and the green of her irises is deep as a pond, thick streaks of white hair framing her pale face, the rest a rich brown. She is powerful, so unlike his dear Edie, and it disturbs him quite as much as the fact he believes everything she says. But she is their link, their hope. She has a plan for them.


‘We can’t wait longer,’ says Mrs Flint. ‘Who knows when the sickness will end. Every day we wait now, the threads are fraying. I cannot keep them tethered for ever. And the girl must be willing, remember that.’


‘I know,’ says Ezra, keeping temper from his voice. ‘But she lives with her brother, well built and rough. And you said no fuss.’


‘The woman with the doll. Turner?’


‘Teirney,’ he says, recalling the name on the barge.


‘Can she write?’


Ezra shrugs. ‘I doubt the girl can read.’


‘But a letter may do it anyway. Something signed. A letter, summoning her for work. She is clearly fond, it would not be unusual.’ She looks expectantly at him, and he realises he is being dismissed to look for paper, a pen.


He silently fumes as he leaves the musty room for his study on the first floor. The bare steps creak, and he wishes he could move stealthily, could hear what the witch says when he exits. He hates leaving Edie with her in the day, and when Violet is there it eases him only slightly, for the girl is as under her spell as his wife.


It began at one of their dinners with Alistair and his wife Maude, both devout attendees of electric shows and mesmerists, mentioning a particular establishment in Holborn, where there are no tricks or mirrors, just a woman with green eyes who sees through the veil of life to the other side. When the spiritualist was mentioned – a Mrs Stone, or Mrs Slate – Edie went very still. The muscles clenched in her jaw since that terrible night softened, and her eyes went bright. It was an expression, almost, of ecstasy, one that he had sometimes seen when they lay together. He should have closed down the chatter, but how could anyone who loves someone refuse them such pleasure?


And when she came to him the very next day in his study, him stowing the bottle hurriedly in his bottom drawer, she had the same calm gleam to her, the address in Holborn clutched in her palm. He still did not close it down. The truth was, he needed the hope too.


Through the coachman Thomas, they organised an appointment a week hence. Edie seemed soothed. He drank less, and they moved around the house balancing their secret between them, like the early days of her pregnancy, and when the day came dressed with the care of attending the opera. If Thomas thought their attire strange for a night in Holborn, his face, as usual, gave nothing away.


The house was small and neat, unobtrusive in a way he instantly approved of. It put him in mind of the better sort of bawdy houses, where you could be served tea alongside other services. No signage proclaimed what sort of establishment it was, only a small brass sign engraved Mrs Flint. He knocked twice, Edie hanging from his arm, her breath slightly misted in the cold air.


A girl they would come to know as Violet opened the door. She wore a frilled cap and black uniform, like a scullery maid, unruly blonde curls and unruly twisted teeth tucked out of sight. A pointed, clever face, he’d thought it even then.


‘Mr and Mrs Griffiths.’ It was not a question. She stood aside in the narrow hallway. ‘Come in. Back room, please.’


The corridor was lit softly, a closed door to the left, two to the right, a staircase leading up to second-floor darkness. The shabby wallpaper seemed pleasantly faded rather than squalid, and there was a heavy, floral scent pervading as they approached a door set at the back, where a kitchen would usually be in a terrace such as this.


Before they reached it, the door opened though there was no one standing the other side. Edie gave a shiver, of excitement or fear, as beyond was revealed a small round table set with candles, a seated woman framed in the doorway. She could only be Mrs Flint. Perhaps it was a pseudonym, it suited her so well. The hard gaze, the sharp cheekbones, the perfectly pressed widow’s weeds – she was forbidding, far from his visions of floaty scarves and plump, waving forearms.


Violet ushered them inside, and Mrs Flint offered them the seats either side of her.


‘Please, sit. It is good to meet you both.’


They sat, and Ezra scanned the room. There were, as Alistair and Maude had said, no mirrors. It had once been a kitchen – that was obvious from the size of the hearth, the cupboards, the smoke stains on the wall – but there were no cooking smells any more, only that floral heaviness everywhere. A large curtain concealed a window, and another longer curtain covered a door through which leached some of the September night’s chill.


‘Tell me,’ said Mrs Flint, ‘why you are here?’


‘Our daughter,’ said Edie, her voice already cracking, at the same time Ezra said, ‘Our friends—’


‘Well, yes,’ he continued, as Edie fell silent. ‘Both. Our friends told us about you. The Wallaces?’


‘Oh,’ said Mrs Flint, and there was little warmth in her voice. ‘They thought it all a great game.’


‘They said you were the real thing. That you really can speak …’


He couldn’t bring himself to say it.


‘But you must say it,’ said Mrs Flint. ‘The time for hesitation is past. Leave it at the door. Here, you must believe. Your daughter?’


‘Yes.’


‘When?’


‘This winter past. Influenza.’


‘Her name?’


“Eleanor.’


‘Age?’


‘Seven,’ said Edie. ‘And two months. And ten days.’


Mrs Flint clucked her tongue. ‘A great shame, a great waste. Children, though, they are often harder to coax out. The transition – it frightens them. Like a game of hide and seek they have taken too seriously and convinced themselves of danger.’


‘We do not want to frighten her,’ said Edie, mortified.


‘Transition?’ asked Ezra.


‘The place between. The mist. Children often get stuck there, waiting. So you are doing the right thing to contact her, guide her. And you will have brought what I asked?’


‘Her hair,’ said Edie, slipping off her mourning ring. ‘And her favourite doll.’


This Ezra drew from his overcoat. A china-faced, glass-eyed girl the length of his forearm, with tight chestnut curls and a sage green hat, a sage green umbrella hanging from a plump cloth arm.


‘Pretty,’ said Mrs Flint damningly. She took both objects and placed them carefully on the table where they cast strange umbras. ‘Violet?’


Ezra stifled a start as her assistant moved out from the shadows by the door. She had closed it unnoticed, and now the room felt very small, any sounds from the street very far away. Violet extinguished the lamps around the walls, moving close past the chairs, and brought a black candle from a high shelf, placing it in front of Mrs Flint.


‘I prefer not to explain too much, but there are some rules. We do not break the circle. One knock, yes; two knocks for no. We keep our focus on Eleanor. Do not dwell on darkness, but on light.’ She struck a match, lit the black candle. ‘The candles are for that, to bring you back. This place is where what we think is made manifest, and that is perilous. When Violet tells you, you may ask questions. Otherwise please do not speak out of turn. I may fit, or shake, and you must not be alarmed. Keep hold of my hand – you are my tethers. Understood?’


‘Yes,’ breathed Edie, but Ezra felt a swell of misgiving. She had not told them what to expect, not really. Will they hear Eleanor, see her? He was not ready for any of it.


But Mrs Flint was holding out her hand to him, and Violet, seated his other side, was too, and Edie already had tight hold of them. He complied, noting how strong Mrs Flint’s grip was, how cool Violet’s skin. It was strange to hold women’s hands like this.


Violet began to count, very slowly, down from ten. ‘Ten … nine … eight …’


Ezra fixed his gaze on the candles, but at ‘five’ Edie’s sharp gasp pulled his attention up. His wife was staring at Mrs Flint. The woman was unnaturally still, shoulders lifted close to her ears, green eyes wide as the doll’s on the table.


‘Four … three …’


Her shoulders slumped, her head flopping forward like a puppet with cut strings.


‘Two …’


Ezra found himself fearing the final number, but it came anyway.


‘One.’


A gust of cold wind filled the room, guttering the candles and causing all but the black one to extinguish. Mrs Flint’s grip was iron, Violet’s ice. Edie whimpered as Mrs Flint slowly, slowly raised her head.


‘Mrs Flint?’ asked Violet. Her voice did not so much as waver. A knock, definite as his own had been on the front door, echoed around the room. His heart was beating, galloping, racing. A second knock.


‘Eleanor?’ asked Violet.


Knock. Ezra held his breath. Surely it could not be so easy? His little girl could not have been waiting so long for them to come for her, stepping so simply forward from death? Knock. No.


‘Who are you?’


‘A guide,’ said Mrs Flint, and her voice was a man’s.


‘Are you of God?’


‘Light only.’


‘Do you know Eleanor?’


‘I know the girl you seek. Dark hair, like her father. Small hands, like her mother. Loved horses and her china doll. Clary – the doll? Clary.’


‘Clary, yes!’ exclaimed Edie, but Violet threw her a warning look.


Wait, she mouthed, and then, aloud, ‘Can you let her through?’


‘Do you mean to bring her home?’


Violet’s voice was troubled. ‘What do you mean, guide?’


‘She wants to come home.’


Tears sprang into Ezra’s eyes, and he fixed his gaze on the ceiling, to stop them falling.


‘Let me speak with her,’ said Violet.


‘Let her come home, poor lamb.’ Mrs Flint’s voice had something uncomfortably close to malice in it. Lit by the trembling candle, her eyes seemed full of flame. ‘Little lamb, soft and taken so soon.’


‘Are you of God?’ repeated Violet, and there were definite nerves in her now. Her hand was vibrating in Ezra’s, and he resisted the urge to stroke it, to soothe her. What was she, sixteen? Barely more than a child.


Mrs Flint leant forward, pulling Edie’s and Ezra’s hands closer to her, hovering over the candle. Her breath made it dance. ‘Light, only.’


‘Let Eleanor through,’ said Violet. ‘Let her past.’


Mrs Flint rocked back violently onto two chair legs, hauling Edie and Ezra sideways, yanking Violet across the table. Ezra’s arm strained, he felt his grip slipping, and then the chair legs banged square onto the terracotta tiles once more.


‘Mama?’


Ezra’s body began to shake, and somewhere deep within his sternum a white-hot point of pain opened and spread – longing, sharp enough to cut. The voice was not a child’s parody, but a child’s. His child’s. Their child’s.


Edie convulsed. She was weeping silently, her face frozen in anguish, and Ezra opened his mouth to speak but Violet shot him a warning look.


‘Is that Eleanor Griffiths, of Cambridge Gate?’


‘Is my mama there?’


‘Your mama, Edith?’


‘Edie. Mama.’


Violet nodded at Edie, but she shook her head. Ezra understood – he felt a lump in his own throat. Violet looked instead to him, and he swallowed it down.


‘Eleanor, it’s Papa.’


Mrs Flint cocked her head towards him, like a dog listening to its master.


‘Papa?’


‘Here, sweet girl. I’m here. Me and your mama both.’


‘I’m cold, Papa.’


‘My girl. You mustn’t be afraid.’


‘Will you come and fetch me?’


Edie choked on a sob, and for the first time Ezra realised what a fool he’d been, allowing this. What possible good was there in any of it?


‘It’s all right, dear one. You can go. You can cross over.’


‘I don’t know the way.’


‘The guide.’ He tried to keep the question out of his voice, looking at Violet. ‘Can they show you?’


There was a long, long pause.


‘Eleanor? Are you still there?’


‘Papa?’ It was a whisper, and of such urgency Ezra was catapulted back to the previous Christmas, their last together, her hot breath on his cheek. Papa, can I open one more gift?


He looked for the first time since she started speaking with his daughter’s voice at Mrs Flint, and immediately wished he hadn’t. Her staring eyes, the crags of her lined and handsome face were as far from Eleanor’s smooth cheeks as it was possible to be.


But she jerks her head to move him closer, and he obeys. ‘Papa,’ she whispers. ‘I don’t like him. He’s trying to keep me here.’


Terror floods Ezra’s belly. ‘He?’


‘Help me, Papa. Bring me home.’


Another terrible gust of cold, and the black candle goes out.


They saw Mrs Flint weekly after that. Each time, they had to go through the guide, Violet asking if he was with God, and he claiming light, only. But once Mrs Flint’s trances ended and they discussed what was said, the parents and spiritualist and her assistant all agreed that something had a hold on Eleanor, and it was darkness.


Constant, jittery anxiety seized Edith and Ezra, a deep and endless terror of what their child was experiencing. Was she in a struggle for her soul, lost in purgatory? Was this guide a demon? It was possible, even likely. Though Mrs Flint explained Eleanor had no body to corrupt, it was the fleshy possibilities of what may be happening to his daughter that consumed Ezra day and especially night. In those days he still could afford his weekly visits to the oriental dens of Harley Street, but he found himself unable to perform or enjoy the enticements of these young women, girls really, thinking of his daughter stuck in the inbetween with her hellish guide. For the first time, he considered his effect on these women with clear eyes, heard the emptiness of their laughter and saw his casual, even gentlemanly caresses as something tolerated, not invited.


Things took a desperate turn at one session, their eighth, when Mrs Flint as Eleanor had her head knocked forward against the table with a vicious and unnatural force. A red welt appeared, and with his own eyes Ezra saw something move within the rapidly swelling lump, like a burrowing insect rippling its way into the spiritualist’s brain.


‘This cannot stand!’ he howled, forgetting himself. ‘This cannot stand!’


It was Edie who suggested the spiritualist and her assistant move in, so they could talk daily with their daughter. The rates were steep, but they could afford to host them easily, at least at first. And when they began having to sell first some ornaments, then some rugs, a couple of solid gold and ugly old rings Edie never wore – what did it matter? Eleanor was afraid, and stuck with a low-voiced man none of them trusted in a place only Mrs Flint could reach. There was no price her parents would not pay.


Mrs Flint took the best guest rooms, and Violet the servants’ floor. Violet was a queer fish, her narrow body slipping through their cavernous house. Her gold head dipped whenever they passed each other, but he sensed no true coyness in her, only the performance of it. When his brain allowed him brief relief from nightmares, he dreamt of her instead and woke hot and throbbing, repulsed by his desire.


It did not take long, after the cook and the maids and the manservants were dismissed, and the weekly Fortnum and Mason food deliveries cancelled, and the dining room stripped, and Ezra’s father’s desk carried away to a pawn shop, for them to lose any sense of what the value in anything at all was, even a stranger’s soul.


Mrs Flint had been living with them two months before she acquiesced to discussing their options beyond speaking with Eleanor. She had Violet go to their house in Holborn and return with a small red-bound book embossed with a symbol that seemed inherently unholy. A book, she said, brought from Germany where it was seized from a witch’s estate hundreds of years before. It was block-printed in byzantine script that Ezra understood only parts of despite being trilingual, but it was enough to convince him that it was genuine, or at least written by someone who believed what they wrote to be genuine.


The thought that Mrs Flint may not be genuine herself had long since vanished if it had been there at all. She knew too much, was as wise about their daughter as they were, and the voice – it was Eleanor who came to them, of that there was no doubt. Any scepticism was replaced by awed respect in Edie, and something close to loathing in Ezra. He hated that this woman was their only channel with Eleanor, that without her they would never have known of her torment. He even sometimes resented knowing about it at all, though that was a heartless thing to feel. What was a parent for, if not to feel their child’s pain as keenly as the child themself?


The difficulty, Mrs Flint explained, was that even when they spoke with Eleanor directly, it was clear the guide was listening. Ezra envisaged a man in a dark coat and beard standing at his daughter’s shoulder, his skin fearsomely pale, eyes feverishly intent.


‘So whatever the plan, Eleanor cannot have knowledge of it.’


‘But there can be a plan?’ asked Edie, twisting her handkerchief, soiled with many days of tears. ‘We can move her on.’


‘We can.’ Mrs Flint paused, eyes flicking between husband and wife. ‘Or we could try … it is perhaps possible …’


‘To bring her back?’ croaked Ezra. Edie looked startled a moment, then hungry.


‘We can have her back?’


‘She is not yet a year gone. I have never done it,’ said Mrs Flint, as uncertain as he’d ever seen her. ‘I have never seen it done. But it has been done, in America, in Central Europe.’ She tapped the blood-red book. ‘In Germany.’


‘That book tells you how?’


‘Yes.’


‘Then we must try it,’ said Edie.


‘But it is of course not without risks,’ said Mrs Flint, eyes darting to Violet, who looked wan and strained. ‘There is a reason we do not attempt such work. It takes expertise, an incredible level of knowledge and preparation—’


‘We can pay,’ burst out Edie, and Mrs Flint held up a hand and inclined her head in an of course.


‘Most delicately, there is the requirement of a host.’


‘Here,’ said Ezra stupidly. ‘We can host it, do whatever you need to, here.’


Mrs Flint looked at him pityingly and he hated her even more. ‘A host for her soul, Mr Griffiths.’


A silence.


‘I’ll do it,’ said Edie.


‘It must be a child, around her age.’


It was a mark of how deep they were inside that black pit that Ezra did not so much as flinch.


‘Willing, too. Or at least not unwilling.’


‘How would we find such a child?’


‘Perhaps tell them a half-truth?’ said Mrs Flint. ‘Not five miles from here are a dozen slums filled with children barely surviving. There are children who would like to live in this sort of luxury.’


Ezra avoided looking around at his hollowed-out dining room, shuttered and thick with their dust.


‘But what do we do with them,’ said Edie in a whisper. ‘Does it … would it hurt them?’


‘No,’ said Mrs Flint with unearned certainty. ‘Possession only pushes the individual aside. Buries them deeper. Or else we could move them over.’


‘Move them?’


‘Encase them, in an object. Such as a doll. Many of those coarse sorts barely have will as it is.’


Violet twitches, but only Ezra sees.


‘A workhouse then,’ said Edie. ‘Say we are hiring a maid? Or adopt a child, from an orphanage?’


‘There are paper trails, with both those routes,’ said Mrs Flint. ‘There is no law that addresses this directly, as there was in the witch’s day. But it concerns the occult—’


‘Is it Satan’s work?’ said Edie, who is true in her faith, believing every word when she prays each Sunday.


‘Of course not. We are saving her, aren’t we? It can only be to the good.’


Her voice echoes in the empty room, and none of them answer.


He begins his work. It is silently agreed that no one else can know, that their group of four is where the plan must stay, and so it is out of the question that anyone but Ezra can find the girl. He buys a jacket, a cap from a pedlar, lets his stubble grow.


Thomas, the coachman and last of their staff, takes him to Waterloo Bridge, where Ezra hires one of the various boats and takes it to one of the slums lining the river like rotten teeth. He has no luck in the snake pits behind Bankside, nor the congested gullet between Paradise Street and the water. His view of the poor, in keeping with others of his class – pity and a near-fondness for their strange ways of talking and dressing – becomes something calculated and disturbing, not that he recognises it as such. He assesses with the eye of a merchant, weighing wares, and finds no one suitable.


He passes over Jacob’s Island four times, the bustling dock keeping him at bay until he asks that day’s boatman, with calculated ease, where the worst of London can be found. The boatman does not think it an odd question, is well used to the poverty tourists come from the north and west. He is as happy to take their money as he would be to drown one of them.


‘The Island, sir, no doubt. A cesspit. Venice of the drains.’


Ezra heads there the next day with a different boat, and he sees Mary within a half-hour of watching. That first day, he follows her home, a tingle of rightness under his breastbone. He had been waiting for someone with a sweet face and the same height, he now realises, as Eleanor. When he returns home, the four of them raise a glass of port to his success. Violet does no more than sip, and Edie brings the leftover glass to bed, her lips stained red, and when they kiss he imagines she is Violet beneath him.


The host – he eventually learns her name but tries to forget it – becomes more suitable with scrutiny. She has no parents, only a brother a few years older who works long hours. She is small, as Eleanor was, surely within months of her in age, and with all her own teeth. Her only regular appointment is with a gypsy woman of advanced years who smokes and seems half blind. The moment with the doll gives him pause – a gift suggests fondness – but he reasons that it is nearly Christmas and maybe that is a gypsy’s way, to give out worthless trinkets. If she truly cared, she would surely take her away from this place. It is the worst of anywhere he’s ever been other than his own grief, the stench alone like breathing the breath of a devil’s dog, and his nightmares soon have Ada running through the twisting paths with the guide on her heels.


Abel answers the door. Mary sits with Clementine, weak with hunger, her games entirely in her head now. She hauls her head up, and sees a man standing there, removing a handkerchief from his face. Black overcoat. Dark beard. Pale, pale skin. She shivers though she does not know why. The man speaks low and holds out a piece of paper to Abel, who has a few letters and shows it to Mary.


‘It’s for you, Mary.’


She nods as though it is usual for her to receive a letter, and Abel opens it, reads the contents carefully to himself.


‘It’s from that traveller, Teirney. She has …’ He pauses, looks from the man to Mary, back at the letter. ‘Sent for you. Says she has work in her shop.’


Mary blinks slowly. Her stomach is so empty it has bloated.


‘Is this honest?’ asks Abel of the man. ‘Why did she send you, not wait until the new year?’


‘She trusts me,’ says the man. He has the Island lilt, but it sounds oddly forced. ‘She said she hopes you are enjoying your peg doll, Mary, and that there will be more treats like that. She knows the cholera is here, and wishes to have you safe and away.’


‘Abel …’


‘Your brother can follow if you do good work.’


‘It says so, here,’ says Abel, looking back at the letter. There is excitement in his voice, alongside suspicion. ‘Is she a woman of her word?’


‘A woman of honour,’ says the man.


‘She is,’ says Mary, but she does not know why she says it. She does not want to go with this man. But he is looking around their room and Abel invites him in. She feels shy of him, though Abel has the same height, the same breadth. It is then Mary notices his boots – nice boots, clean and solid with unbroken laces. This rings wrong in her starving mind, but then he has pulled something from his pocket and she smells ham only a day or two past its best.


‘Something from Teirney, to settle your stomach before our journey.’


Abel watches the meat like a stray dog as Mary takes it, tears it in half, and offers her brother half of her own before trying to return the rest to the man. He shakes his head. ‘It is all for you.’


The siblings eat. Mary tries not to moan with the joy of salt and something to chew. Abel smiles at her sleepily. ‘We are made, Mary. You have done us proud.’


She knows then that he has decided, and that she will agree because she trusts her brother above all else. He would not send her with this man unless he believed him. There will be more ham, more warmth at Ma Teirney’s, and though this is nothing but good news, she wants to cry. Her life here has not been easy, but she does not want to leave the world of the two of them and Clementine. Whatever people say about the Island, it teaches you to value your own above all else, and Abel is all she has.


‘Can he not come now?’ she asks, choosing to focus on the man’s coat, not his boots.


‘I’m sorry, Teirney was quite clear, and you know how she gets. It will not be long, and we will come back.’


‘You will stay inside?’ asks Mary. ‘Until we fetch you?’


‘Here,’ says the man, and pulls cheese from his other pocket. ‘This will keep you. I’ll come back, or another of us, as soon as she sends us.’


Abel helps her bundle her dress and vest into a package. There is nothing else to take but Clementine, whom she holds tight to her chest. Her brother is beaming at her, but his lip wobbles.


‘Your letter, Mary,’ he says, holding it out.


‘You keep it. It’s Ma Teirney’s promise,’ she replies. He hugs her briefly. She breathes him in, familiar sweat. He makes to follow them to the dock but Mary shakes her head.


‘Inside,’ she says. ‘You promised.’


He sighs, and shakes the man’s hand.


‘Take care of our Mary, sir.’


It is not until they are out of sight, a few steps down the unlit street, that Abel, as tired and hungry as his sister, realises he didn’t ask the stranger’s name. The letter, though – he grips it in his hand – that is solid, written on thick paper in a crisp hand. It speaks of officialdom and promises, and both these Abel, wrongly or rightly, trusts despite the many disappointments of his short life. It is better she is off the Island, with Ma Teirney who has always been kind. He will see his sister again soon. He kisses the letter. He gives it his word.


Ezra cannot believe his luck, their gullibility. He did not even need to use the chloroform. It makes him feel powerful after so many months of erosion. He leads Mary back to the dock, to the boatman waiting.


‘Who’s this?’ asks the man, himself a father to three girls.


‘This is Mary,’ says Ezra, roughing his voice as he had with the brother. ‘She’s coming to stay while the sickness is about.’


‘Are you now, Mary?’ asks the boatman. ‘You know this man?’


Ezra bristles.


‘I know his mistress,’ says Mary, but she is alarmed not to recognise the boat, nor the boatman. Why would Ma Teirney hire one when she has a barge?


‘Can we set off?’ asks Ezra. ‘I want to get her away.’


The boatman chews his tongue, looks at the dock as though someone will come forward and tell him what to do.


‘There are a dozen other boats would take us,’ says Ezra, feeling sweat prickle under his cap.


‘Yes,’ says the boatman, thinking of the price the man had named, generous even for this time of year. He could take Christmas Day off, even. He takes up his oars, and pushes off from the dock.


Mary’s unease mounts as they arrive at Waterloo Bridge to find a coach waiting for them. She cannot imagine Ma Teirney having a coach, but there is a propulsiveness to their journey now, the man’s hand on her upper arm, not tight but certain. The coachman doesn’t look at her, and the boatman turns his back as soon as he is paid. She feels like a coin slipped into a pocket and forgotten. She holds tighter to Clementine. The letter, she tells herself. The letter.


The man has not spoken directly to her since leaving their room. She has never been alone with a man before, nor ridden in a coach, and she notes that the leather of the seats feels buttery as she’d imagined when playing going to balls with Clementine. She watches the window, screened by thin drapes, and knows enough to know they are not going to Ma Teirney’s in Clapham. Wrong side of the river, wrong sort of streets – getting wider and quieter, more exclusive, until they are in the other world of London that she has never had cause to visit. She feels herself shrinking, no longer a coin but a piece of lint, and when they pull up outside a grand house on a grand street, it is not even terror she feels, but exhaustion, a learned helplessness at being tossed from place to place all her life. Without Abel to steer her, she feels rudderless.


She steps from the coach and stumbles. A woman’s hand steadies her, a slim, well-dressed woman with tangled hair and tired, kind eyes, who slips a hand around her shoulders and guides her towards a shiny painted front door, and into a huge and empty hallway lit sparsely with cheap tallow so it smells like the grocer’s downstairs. The door closes behind and it is much darker. The man and woman speak in whispers.


‘She is perfect.’


‘I told you so.’


‘Did you use—’


‘No, no need.’


‘She seems …’


‘Hungry only.’


‘Are you hungry, Mary?’


How does the stranger know her name? How do both these strangers know her name? But she nods, because to be held like this woman is holding her is soothing, reaching back into some deep and primal need.


She is taken to a large and dirty kitchen, pans piled around the sink, and carved more old ham. She eats and eats, and it brings her slightly to herself. The two strangers watch her, the woman’s arms wrapped around her own narrow waist, the man very still.


‘Is that your doll?’ asks the woman.


Mary snatches Clementine up from the table.


‘I won’t take her from you. You’re very quiet, Mary? Were you taught not to speak to strangers?’


The woman sits across from her. The table is too small for the room, Mary notices, and just like the man with his fine boots and horrid overcoat, this woman and her pearl buttons and unbrushed hair, the whole place has the sense of abandonment.


‘That’s good if so,’ continues the woman. ‘But my name is Edith, and this is Ezra, and this is our home. So now we are not strangers, are we?’


Mary chews.


‘You’ll be wondering why you are here. The first thing you must know is we will not hurt you. We are parents, to a much-loved girl your age, and we would never hurt a child.’


Mary is not comforted. She eats more.


‘We want to look after you. We have a gift for you.’


She nods at Ezra and he fetches something from the dresser. It is a doll in a green dress with a painted china face and tight chestnut curls. She knew a girl in the workhouse with curls like that, who sold her hair. Perhaps this doll has it, perhaps this is that girl’s hair. The woman clearly expects her to take the doll, but it makes her feel sick. Edith sets it down on the table instead.


‘Her name is Clary. She can be friends with your doll. What’s her name?’


‘Clementine.’


‘A lovely name.’


Mary looks into Edith’s face. She does seem very kind. Mary is good with faces, and just as she does not like Ezra, she does like Edith.


‘Thank you.’


‘You have very good manners, Mary.’


‘Thank you.’


‘Now, I know it is always scary in a new place. But we have a room, a lovely room for a girl. You will sleep there tonight and tomorrow we can talk more, all right?’


Mary is sure it is not night-time yet, but she is so tired. She lets Edith lead her up a winding wooden staircase – Ezra stays behind, thanks be – and into a room with a high ceiling and thick curtains at the windows. This room seems untouched by the purge evident elsewhere. There is a bed, big and soft, and a wardrobe of clothes, and a nightdress draped over a child-size chair.


‘Would you like me to help you change? To put you to bed?’


Mary shakes her head.


‘Very well.’ She sounds disappointed. ‘There is water there, for washing. Milk there, for drinking. Sleep safe.’


She sets the doll down on the bed, and closes the door. Mary hears a soft click. A key turned in the lock. The milk tastes sour, thick on her tongue. She looks at the nightdress – it is too small for her, she can see at a glance, and too white and frilly. She would not want lace around her neck while she sleeps.


She moves the doll off the bed onto the chair, and lies down atop the covers fully dressed, Clementine tight against her face. She has never slept without Abel beside her, or, in the workhouse, one of the girls. Despite this, despite it all, Mary sleeps.


‘Broth only, I said,’ snaps Mrs Flint, downstairs in the repurposed dining room. ‘She must be kept pure.’


‘She was starving,’ says Edie. ‘Ham was fastest.’


‘So much the better. It must be easy to conquer her spirit. It is kinder for all involved. The chloroform would have helped too.’


‘I thought it best—’ begins Ezra.


‘Please,’ says Mrs Flint. ‘Do not falter now. If you had given her broth and chloroform, we could even have done this tonight.’


‘I thought she must be willing. I thought you wanted her to become close to the doll. She would not touch Clary, only that peg doll.’


‘We can spare a couple more days. But it must be before a year since Eleanor’s passing. Broth only, and a little chloroform at night. Did you place the doll in bed with her? Good.’


‘Drugging a child—’


‘Whatever means necessary, yes, Mr Griffiths?’


He had used those words. He has come this far, done this much. The adrenalin of his success has not left him. He nods.


‘Is she well?’ asks Violet, speaking for the first time in days, it seems.


‘Hungry, but healthy,’ says Edie. ‘She has a sweet face, a sweet nature. You did so well, Ezra.’


He blooms under her praise, is able to ignore Violet’s look of distaste. She is the weak link here, he knows it. And more than that, he has seen her leaving the house at night. Does she have a fancy man, another place of work? But whatever Mrs Flint has over her, even if it is just a portion of the considerable wage they are paying, has held her tongue so far.


‘Can we speak with Eleanor?’ asks Edie.


‘Not tonight,’ says Mrs Flint. ‘We will have one attempt at this. The guide must not be wise to what we are planning. The merest hint, and he may keep Eleanor from us.’


‘Won’t he guess something is amiss, if we do not speak?’


‘Time does not pass the same way in the spirit world. A day or two will make no difference.’


Edie’s eyes fill, but Ezra grasps her hand. ‘Not long, my love. Not much longer now.’


The next two days are a haze to them all. The house becomes encased by snowfall, thick and cushioning, and Mary feels encased too, because of the broth and the chloroform. She falls asleep holding Clementine, and wakes with Clary tight in her arms. She does not fully understand what is happening to her, but she resists as far as she can, pushing the doll away and holding only Clementine willingly, eating as little as possible and not wearing any of the outfits Edith offers her.


She meets Mrs Flint and Violet on her third day in the house. They visit her in the kitchen while Mary, still groggy from her mid-morning sleep, is taking tiny, birdlike sips of broth. She tries to concentrate on Edith’s introductions, but her head feels full of wool. The woman has very green eyes, and the girl will not look at her.


‘It is lovely to meet you, Mary. Did you know what a lucky girl you are, to be chosen by Mr and Mrs Griffiths? They had a daughter, and they want to make a new one. Wouldn’t you like that, Mary, to live in this fine house with these fine and loving people?’


No, thinks Mary. ‘I want my brother.’


‘Your brother will be well. He can look after himself. It is always easier for boys. And that doll, Mary, what a fine doll!’ She taps the china-faced doll that Edith has placed on the table next to her. ‘Don’t you love Clary?’


Mary shakes her head. ‘I want Abel. I want my brother.’


‘That’s not polite, is it, Mary?’


But Mary doesn’t want to be polite. Her hand shakes, and she drops the spoon. Broth splatters Clary’s fine sage gown, and Edith whimpers.


‘All right,’ says Mrs Flint, wiping her palms on her skirts. ‘I think this may be the best we can get. Violet?’


The girl crosses to the sink and does something out of Mary’s sight. She senses, like a cat, an approaching attack, but is too heavy-limbed to so much as stand. She feels something cover her mouth and nose, smells a sweet sharpness, and fades faster than a snuffed candle.


Mary is in a dark, dark room, and the adults all have very bright eyes, like animals in a forest. Her arms are so heavy, her legs rubber. She is sitting upright in a chair, is being held by rope, the way they slept in the worst of the boarding houses. She tries to speak but her tongue is a stone.


Violet sits one side of her at the round table, Mrs Flint the other. Clementine lies on the table before Mrs Flint, and Clary is beside her, laid out as though ready for burial. She sees how small and shabby her peg doll looks next to the china one, and feels a pang of love for her, for Ma Teirney who gave her to her. Edith and Ezra sit across from her, and she hates them as much as she hates the woman and the girl and the chestnut-haired doll.


There are other things on the table. A red book, white powder in a pattern, a small glass bottle of water. Another glass bottle full of something thick and shadowy – is that blood? As if in answer, the crook of her arm itches. Is that her blood?


‘Ready? Mr and Mrs Griffiths – your places please.’


The couple stand, and move around the table. Each places a hand on Mary’s shoulders, and she has not the strength to shrug them off.


Violet lights another candle. This candle is black, lights with a hiss. She looks like she is swallowing down vomit. She and Mrs Flint join hands around the three of them.


‘Ten …’ she counts, ‘nine … eight …’


At ‘one’, Mrs Flint begins to twitch, to shake. Her head rolls in a slim figure of eight, and when she opens her eyes, there is something new in them. Something hard, and dancing. Sly.


‘Hello.’


‘Hello,’ says Violet. ‘May we speak with Eleanor?’


‘No parents today?’ asks the voice, which is a man’s. Mary goes very still, a rabbit listening for a fox.


‘Just us,’ says Violet.


‘Eleanor might not want to talk to just you.’


‘Can we ask her?’


‘You’re very polite today,’ the voice purrs.


‘Is Eleanor there?’


‘She’s always here.’


‘Mama?’ A girl now, speaking through Mrs Flint. Mary nearly swoons.


‘Mama will come.’ Violet speaks the next words quiet and quick. ‘Eleanor, I need you to say something, all right?’


Violet nods at Mr Griffiths, who opens the red book and holds a page down, his other hand still on Mary’s shoulder. Mrs Griffiths responds to the same cue, licking her finger and dipping it first in the white powder, then pressing it to Clementine’s smooth face, then Mary’s forehead. Some grains trickle down to her lips, and Mary tastes salt.


Violet begins to chant. ‘Te rogo, qui infernales partes tenes—’


Almost instantly, Mary feels herself fading again. It is not like before, with what she is sure they added to her broth and certainly what Violet used in the kitchen, but rather a splitting, a peeling. She remembers putting her fingernail into the Christmas clementine, the waxy shell coming off. She is being shucked from herself, and her vision splits.


She sees the room, and she sees mist. In the mist there is a girl with Edith’s eyes and Ezra’s dark hair, and behind her stands a man who looks like Ezra had in their doorway. The girl is mouthing words that Mary can’t hear. She feels herself pooling away, like someone has pulled a stopper on her essence, and she floods into something wooden and smooth and known. No. She is weaker, weaker.


The man behind the girl is becoming monstrous. He is so pale, and his eyes are stretching wider, wide as mouths, eyelashes pointed teeth. She cannot hear Violet any more. The man is reaching out to her now. He is loosening his grip on Eleanor – for this is who this is, Mary realises – and Eleanor is becoming fainter while Mary is stronger here in the mist. It hurts now, like forcing through some tough fabric that won’t give.


In the other place she is, she sees herself. She is fitting. There is blood on her chin – she has bitten her tongue. Edith and Ezra are grim and holding her down in the chair, and Mrs Flint’s head is whipping back and forth, her hands free and flying through the air – Violet is not there. She is ripping the curtains from the window, running outside. She calls over her shoulder, ‘I will fetch him, child, I will find Abel!’


‘Broken!’ shrieks Mrs Flint. ‘Broken!’


A wrench in her soul. Pain unlike anything earthly, a deep, deep sorrow. Eleanor screams in the mist, a high, unyielding sound, and it is Mary screaming too. Now Edith, and Mrs Flint. Mrs Flint’s sleeve is aflame.


‘He is loose,’ she says, and slumps forward, the flame catching her hair. In the street outside, Violet is screaming bloody murder. Mary is stuck between Clementine and the mist and herself, and she can see in thirds:




the ceiling with a corner of burning hair


the man fading from the mist as Eleanor weeps


and her own face in the bare window, a man


behind her with a black beard and pale, pale skin





Mrs Flint is not stirring, and the holy water Edith throws over her hair does nothing to quell the flame. Edith snatches for the book. It too is alight, her hand burns, but she searches for the words that will bring her daughter back.


‘Help me, Ezra!’


But her husband is staring, horrified, at his reflection in the window, at his hand on Mary’s shoulder – for it is still Mary, but where is her Eleanor? In the doll? In the other place?


‘Eleanor!’


There are people outside. Neighbours’ servants, neighbours not far behind, staring in at the whole sorry tableau. Edith drops the book, properly alight now, and picks up Clary, whose hair is starting to singe. She runs outside with the doll, rolls her in the snow.


‘Eleanor?’ she asks it, as her neighbours crowd around. Her china face is cracked, one glass eye stuck open, but Edith holds her tenderly, looks up at the window.


The whole room is aflame. She hears a child coughing, sees Mary brought out and wrapped in a blanket. She wants to tear the girl’s heart out and pour in whatever wisps of soul are caught in Clary, stuff her full of her daughter like a straw mattress, and lie down in the snow with her and never let her go. Where is Ezra?


There is a man in the window. He has Ezra’s height and his beard. Ezra’s pale skin and his black hair But his eyes are stretched wide as mouths, and with all his teeth, he smiles.









INFERNO


Laura Shepherd-Robinson
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I


Jasper Godolphin climbed out of the hired carriage, alert for any sign of impending ambush. It would be just his luck to wind up dead in an Italian ditch. He could see nobody lurking in the shadows, only the coachman on his box, and the guard who had just opened the carriage door. Must have given them the slip back in Brescia. He grinned at his own cunning. Maybe at last his luck was about to turn.


Lake Garda in the moonlight was flat as a beaten silver coin. About three hundred yards from the shore, a large white villa clung to the side of a small island. Max had said in his letter that it had once been a monastery. Jasper made out a tower and what looked like terraced gardens.


The guard dragged his trunk down to a wooden jetty. Fixed to the top of one of the red-and-white-striped poles was a large bronze bell. The guard pulled on a length of rope and the bell tolled mournfully. Then he hurried back towards the carriage, without waiting for his tip.


‘Hey,’ Jasper cried, not wanting to be left alone in the dark and the cold. If his enemies caught up with him out here, he wouldn’t stand a chance. But the driver and the guard seemed in great haste to be off, and Jasper watched in dismay as the carriage rattled away down the road. He stood shivering on the jetty for some minutes, his breath coming in silver clouds, until eventually he glimpsed something moving out on the lake. A queer sort of boat: long, thin and black, with an ornate prow. A figure stood upon the stern, sculling the craft by means of a single, long-handled oar.


As the boat neared the jetty, Jasper called out to him. ‘My name’s Godolphin. I’m a friend of Maximillian Cavendish-Green. You are expecting me?’


‘Signore,’ the man answered in a low, guttural voice, his face concealed within the deep folds of his hooded cloak.


With some pushing on Jasper’s part and pulling on the part of the boatman, they manoeuvred his trunk into the vessel, and Jasper clambered in after it. Sitting back on a fur-lined seat, his relief assuaged the knife-edge of the December air. Good luck to his enemies finding him out here!


The boatman was short, but strong, his deep strokes steadying the vessel against the deceptive currents. As they drew closer to the island, Jasper observed that the villa was in a sorry state of repair: the paint cracked and blistered, the statues mildewed, the gardens overgrown. But it was cheap, Max had said, a good place for a man in a spot of bother to lie low for a time.


A flight of lichened waterstairs led up to the villa’s grand portico, and the moment the boat drew alongside them Jasper bounded out in his eagerness to find his friend. The doors of the villa opened, and the slender figure of a woman stood framed in a glow of light.


‘Signor Godolphin?’ Her English was lightly accented. ‘My name is Luciana Mondragone. Welcome to the Villa Principe.’


Jasper kissed her hand, making a surreptitious assessment as she ushered him into a wide hall lit with lamps. Max had said that the mistress of the house was a hot little piece, descended from a long line of minor Venetian nobility. She was about twenty-five, Jasper judged, her dark hair coiled and pinned, her forehead sloped like a leopard’s, her eyes serene. He approved of her simple lawn gown with its low, scooped neckline, a jewelled crucifix nestling between her rather fine breasts.


Jasper removed his fur-trimmed cloak, smoothed his duck-egg blue frockcoat, and gave her the famous Godolphin grin. He was rising forty now, a little greyer than he’d like – but ageing well, unlike this hall, with its fading frescoes.


‘Have you ever visited the lakes before?’ Luciana asked.


‘Not since my Grand Tour, back in 1762. Max and I did the lot. Venice, Florence, Rome.’ He looked about him. ‘Where is the old rogue? Don’t tell me he’s already in bed? It’s not yet eleven.’


Luciana stepped back as the boatman staggered past with Jasper’s trunk. He was older than Jasper had anticipated: lean, brown and gnome-like, his muscles bulging beneath his dun woollen coat.


‘I regret to say that Signor Cavendish-Green was called away for a few nights on urgent business,’ Luciana said. ‘He asked me to look after you until his return.’


What business could Max possibly have here in Venetia? The news disgruntled Jasper. He’d been looking forward to piquet and port. Knowing Max, he was probably chasing a woman. Stealing another glance at his hostess, he wondered if his friend had already tried his hand there and been rebuffed. The thought made him smile, his disgruntlement already forgotten. A day or two alone with Luciana need not be a chore.


She opened a door. ‘Come into the library, sir. You must be tired after your journey. Giovanni will bring wine.’


The library had a barrel-vaulted ceiling, the shelves holding many thousands of old volumes. Jasper was relieved to see a handsome blaze of logs in the vast blackened fireplace. Above it hung a painting in the style of the Italian masters: a concentric spiral of hellfire, burning sinners and grinning demons.


‘By one of my ancestors,’ Luciana said, noticing his interest. ‘It depicts the Nine Circles of Hell.’


‘Dante!’ Jasper cried. ‘I read The Divine Comedy at Oxford. I suppose that fellow there is the ferryman of the dead?’ He pointed to a hooded figure, and declaimed dramatically: ‘Abandon all hope, ye who enter here!’ He studied her face to see if the quotation had impressed her.


She inclined her head gravely, as Giovanni, the same old fellow who had rowed him across the lake, limped in with a bottle. Jasper drank greedily, the wine cold, yellow and sweet.


‘All that dwelling upon sin,’ he said, rising to study the painting more closely. ‘I always thought old Dante must have had a fondness for it, deep down. Perhaps your ancestor did too?’ He raised his eyebrows at a sea of naked figures, writhing and burning in what he presumed to be the Circle of Lust.


‘All are tempted by sin.’ Luciana touched her jewelled cross. ‘The Lord sends such trials to test our resolve.’


Intriguing. Jasper relished the prospect of a battle for her virtue. How delicious it would be to have her in his bed by the time Max returned.


‘As for the artist,’ Luciana went on, ‘my ancestor was acquainted with sin only too well. There is a sad story connected to this painting.’


Jasper cocked his head invitingly. ‘Oh? Tell me more.’


But the light seemed to dim in her eyes. ‘Perhaps tomorrow.’


II


Jasper awoke to a strange sense of melancholy. It took him a moment to realise that he had been dreaming about Helen, his first love. She had been sitting on the floor weeping – so very vivid, he half-expected to see her sitting there now. Helen had cried like that on the day they had been so cruelly parted, her wide blue eyes brimming with reproach.


As Jasper lay there, lamenting this ancient injustice, the events of the previous night flooded back to him. After their conversation about her ancestor’s painting, Luciana had retired to bed. Jasper had stayed to finish the wine, and then that odd gnome of a manservant had shown him upstairs to this bedroom at the pinnacle of the villa’s tower. And very sumptuous it was too. A Persian carpet upon the freshly scrubbed boards. A vast four-poster bed with lace curtains. And an ornate desk with a silver inkwell and marbled Venetian paper for his letters. Jasper rose from the bed to open the curtains. Shivering in his nightshirt, he drank in the views of the lake in the morning mist.


He took his time over his toilette, thinking of Luciana’s smile, and then hastened downstairs in search of her. Rather to his disappointment, he discovered a note addressed to him on a table in the hall. Luciana wrote that she was busy with engagements that day, but would see him later at dinner. In the meantime, he should feel at liberty to explore the house, and would find refreshments laid out in the blue salon.


Feeling ravenous, Jasper went looking for this repast, wandering through a series of palatial yet shabby rooms. There was no sign of Giovanni, and nor did Jasper encounter any other servants. It was decidedly odd. A house of this size should have a dozen servants at least. He presumed Luciana too must be down on her luck.


In the blue salon, he discovered a basket of fresh bread and Italian sausage, a sheep’s cheese sitting in a dish of green oil and herbs, and a bowl of black olives, shiny as iridescent beetles. Jasper devoured everything, washing it down with several glasses of the yellow wine.


Sated, he imagined his enemies searching the Brescian countryside for him in vain. It brought a broad smile to his lips. When Max returned, they’d depart for the isle of Capri, where they hoped to find their long-lost friend, Old Chum. The triumvirate reunited! Visions of lemon groves and sybaritic delights had kept Jasper going on that cold, uncomfortable and at times – though he’d admit it only to himself – rather frightening journey from London to the villa. Now his luck seemed to be looking up. The villa might have seen better days, but Luciana was a perfect peach. Jasper sat there imagining all the different ways he might set about the plucking.


How delightful Luciana looked when she appeared downstairs that evening, three red silk roses woven into her hair. The dining room had Tuscan red walls, and a table that might have seated twenty. Giovanni brought in a platter of suckling pig and roasted artichokes, and Jasper had to concede that the old fellow was not a bad cook.


Luciana smiled at him across the table, the candlelight catching her jewelled cross. ‘I hope you were not too lonely today.’


Jasper met her gaze boldly. ‘I should have enjoyed it rather better in your company.’


‘Forgive my neglect,’ she said. ‘At this time of year, I like to spend my days at prayer.’


‘What? The whole day?’ Jasper was all for religion, but this was a bit much. Then a happy thought occurred to him: perhaps she’d been wrestling with a sudden feeling of temptation?


‘It is the second day of the Christmas Novena,’ she said. ‘The Italian Advent is a time for reflection and prayer. Nine days to think about one’s obligations – both to the living and the dead.’


Well, that was hardly cheerful. Max had presumed in his letters that Luciana was a widow, and Jasper wondered if she was still mourning her husband. As a widower himself, he was familiar with grief. And yet he felt that dwelling overly upon one’s loss was an insult to the dead, to whom a man owed a determination to go on living.


They ate in companionable silence and when they had finished, Giovanni brought in bowls of China oranges and walnuts.


‘Signor Cavendish-Green told me that you are heading for Capri?’ Luciana said.


‘That’s right. Our friend Cholmondeley is living there. Do you remember him? He stayed at your house a couple of years ago. That’s how Max knew where to find you.’


‘I remember Signor Cholmondeley,’ Luciana said. ‘He sold houses in London, only the houses didn’t exist, and everyone who’d invested in his company ended up poor.’


‘He was unlucky, that’s all,’ Jasper said uneasily. It was unlike Old Chum to be so forthcoming about his affairs. Hastening to change the subject, he suggested that they retire to the library. ‘Weren’t you going to tell me the story behind that painting of yours?’
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