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‘It’s rare to read a work of fiction that is so uniquely intoxicating, it becomes necessary to put life on hold while you let it work its magic. What makes Setiawan’s achievement even more wonderful is that this is his debut novel . . . This is a bewitching, achingly romantic fairy tale and a truly epic undertaking - one that addresses some of life’s most universal themes of love, loyalty and betrayal’
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‘A beautiful and sweeping modern fable of two families enmeshed in jealousy, desire and bitterness, the depth of passion and the pain of loss. Delightfully written and compelling, it’s terrific - one to be hand sold’
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‘Original and compelling, and it’s hard to set down . . . The closing pages of Of Bees and Mist are perhaps inevitable, but not predictably so. And they are very right . . . This is a debut that is a looping joy to read, a journey in a world that is jointly anchored in the fantastic and earthy humanity’
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‘A fascinating domestic drama’

Washington Post


 


‘A richly drawn fantasy world . . . Memorable, identifiable characters and an enjoyable story rooted in human emotion. Love, longing, and the pain of compromise are indeed recognizable to all, no matter our culture or geography’
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Up in the house that sits on the hill, a strange spell is brewing...

To Meridia, growing up with her father Gabriel, who vanishes daily in clouds of mist, and her bewitching mother Ravenna, the outside world is a refuge. So when as a young woman her true love Daniel offers her marriage, it seems an escape to a more straightforward existence.

Yet behind the welcoming façade of her new home lies a life of drudgery and a story even stranger than that she left behind. Aged retainers lurk in the background; swarms of bees appear at will, and of course, there’s her indomitable mother-in-law, Eva, hiding secrets that it will take Meridia years to unravel. Surrounded by seemingly unfathomable mysteries, can Meridia unlock the intrigues of the past, and thus protect her own family’s future?

An epic tale of two families told by an unforgettable voice. A modern fable, a gothic page-turner, but most of all, a passionate story about the power of love to conquer all that comes its way.




For my mother, whose stories continue to delight and inspire me




ONE
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Few in town agreed on when the battle began. The matchmaker believed it started the morning after the wedding, when Eva took all of Meridia’s gold and left her with thirteen meters of silk. The fortune-teller, backed by his crystal globe, swore that Eva’s eyes did not turn pitiless until Meridia drenched them in goose blood three months later. The midwife championed another theory: the feud started the day Meridia held her newborn son with such pride that Eva felt the need to humble her. But no matter how loudly the townspeople debated, the answer remained a mystery - and the two women themselves were to blame. Meridia said little, and Eva offered conflicting explanations, which confirmed the town’s suspicion that neither one of them could actually remember.

 



The town first took notice of Meridia at the hour of her birth. That evening, following what would be remembered as twenty-seven hours of labor, she was extracted blue and wrinkled from Ravenna’s womb. Her lungs, despite the ten  slaps administered to her rump, refused to take even one breath. The midwife was about to bundle her away when Ravenna scolded: ‘What are you doing, woman? Give her to me!’

In her calm, ordinary voice, Ravenna told the baby that after putting her through eight months of discomfort and twenty-seven hours of unadulterated pain, after ruining her figure and swelling her breasts and wreaking havoc on her appetite, the least she could do was give her mother a farewell cry. ‘The tiniest squeak would do,’ said Ravenna. ‘A yowl would be even better.’ Ravenna went on for some minutes, rocking her daughter gently, and by the time she recited the intimate details surrounding the baby’s conception - ‘if you could only see the ungodly contortions your father had me do’ - Meridia spluttered a cough and inhaled her first breath.

‘Stubborn little creature,’ chuckled Ravenna. ‘Do you think you’re too good for this world?’

The midwife waited in vain for the baby to cry. Meridia gasped and grimaced, but one thing she did not do was cry. An hour later, shaking and scratching her head, the midwife departed. To every person she saw she confided, ‘One hundred babies delivered and I’ve never seen one like her. Whether she is an angel or a demon only time will tell.’

A few months shy of Meridia’s first birthday, a blinding flash of light traveled at great speed in the dark of night and awakened her. There was a crash and a tumble, followed by a terrible scream, and suddenly she was snatched up from her bassinet and crushed against Ravenna’s bosom. At the  age of three, after Meridia learned enough words to speak, she tried to articulate to Ravenna what she had witnessed. All her mother did was sigh and mutter, ‘Some things are better left as dreams, child.’ Was it a dream then? Meridia wanted to ask, but Ravenna had turned to her vegetables and forgotten her. Her mother’s back was straight and sturdy - capable, Meridia suspected, of holding unknowable secrets.

The house at 24 Monarch Street was made of glass and steel. Perched on a high hill, it boasted a mansard roof, large latticed windows, and a veranda banked by daffodils. Stone steps climbed the sloping garden to the front door, over which an ivory mist hovered regardless of weather. The mist was a bane to peddlers and visitors alike, for it often held them suspended in midair, stole their hats, or chased them away with terrifying noises. Inside, the house obeyed a law of its own. The wood floors echoed no sound of footsteps, and people simply appeared in doorways without warning. The spiral staircase shortened and lengthened at random, and it could take toddling Meridia two seconds to two hours to go from one floor to the other. Mirrors were especially treacherous: in them Meridia could glimpse unfamiliar landscapes and all shapes of apparitions. Despite the large open windows, dusk never quite left the rooms; the sun could be blazing yet inside the brightest objects looked dim and unappealing.

It was always cold in the house. Even at the height of summer with the fire going, Meridia was unable to keep warm. In the mornings the nurse dressed her in heavy winter clothes as though a storm was brewing. At bedtime the good woman wrapped her in two or three blankets and  still her bones chattered. The cold emanated from one room, where at all hours a frosty wind fluttered curtains and rattled lamps. Meridia did not know how Ravenna could sleep in that room; her father Gabriel certainly never did. Meridia was four when she noticed that no words had ever passed between her parents. Five when she realized that the three of them were never in the same room at the same time.

Gabriel spent his days in the study at the front of the house. Exactly what it was he studied, no one could say. In hushed tones the nurse and the maids referred to him as a man of science, a celebrated scholar, an astute investor who had doubled his inheritance and was now living for the sake of knowledge. They were all terrified of him. No sooner did they sight his shadow than they trembled like leaves. Gabriel seldom spoke to them. A gesture or a look was all he needed to convey his command, which everyone but Ravenna followed like a mandate from heaven.

Meridia regarded her father with both fear and respect. A tall and elegant man, Gabriel was direct in manner, limited in patience, scrupulous in appearance. He had a firm chin and a grim mouth, and his dark eyes were severe and without warmth. He walked with a slight stoop, which gave him the appearance of a swooping raptor. Not once had Meridia heard him laugh. That he resented her - for reasons that would not become clear until years later - was the first thing she noticed about him. If he were ever to take her in his arms or speak a kind word to her, she would not have the slightest idea of what to do.

One day, despite the nurse’s warnings, Meridia stole into the study when no one was looking. She had simply meant  to peek around the door, but when she saw that Gabriel was out, she braved herself to enter. Though she had no previous recollection of being there, the room looked welcoming and familiar. She grinned at the towers of books that made up the walls, at the hanging maps and graphs full of numbers. Cabinet after cabinet was jammed with flasks, beakers, burners. Meridia skipped toward the massive desk by the window. Jars of growing seeds populated the surface, and they were all winking at her. She was reaching to touch them when a shadow fell across the desk.

‘Who gave you permission to enter?’

Meridia turned and shrank. Her grin instantly melted from her face.

‘Speak up! Don’t just stand there drooling like an ape.’

‘I - I—’

Gabriel had not raised his voice, yet Meridia felt the whole world was screaming at her. Confronted with his immaculate suit and shiny oxford shoes, she felt dirty, small, purposeless. As she beseeched the maps and books for a way out, every object in the room darkened like an artifact of hate. Meridia dropped her eyes and did not dare lift them.

‘You are five years old and quite capable of forming a sentence. Do you mean to stand there and insult me with your silence?’

‘Papa - I—’

She was saved from further agony by her nurse, who ran into the study trembling with fright.

‘It’s my fault, master. I didn’t think—’

Gabriel did not deign to look at her. ‘It is immaterial  what you think or don’t think. If I ever find her in here again . . .’

Quick for her considerable bulk, the nurse yanked Meridia out of the study. Once upstairs, she berated her charge soundly, but soon took pity and enfolded the child in her arms.

‘You darling girl,’ she said with infinite tenderness. ‘Don’t you mind your father too much. Some men can’t help themselves when they’re battered.’

Her eyes pale and small, Meridia stood without moving. What had she done wrong? Why did Gabriel despise her like an enemy? Failing to stop the chill where his shadow had touched her, she wondered if all fathers were cruel and all mothers forgetful.

 



If the study was Gabriel’s shrine, then the kitchen was Ravenna’s sanctuary. In this large, bright room where the ceiling soared two stories high and the tiles were scrubbed four times a day, the lady of the house poured her venom into the endless meals she cooked. As she chopped, grilled, and boiled, Ravenna addressed the vegetables in a dark and private language, telling them of sorrow and despair. The fury of her pots and pans kept visitors away, while her air of absentmindedness spun a web of solitude about her. These endless meals, much more than her family could eat, were invariably donated to the poor. Apart from the kitchen, Ravenna entrusted the house to the care of the nurse and the two maids. This included the rearing of Meridia, whose existence she seemed able to recollect only with difficulty.

Ravenna’s attire was limited to a plain black dress, which  she kept protected with a white apron while she cooked. Long-sleeved and high-necked, the dress hid her pale arms and pointed shoulder blades, but did little in softening her appearance. Her face was so sharply angular it was saved from gauntness simply by her generous nose. Perfumed with verbena, her black hair was swept up into an implacable knot, so tight and bonelike it seemed a natural projection of her skull. Ravenna moved in a stiff and sudden manner, as though the aim of her action was decided at the tail end of a moment.

Due to her mother’s forgetfulness, Meridia did not correctly estimate her date of birth until she was six. For years, using her own approximation, the nurse had always given her a present - her one and only - on July 2. However, on the morning of July 19 in her sixth year, Ravenna made a great clatter in the kitchen and summoned her. ‘Child!’ she said breathlessly. ‘Why do you wear such a long face on your birthday? Look, I’ve made you a caramel cake. Go up to your room and put on a nice dress. I hope you don’t mind that our party will be smaller this year.’ Meridia did not care for caramel and Ravenna never once held a party for her, but she did not trouble to correct her mother.

On the few occasions when they sat together in the living room, Ravenna would often drop her knitting and regard Meridia as if she had no idea who she was. Recognition, if it did occur, was swiftly followed by a tremor of shame. ‘Are you unhappy, child?’ she would ask anxiously, sinking her chin to her bosom. Before Meridia could reply, Ravenna would snatch back her knitting and let fall a torrent of words: ‘Keep your spine stiff at all times.  Never show anyone your tears. Never be at anybody’s mercy. Nod if you’re listening, child!’

Owing to her fear of infectious diseases, the nurse seldom allowed Meridia out of the house. Twice a month at most, when the sky was clear and the sun gentle, the good woman would take her to Cinema Garden for a brisk stroll. These outings were far from pleasurable for Meridia. Boiling inside a contraption of scarves and underclothes, not to mention knee socks and unyielding rubber boots, Meridia attracted as much jeering as pity as she staggered from one street to the next.The nurse, oblivious to her condition, would embarrass her further by remarking loudly, ‘Mind that dirty boy - from the looks of him he hasn’t seen soap in weeks . . . See that wart-ridden woman over there? You’ll end up like her if you don’t do as I say . . . You’re sweating an awful lot, dear. Tell me if you feel an attack is coming on . . .’ Ten minutes after they arrived at Cinema Garden, before Meridia had time to inspect the blossoms or feed the golden swans in the fountain, the nurse would insist that they return home immediately before a contamination could occur. All of Meridia’s objections would be met as follows: ‘You’re irritable. Are you sure you haven’t touched anything? Let’s leave before it gets worse.’

One afternoon in her ninth year, after Meridia had been housebound for three weeks, Ravenna suddenly switched off the stove, untied her apron, and declared that she would take her to the market. Curious to know what a market was, Meridia hurried to put on her shoes. The nurse attempted to fortify her with the usual garments, but Ravenna stopped her with a bellow. ‘Have you lost your mind, woman?  It’s hot enough outside to brand a cow!’ Amid the nurse’s scandalized look, they set off, Ravenna severe in her black dress, Meridia torn between a smile and a sense of disloyalty to the nurse. She soon forgot the latter, however, when Ravenna took her hand and led her across the street. To her amazement, no one laughed at her. Several onlookers even complimented Ravenna on her pretty daughter.

‘I can’t and won’t argue with you,’ answered Ravenna solemnly. ‘Any woman would be lucky to have a darling like her.’

Meridia blushed all the way down to her shoulders. It was the first time her mother had ever praised her.

That day, Ravenna took her to a hot and crowded square. Meridia’s eyes flew wide at the sight of people jostling and arguing, stalls crammed with fruit and vegetables, sacks of rice and flour, spices sold in egg-shaped jars. There were fowls dead and alive, fish heaped on beds of ice, crabs in bamboo crates, meat suspended from iron hooks. A woman grew herbs out of her body - thyme on her arms and rosemary on her chest - which customers plucked fresh with their own hands. A tattooed man swallowed whole radishes and spat them out chopped, seasoned, and pickled. The air was thick with aromas - both pleasant and odious - and the ground was wet and dirty. Had it not been for Ravenna’s hand, which she clutched tighter as they made their round, Meridia would have felt overwhelmed. The nurse would never have taken her to this place.

Somewhere along the butchers’ aisle, Meridia lost her mother. A current of people swept her back; she was pushed and prodded, stepped on, then driven against her will up  and down the square. Ravenna was nowhere in sight.Without her, Meridia went unnoticed, glared at by shoppers only when they found her in the way. The butchers’ cleavers frightened her beyond measure, the ruthless thwack of blade against bone and meat chucked hastily onto grainy papers. Along the ground blood formed a fly-spotted river. The louder Meridia shouted, the more the crowd roared to drown her.

Perhaps she cried for hours. Her throat was certainly hoarse when a hand fell on her cheek.

‘Why are you crying, little girl?’

Meridia looked up to find a well-dressed woman in a sea-green hat. Choking back tears, she labored to explain, but the woman interrupted her.

‘Don’t worry. Your mother is only playing hide-and-seek. Come, we’ll find her soon enough.’

The nurse’s warning about the ghastly things that happened to children who followed strangers went off in Meridia’s brain. However, not knowing what else to do, she took the woman’s hand and followed.

They searched the square twice without finding Ravenna. On their third try, just as the last ray of hope faded in Meridia’s breast, the scent of verbena came strongly to her nose. She froze in her tracks, then quick as lightning dropped the woman’s hand and charged against the crowd. She had spotted Ravenna’s implacable knot. So great, so complete was her relief that her heart felt like bursting.

Standing before a flower stall, Ravenna was carrying packages in her hand. She turned abruptly when she felt the urgent tug on her dress.

‘What is it, child?’

Ravenna’s face was calm and untroubled. Meridia could not speak, for tears had once again sprung to her throat.

‘What is it? Why are you crying?’

‘What do you mean?’ rebuffed the woman in the sea-green hat. ‘She’s been looking everywhere for you!’

Ravenna shot her a puzzled look. ‘What on earth for? I’ve been right here all along.’

Unable to contain herself, Meridia broke out sobbing. Ravenna bent down and wiped her tears with her sleeve.

‘Tilt your chin up, child. Keep your back straight. Why are you letting the whole world see you cry?’

Meridia sobbed all the more.Tossing her head, the woman in the sea-green hat snorted, then gave Ravenna a sharp look before leaving. This look, unnoticed by the mother, sliced deep into the daughter’s heart.

Though Ravenna held her hand all the way home, Meridia took no pleasure in it. The stranger’s look burned in her vision, and along with shame and sadness, it stirred a reckless dark feeling inside her. More than once she wished she had a cleaver to hurl, not at the woman in the sea-green hat, but at the forgetfulness that imprisoned Ravenna in a different world. She wanted to strike until her arm was tired, scream until her voice was gone, and hound down whatever demon had erected this wall between them.




TWO
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One morning in the spring of her twelfth year, Meridia was arranging her school books in the hall when she glanced up into the mirror and beheld the face of a ghost.

It was old, ravaged, and female. Skin creased, chin hollowed, eyes dulled to a dirty yellow. Accustomed to seeing strange things in the mirror, Meridia did not become alarmed until the ghost grimaced like an old friend. She sprang back with a scream when the yellow eyes spun.

‘What is it? Is there a ghost in there?’

The nurse, puffing into a coat a few feet away, was instantly at her side.

Shaking, Meridia pointed to the mirror. The nurse inched closer, rolled up her sleeves, and throttled the frame with both hands. There she saw only her own reflection.

‘What did you see?’ she teased, her generous bosom rocking with laughter. ‘A pink dolphin or a three-headed horse? How many times must I tell you, if you think brightly, you’ll see only bright things around you.’

The nurse fixed her silvering hair in the mirror and  pinched her robust cheeks to give them color. Still shaking, Meridia wanted to ask her, Did other houses have mirrors like theirs, full of tricks and surprises, incapable of reflecting the plainest truth?

The nurse opened the front door and stepped into the mist. Meridia followed with her books. On her lips wavered another question. Why did the mist never leave their door, harassing the mailman and the paperboy like a jealous presence?

After countless pleas on Meridia’s part and a bemused intercession on Ravenna’s, the nurse finally agreed to let her go to school dressed like other students. In place of scratchy knee socks and woolen underclothes, Meridia now wore light cotton shirts and green pleated skirts, a pretty bow for her hair and shoes that did not pinch her calves. This small victory, however, did not come without costs. For one, the nurse kept a tighter watch on their walk to and from school, sticking to the same route, disallowing detours, forbidding Meridia to go off by herself. Not one to conceal her pride, the nurse let every mother in the schoolyard know that Meridia was the best student in her class. Once she read Meridia’s composition out loud, her ample figure brimming with maternal fire while Meridia flushed bright red. The other students she held under the greatest scrutiny, convinced they were carrying lice in their hair and bacteria under their nails. As for Meridia’s teachers - she patronized these gentlemen with pursed lips and pointed brows, skeptical of their skills and qualifications.

‘If only your father would undertake your education at home,’ the nurse often grumbled to Meridia, who  shuddered at the thought of Gabriel and her shut up in the study. ‘Schools expose children to unsavory influences.’

That morning, the nurse talked even more than usual as they walked. She chatted about the arrival of spring, praised Meridia on her recent examination score, and told her she was lucky to have an extraordinarily good head for numbers. ‘It gives me a cramp to see you sweep through a long column of figures without gagging. You must’ve gotten it from your father. I’m glad all my calculations can be performed on two hands.’ Pale and nervous, Meridia did not reply. In fact, she had not spoken a word since they left the house. They were a block away from school when the nurse realized this.

‘You’re quiet this morning. Still thinking about the mirror?’

Meridia chewed her bottom lip until the nurse’s silence compelled her to respond.

‘I had that dream again last night,’ she said with uncertainty. ‘The bright flash in the middle of the night.’

The nurse slowed down and faced her. ‘Did you tell your mother?’

Meridia nodded. ‘This morning, while you were upstairs.’

‘And what did she say?’

‘What she always says. “Some things are better left as dreams.”’

The nurse frowned, stopping completely, and then dispelled this with a shake of the head. ‘Your mother does  say that a lot.’

Meridia grimaced. ‘What does she mean by it?’

The nurse picked up her pace. ‘How many times have you had this dream?’

Meridia thought carefully. ‘Twice this past week. It’s been like this for years. It will turn up night after night for some time, and then nothing for months.’

‘And you see—’

‘The bright flash. Something fell and someone screamed. Mama snatched me up and a hot, wet thing dripped down my face. Tears, I think. But it could be blood.’

The nurse said nothing. Meridia, seized with conviction, suddenly swung in front.

‘It was no dream,’ she insisted. ‘I was small but I was there in that room when it happened and I saw it all. What was it, nurse? What was I seeing? And why does the dream come and go every few months like this?’

The nurse swallowed, opened her mouth, and closed it again. She tried to look into Meridia’s eyes but managed only another shake of the head.

‘It isn’t my place to answer these questions,’ she said. ‘If your mother said it was a dream, then you must take her word for it. She knows what’s best for you.’

Meridia found this as maddening as Ravenna’s answer. But before she could object, the nurse had resumed walking. At the gate, the good woman smoothed Meridia’s long black hair with both hands and hugged her more firmly than usual.

‘Go on, don’t be late for class. I’ll meet you here at three.’

Meridia nodded reluctantly and joined the stream of students. Sighing, the nurse waited until her charge went inside the building before turning home.

In the corridor, a damp hand appeared out of nowhere and fell on Meridia’s nape. In a panic she turned, books  flying in every direction, but there was no one nearby. It was then she remembered where she had seen the ghost in the mirror. The dirty yellow eyes had glared at her before, wide and burning, in the dream.

 



One of the unwritten rules of the house declared that Gabriel must have a proper breakfast before work. He ate lunch in his study and dinner elsewhere, but every morning, he sat down at the dining table and waited for Ravenna to serve him. During this time, husband and wife never spoke to each other, and no one, including Meridia, was allowed to enter. After breakfast, Gabriel took his coffee and paper to the front hall and smoked there for a half-hour. This half-hour was the most excruciating time of the day for Meridia. Ravenna, who seldom made demands, was adamant that she greet her father before school.

On the best of days, Gabriel ignored her. On good days, he examined her coldly through a cloud of cigar smoke. On the worst, he spoke to her. Gabriel rarely raised his voice, but his words always managed to cut her. It could be as simple as a command to fetch things, open the window, relay a message to Ravenna, but the end result was the same: Meridia would go about the rest of her day shattered and distracted. She would feel as if she had been given a test and failed. Had she only performed better, pleased more, been smarter and prettier, he might not look at her with such contempt. If she never learned to resent him, it was because she never felt worthy of his love. In the nights when her tears came, they flowed silent and strangled. Often, Gabriel’s hatred prevented her from breathing.

Over the years, she managed to assemble an unflappable front before him. Though her heart might rumble like thunder, her lips no longer quivered when he scolded, and she became skilled in employing Ravenna’s advice to her defense. Hold your shoulders up. Do not blush. Do not even think about crying. In the back of her mind, Meridia was aware that her calm could only increase Gabriel’s hostility, but her pride did not allow her to act otherwise. As time passed, she endured his torment bravely. Her night tears, though they never completely stopped, fell less and less. But one day, something irreparable happened. Gabriel cut deep enough to sever the thread that joined them.

It was a hot Sunday morning in June. The house, despite the scorching sun, was colder than usual. Meridia entered the front hall shivering and distressed. The dream had come again in the night, and the yellow-eyed ghost had this time turned up in her bedroom mirror. Again she had tried to question the nurse, and again the nurse had refused to answer. Frustrated, Meridia was halfway through the hall when she realized her father was not alone.

‘Come closer,’ ordered Gabriel. ‘Give these gentlemen a better look.’

Two men were sitting with him, smoking and drinking coffee. One was bald and whiskered, the other wore spectacles that kept slipping down his nose. Meridia greeted them formally as the nurse had taught her. They continued to talk but did not take their gazes off her. After some time Gabriel said, ‘Turn to the right and open your eyes wide.’

Meridia did as she was told.

‘She’s quite pretty,’ said the one with the whiskers. ‘She’ll go far with that nose.’

‘The eyes leave much to be desired,’ said the other. ‘Too wide and too far apart. And if you don’t correct her posture, people will think she’s consumptive.’

Gabriel smiled. ‘Go on. What else do you see?’

The two scholars went on arguing. Meridia was instructed to lift her arms, bend her elbows, raise her skirt, stick out her bottom, and stand with one arm akimbo.

Square your shoulders, she reminded herself, feeling like a specimen in one of Gabriel’s jars. Plant your feet so your knees won’t buckle.

The men finished their cigars. Standing as still as she could, Meridia waited for her dismissal. But Gabriel, perhaps sensing her eagerness to be off, had another idea.

‘You are far too generous, gentlemen.’ He folded his arms neatly and reclined against the chair. ‘I have a dull and plain daughter. Anyone with half a wit can see she has neither charm nor talent.’

‘Oh, come on!’ said the whiskered gentleman. ‘Why are you being cruel to her?’

Gabriel grew solemn. ‘Have you known me to speak unfairly? That little girl has no grace or beauty. She is awkward, unattractive, and silly. Her mind, if you could call it that, is idle and easily distracted. I expect nothing from her. She will bungle through life and slip out of it without leaving the faintest mark . . .’

Meridia stood as if every part of her had become stone. On and on the shells exploded, but the more Gabriel raged, the harder and emptier she became. Her young mind understood what he wanted: a sign of defeat. All she had to do was show him a tear and he would stop. But for the life of her she could not summon the thing within her he most wanted to ridicule. So she set her jaw and denied him. There was no telling how long she would have gone on denying him had he not dragged Ravenna into the mud.

‘But what can I expect?’ His voice was even now, scalpel-like in its precision. ‘Her blood is in the child’s; her madness, too. They are both fickle, illogical creatures. They crave to be touched and admired, and then without reason they shut you out cold in the dark. And when your heart no longer has a place for them, they blame you for the hell and the ruin that is their own making!’

The blow hit. All at once Meridia’s stomach jolted, her insides squeezing out from between her thighs. She looked down and saw blood on her dress. While the two scholars sat dumbstruck, Gabriel sprang to his feet.

‘You animal!’

He yanked her arm as if he might tear it off and shoved her into the hallway. Just before she smashed into the wall, Meridia caught herself. Behind her the door slammed. Another jolt assaulted her stomach.

She dashed for the staircase, hoping it would not play its usual trick. Yet the second her hand touched the banister, the treacherous thing lengthened interminably. She ran and ran, panting and wincing, but it seemed she would never reach the top. A trail of blood marked her steps, scattered petals on smooth, shiny marble. Through the hall door Gabriel’s voice was booming, apologizing to the scholars  for his daughter’s barbarity. Meridia clamped her hands over her ears and kept on running.

When she reached her room, the nurse screamed in horror, letting fall the blanket she was folding.

‘My dear! Why is there blood on your dress?’

The good woman rushed toward Meridia. Another glance told her there was no reason to panic.

‘You silly girl.’ The nurse smiled with indulgence. ‘Or perhaps I’d better call you a little woman now. Why did you frighten me like that? I told you this would happen. Come, let’s get you changed before your mother sees you.’

Meridia wrenched free and regarded her with angry eyes.

‘Why does he do this to me?’

‘What are you talking about?’

‘Papa! Why does he take pleasure in tormenting me?’

The nurse gave a start. ‘What - what did he do?’

Meridia told her. The nurse clenched her lips until they drained of color.

‘Why does he hate me, nurse? Why did he say those ugly things about Mama? Tell me why they never speak to each other.’

The nurse turned to the window. Meridia stole up and yanked her arm, as forcibly as Gabriel had yanked hers.

‘Look at me!’ She jerked at her bloodstained dress. ‘How much more do I have to take before you tell me?’

Tears began to cloud the nurse’s eyes, but still she clenched her lips. Shaking like a ribbon, Meridia shouted, ‘I will hate him if you don’t tell me. I will hate him with all my heart!’

There was a terrible appeal in her voice, more forceful  than if she had been crying. The nurse drew back, shocked to see the small, pale girl grow hard and savage. The air was filled with things Meridia could not yet phrase, things dark and unspeakable, heavy like clouds on an ominous day. It was the threat of them bursting and drenching Meridia whole that finally parted the nurse’s lips.

‘All right. I’ll tell you. But let’s get you out of that dress first.’

 



Ten minutes later, sitting in bed facing Meridia, the nurse began her story.

‘You must understand that your parents did not always live like this. There was a time before the mist when the house came alive every night to the sound of music. Everywhere you looked there were flowers and candles, drinks served in tall glasses, lanterns twined over the garden. Men in evening jackets and women in silky dresses piled into the dining room and flooded it with laughter.

‘I was a maid then, and no one in those days entertained like your parents. The best food. The best wine. The smartest conversations. Clever and handsome, your father sat at one end of the table while your mother ruled the other end with her grace and beauty. Even a stranger could tell how much they loved each other. It was said that an electric current jolted the room every time their glances met.

‘When you were born two years into the marriage, your father threw a banquet that lasted three days. He covered your mother in jewels, took enormous pride in your survival, and proclaimed to the town that he was the happiest man alive. “My daughter, who has defied death, is the loveliest  creature in all the lands,” he said. It was not long before a handful of people took offense.

‘ “What arrogance!” they fumed behind his back. “His child is barely alive, and already he’s trumpeting his good luck to the winds!” Your father dismissed this as idle talk, but the more he ignored it, the louder the rumbling became. Soon everyone in town was whispering, “Pull up a chair and watch. Heaven is bringing Gabriel down.” Oh, those ingrates! How easily they forgot his dinners! I don’t believe in curses, but to this day I wonder if all their ill wishes contributed to what happened. By the time your father took notice, it was too late. The cold wind was already tearing the house upside down.

‘It happened one night while the house was asleep. A gentle wind clattered the bedroom window, loud enough to wake your mother but not your father. Thinking the latch was unfastened, your mother got up to fix it. The instant she touched the window, the wind gathered force and flung her back against the bed. It howled like a beast of prey, ruffling the books on the desk, fluttering curtains, sliding your bassinet across the room. Your mother tried to wrestle it out the window, but the wind proved too quick and strong for her. She was on the brink of waking your father when the tumult died of its own accord. Shaking her head, your mother returned to bed. You and your father remained asleep.

‘By then I had been promoted to look after you, and I was the first to notice the changes. The drop in temperature, starting in the master bedroom. The ineffectiveness of blankets and fire. The dusk inside the house, even at the  height of noon. Every morning the maids set about their duties grumbling and shuddering. Bathing was a torment. Boiling water grew cold in a matter of seconds. By the time I discovered ice on your lips, I decided I could no longer keep silent.

‘To my surprise, your mother told me she had noticed some of the same things. She was a different woman then, gentle and confiding. She told me about the incident with the wind, and confessed that she was troubled by it. “A fluke in the weather, madam,” I tried to assure her. “There must be a logical explanation for all this strangeness.” She did not believe me. As I turned to leave, she said something that made my heart lurch. “No matter what happens, promise me you’ll take care of my child. Think of me as you do today, even if I become a stranger to myself.” Stunned, I stood staring as if she had struck me. A part of me wanted to weep for I didn’t know what.

‘A few days later, your father complained about the chill in his bed. All night long a slab of ice was rubbing against him, making him so stiff he could hardly stand in the morning. The next night your mother kept the fire up until dawn, but it only made your father shiver all the more. A building inspector was summoned on Monday morning. After a week of combing floors and knocking on walls, the man sent an enormous bill and reported that the structure of the house was as sound as the day it was built.

‘The cold seemed to affect your father the most. The rest of us - including you - could sleep with a few extra blankets, but not your father. He tried sleeping in different rooms at different times of day, but the chill followed him  wherever he went. The occasional rest he managed to get was short and fitful. He became extremely irritable, critical of everything, and before long, he stopped inviting guests to the house.

‘Your mother responded differently to the cold. She grew agitated and withdrawn, lost her appetite, and frequently complained of headaches. Keeping a relentless watch over you, she seldom left her room, and I often found her crying for no reason. She had trouble making up her mind, and in her frustration, often harmed herself physically. Alarmed, I persuaded your father to send for a doctor.

‘The doctor said she was suffering from an ancient feminine malady, “unpleasant but not at all uncommon.” For remedy, he prescribed a combination of soft diet and pampering. “Horseshit!” yelled your father before the doctor was out of the house. He stormed into his study, cold and weary, and ignored my petition for a second opinion.

‘In a matter of days, the house bore witness to a series of unprecedented events. A plate traveled at breakneck speed and shattered over your father’s head. Doors slammed. Tables stamped against the floor. Arguments spilled from hot mouths and sullied the air. The dusk was by then a veritable presence, draping over the rooms like a funeral shroud. Your mother lost her gentle voice, your father his cool head. They bumped and pushed against each other, two creatures in splints and stitches. As time passed, they spoke less and less. When their glances crossed, the room thickened with frost. Finding no warmth in the house, your father went wherever he was invited, alone, and stayed out longer and longer.

‘One day, three months after your mother wrestled with the wind, I sensed that things had turned for the worse. Your father did not come home until the cocks crowed. That morning, the mist appeared at the door and has stayed there ever since. That same morning, your mother, who had worn her hair long and unbraided since childhood, twisted it into that implacable knot. To this day she has yet to let it down.

‘After the mist appeared, your father spent all his nights away from the house. While the temperature dropped, the arguments rose to a fever pitch. Your mother wept around the clock. More plates met their demise. More doors were banged and bolted. The staircase began its stretching and condensing, the mirrors their mischief-making. A string of terrified maids came and went, feeding the town with news of downfall. Then one day, your mother dried her tears and ordered dinner from the cook. At eight that night, she came down the stairs in red heels and a low-cut gown, sat down to a meal of pressed duck, and pleaded with your father to stay the night. Thrown off guard by her downcast eyes, your father agreed. They ate in silence and stole glances at each other.

‘Oh, your mother was a clever one! She had me so convinced that that dinner would be the end of our trials. Once again she was the calm and graceful lady of the house, incapable of a harsh or reckless thought in her head. Looking at the two of them then, I did not doubt for a second that they had found a way to defeat the wind. I remember telling the cook that the townspeople could just kiss their ill wishes goodbye. “We’ll show them what we’re made of,” I crowed  before dessert was served. “This house will be warm again, and those bastards will fight for a seat at the table.”

‘After dinner, your mother gave your father a meaningful glance before taking you into the bedroom. Your father followed. Armed to the teeth with excuses, I installed myself in the hallway. My conviction that a reconciliation was underway grew stronger when I heard you laughing from behind the door. At ten o’clock, I left my post and retired to bed. For the first time in months, I slept soundly without need for a blanket.

‘A few hours later, I was awakened by a scream. I jumped up, thinking of your safety, and ran out of my room. The house was dark and cold. I rushed up the staircase as fast as I could and made my way to your mother’s door. I hesitated a second, but then you started crying as if you were hurt and I burst in without knocking. Your mother was holding you next to the crib, sobbing without sound. Your father was leaning against the wall, shouting words I couldn’t make out. The window was open, and a powerful gust was blasting about the room. The moon gave the only light, and in the dark I could make out a broken lamp and an upturned chair. I remember thinking the house would never again be warm. Those damn fools had won after all . . .’

 



‘What happened then?’ pursued Meridia, wide-eyed at the edge of the bed.

Carefully, the nurse chose her next words. ‘That night your parents had their last argument. When morning came, they stopped speaking to each other. Your mother moved  you to this room, and your father has never spent another night in this house.’

‘But the bright flash - what was it that I saw?’

The nurse dropped her eyes and took a hard swallow. ‘It was the moon, dear. A silver light was shining from the window right onto your crib.’

Meridia shook her head with vigor. ‘It was no moon. You said it yourself that the night was dark and the moon was not bright enough for you to see. You’re hiding something from me. What was it, nurse? Tell me what you saw!’

The nurse expelled a long breath. ‘You were so little then, not even a year old. How can you be so sure there was a flash, or anything for that matter?’

‘I’m sure,’ said Meridia firmly. ‘You’ve told me this much. Don’t stop now.’

Slowly the nurse took Meridia’s hand. Her gaze was sad and heavy, her grip urgent as it was unsteady. Again the air rang with that terrible appeal, the hard savage cry for which Meridia’s trembling figure seemed the most improbable source.

‘Heaven forgive me,’ said the nurse. ‘Promise me you won’t think any less of your mother. She was distressed and hardly knew her own mind. Had she been well, she wouldn’t have done what she did. She made me swear I would never tell, but there is one thing you must understand—’

The nurse suddenly seized up with terror. Dropping Meridia’s hand, she leapt from the bed as if she had been scalded.

‘What is it? What’s the matter?’

The nurse had turned paper white. A nerve on her  forehead stood out and twitched with panic. She shook her head, muttered about some chore she had forgotten, and walked quickly to the door. Before Meridia could follow, the nurse stopped her with a whisper: ‘Stay where you are. I’ll tell you another time.’ The next second the door swung open and she was gone.

‘But you will tell me?’ Meridia called after her.

The door shut with a dull echo. Meridia leaned back against the bed and searched the ceiling for clues. Then almost at once she sat back up again, pointing her chin toward the door. Two short sniffs confirmed why the nurse had left so abruptly. It was faint yet unmistakable. The scent of verbena was pervading the room.

 



The nurse did not appear at lunchtime. Sitting at the table opposite Ravenna, Meridia pretended not to notice her absence. Ravenna was her usual self. She lunched with her apron on, held grave conversations with invisible persons, gave Meridia a startled look when she noticed her, then hurriedly returned to her cooking before the meal was over. She made no mention of the nurse, the earlier incident with Gabriel, or the blood on the stairs which the maids must have cleaned and reported to her.

As soon as Ravenna disappeared into the kitchen, Meridia went to look for the nurse. Without a noise she crept past the kitchen to the narrow corridor behind. Located here were storage closets, the room shared by the two maids, a linen cabinet, and a bathroom. At the end of the corridor, across from the door leading to the garden, was the nurse’s room. Meridia opened the door and entered.

The room stood empty. The bed was stripped and all personal articles were gone from the dressing table. Despite Meridia’s frantic search, the drawers yielded not a thread of clothing. Grasping the situation, she flew at once out of the room. In the corridor she ran into one of the maids.

‘Where is nurse?’ she asked breathlessly. ‘Have you seen her recently?’

‘Not since breakfast, miss,’ said the maid. ‘She’s probably upstairs in your room.’

Meridia ran straight into the kitchen. Ravenna was cutting up a fish, her implacable knot aimed toward the door. Without turning or slowing the knife, she greeted her daughter.

‘I forgot to tell you, child. The nurse received news an hour ago. Her father is ill. She left for the train as fast as she could. I doubt she’ll be coming back soon . . .’




THREE
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The days of Meridia’s invisibility began with the nurse’s departure. Ravenna, retreating deeper into solitude, remembered her less and less. Meridia was now thirteen, old enough to take care of herself, and therefore did not need another nurse. Instead, as a token of confidence, Ravenna assigned her a generous weekly allowance. ‘Buy anything you like,’ she said. ‘I’ll never ask you to account for a cent of it.’ Ravenna continued to prepare Meridia’s meals with exquisite care, saw to it that she had a lunchbox to take to school every morning, but asked no questions regarding her study, her friends, or how she occupied her time. Once a month Ravenna ventured into her daughter’s room with a most severe expression, but only to inspect if anything needed mending or cleaning.The nurse had become a buried matter. When one of the maids mentioned that the good woman had left her raincoat behind, Ravenna betrayed no recollection of who she was.

After the incident with the two scholars, Gabriel’s persecution abated to a degree. Though Meridia still dreaded  their encounters, for the most part he now allowed her to pass without a remark. Every so often, the ancient hatred returned and he would glare at her with scorn. ‘Go away,’ he would spit the words with an effort. ‘Go before you grow as hateful as your mother.’

How did love die between her parents? Meridia frequently wondered. If the nurse was to be believed, how did two people who could not stand the sight of each other ever kiss, lie in bed, make love, beget a child? An electric current jolted the room every time their glances met. Did the nurse lie? Why did Ravenna dismiss her? One morning, dizzy from the questions in her head, Meridia ran into the kitchen and lifted her fist to pound on the table. Once and for all she would have it out with her mother. She would demand answers and explanations. But before her hand could strike, her heart failed her. What if the truth was so monstrous, so scarred and riddled with meanness she had neither the strength nor the courage to bear it? Slowly Meridia dropped her fist and left the kitchen. All morning long she sat in her room, alone and forgotten, and the questions clamored.

Between Ravenna’s forgetfulness and Gabriel’s disdain, Meridia found herself transformed into a phantom. Bereft of the nurse’s love, she was not heard, seen, registered, questioned, or attended to. Little by little her fingers ceased to leave marks on the surfaces they touched. Her skin no longer smelled of the powder she used. If she sat still enough in a room, she would blend in with the furniture and no one would notice her for hours. Though initially distressing, her condition also came with advantages. She was accountable to no one, and could act as her curiosity demanded.  In this way, Meridia became determined to find the ending to the nurse’s story.

She began by studying the ivory mist that guarded the front door. She watched it from her bedroom window, from the living room, from the garden, far away from across the street. She watched it at dawn and at dusk, in sun and in rain, and followed its movement as the wind shifted. After a few days of observation, Meridia made the following conclusion: although the ivory mist never left the front door, two other mists in fact frequented the house at different hours. Every evening, shortly after Meridia finished dinner, a yellow mist swirled up the stone steps and rubbed its nose against the study window. A few minutes later, dressed in a long coat and top hat, Gabriel slipped out of the house and hid himself inside the vapor. The yellow mist then traveled west along Monarch Street, and gradually became thinner until it vanished with Gabriel. In the morning it was a blue mist that appeared at the end of the street, traveling in the reverse direction and growing denser as it approached the house. At the porch it merged with the ivory mist, and out of the union came Gabriel, still clad in the previous night’s clothes. Quiet as dew, he would hang his hat and coat in the closet, brush off his suit, and take his place at the head of the table before Ravenna came in with breakfast.

How did Gabriel spend his nights? Meridia imagined places - silver hill, velvet river, warm meadow - where Gabriel could go to escape the cold of Monarch Street. For despite his cruelty, her heart never turned against him. On the contrary, the nurse’s story had awakened Meridia’s tender  sympathy. She pictured Gabriel as a man fleeing from a broken dream, a father and husband cast out of his own house to seek happiness elsewhere. She watched him intently while he did not see her, and although she was not old enough to call it by name, it was desolation she glimpsed beneath his hardness.

In those days of invisibility Meridia also tasked herself to observe Ravenna. Her mission: to unravel the dark and private language her mother used to vent her grief. Thus before and after school she planted herself inside the kitchen, crouching between two cupboards as she absorbed the furious deluge of Ravenna’s words. Whether steaming snow peas or chopping red peppers, Ravenna spoke rapidly in an odd, guttural voice. Meridia wrote down everything she heard phonetically, and later went over her notes in her room. With a red pen she drew arrows and circles, and in an attempt to impose patterns, liberally excised vowels and transposed consonants. Some words were repeated over and over, some phrases uttered before others. Beyond this, there was no meaning she could extract. A fundamental element was missing, a key to unlock the code. After a time, Meridia stopped going into the kitchen and buried her notes in a drawer. And there they rested, bleeding with questions, an undecipherable tongue from an unknown land.

 



One afternoon in early October, Meridia overheard the maids whispering in the garden. The two were but lately hired, the previous pair having lasted six weeks before Gabriel’s terror drove them away. Meridia was doing schoolwork on the sun-warmed veranda when a breeze brought  the whispering to her ear. The maids, pruning daffodils not ten paces away, were unaware of her presence.

‘It was a beast. All night long I heard it stamping on the front lawn.’

‘What beast is capable of swearing? No, it was a ghost all right, and it was doing something awful to this house. I checked the ground this morning. Damp, but no footprints. It was a ghost, I tell you. And not a friendly one at that.’

‘We should have looked. If only you hadn’t been so terrified.’

‘I wasn’t the one ducking under the blankets!’

‘It’s true then. No maids could bear to stay here more than a few months. The house is always freezing, master is a terror, madam has all but lost her mind, and there’s pitiful young miss who skulks around and never says a word to anybody. Now we have a ghost added to the bargain. Do you think the other maids left because they saw it?’

‘I wouldn’t be surprised. Why else would madam pay more than other mistresses? Better stick to our business. Save money and quit before we wear out our welcome.’

Meridia sat petrified, her schoolwork forgotten on the table. This was the first she had heard of the swearing, stamping ghost. The night before she had slept soundly though her windows were opened to the front lawn. Was this the first time the ghost had appeared, or had it frightened other maids before? The nurse had never mentioned it. And during her observation of the mists a few months earlier, she had not crossed paths with a single apparition.

Meridia resolved to stay awake that night. She sat up  pinching her arms, solving mathematical puzzles at her desk, and drinking untold cups of water so as to use the bathroom every half-hour. Still, she fell into a dream not long after midnight. It was the same dream she had been having for years. The bright flash of light traveling at great speed, followed by a thump and a dreadful scream. Then came Ravenna’s arms, squeezing her while a burning liquid fell over her cheeks. This time, she managed to peer into the darkness and catch her mother’s face. To her shock, it was not Ravenna who stared back at her. It was the ghost she had first encountered in the mirror more than a year ago. The dirty yellow eyes spun and exploded out of their sockets.

Meridia woke up in an instant. For a minute she lay still, afraid to open her eyes for long, but when no ghostly hand alighted, she pulled herself up and adjusted to her surroundings. A faint ivory light was illuminating the window, but the room was otherwise dark and cold. Meridia ran a hand over her face and her fingers came away moist with sweat. She tried to remember what she had been doing before she fell asleep, and suddenly a fresh wave of fear broke over her. She had been sitting at her desk, working on a particularly difficult puzzle, but now she was lying in bed. The light had been on then, and now the room was dark. Someone had entered, carried her to bed, spread blankets over her, and turned off the light. Was it one of the maids? But they had retired hours ago. Ravenna? Her mother only entered her room on inspection days. Someone else - something else - had been present in the room and come into contact with her. Meridia had no time to think further, for a hissing,  stamping noise began sounding in the dark. It was coming from the stone steps below her window.

Fear strapped her from head to toe, but a power outside and beyond her was steadying her legs and pulling her toward the window. In a dizzy roar blood rushed to her ears, so loud it almost drowned the snorting, stamping noise. Meridia drew back the illuminated curtain by an inch. Trembling violently, she thrust an eye into the gap and looked down on the ground below.

The moon was hiding behind a veil of clouds. The ivory mist obscured the light from the street lamp. Yet in spite of the dimness, one look was sufficient to confirm Meridia’s fear. It was indeed the ghost in the mirror, stumping up the stone steps as if her legs were made of metal. Her yellow eyes were no longer dull, but glistened like gold. The rest of her face remained in shadow. What at first sounded like hissing was in fact a chanting, directed at the glass and steel of the house like a malediction. The ghost was cloaked in black from head to toe, with a long train dragging heavily behind her. Even if she was human, the train would sweep away her footprints from damp earth.

Pressing her head against the window, Meridia struggled to think clearly. Her breath came short and stifled, her bladder screamed to be relieved, and the cold of the house had mingled with fear to rattle her bones. She was sure that at any second the ghost would turn those yellow eyes on her, enter the house, storm up the staircase, and break down her door. What could she do? Where must she hide? As the thoughts clanged in her brain, a curious thing was happening on the ground below.The ghost, having reached the topmost  step, was glaring at the mist. Her yellow eyes were sharp and burning.

Then the ghost charged. Like a hawk on the wing, she tore at the vapor, her fingers beaked like talons, her arms slashing, quartering the air. Her chant leapt into a battle cry, while snakelike, her train jerked and slithered along the ground with each blow. The harder she hit, the thicker the mist grew. The vapor appeared to have become solid, more robust than a wall of steel. Losing her ground, the ghost backed down the stone steps and fell to the grass in a heap. The ivory mist swirled around her, claiming victory, then retreated to its post. The ghost unhooked her cloak and muttered a curse. Meridia gasped and yanked the curtain open.

A strong breeze blew from the east and shifted the mist from her view. The moon emerged from behind the clouds, and for a brief second poured its light unobstructed upon the ghost. First there was the face, severe and angular; then the nose, long and generous. The yellow eyes had faded to gray, restive with fatigue and anguish. A cry broke from Meridia when she glimpsed a bonelike structure projecting from behind the head.

In a second she was out of the room. Night shadows roved the hallway, but Meridia pushed past them without stopping. Reaching the whimsical staircase, she struck her fist against the banister and in two steps made it downstairs. The front door opened with a grunt and let her out into the mist.

‘Mama!’

She could not see a thing. The ivory mist roared at her, a  thick powdering of flakes that stung and blinded. Meridia shielded her face with her arms and advanced as best as she could. It was deathly cold inside the mist. The hard hand of the vapor spun and tossed her, muddling her sense of direction, closing every path of escape. Then all of a sudden the commotion died. Meridia opened her eyes to an aching white silence. She had fallen into a place where time was suspended. Everything - her movement, the swirl of the mist, even her heartbeat - slowed to a deathlike pace. From inside this vacuum she could see Ravenna clearly. Foiled like a mad prophetess whose desires were lost in their own labyrinth, her mother sat on a stump of grass, less than three feet away, but worlds and worlds apart. The ghost was, and had always been, Ravenna. That night in her infancy, after the bright light flashed and the crash followed, it was this ghost who had snatched her and held her. Ravenna had worn the same expression then as she did now, one of absolute terror and hopelessness, bleeding out life from every crevice in her soul.

The shout Meridia gave was a forceful one, but not enough to penetrate the mist. Trapped in that vacuum without being heard or seen, she was suddenly seized with a painful affection for her mother. She longed to run to her and bury her face in her neck. She longed to feel, even for only a moment, warmth and guidance, acceptance, comfort, and, above all, forgiveness for the tumult that raged in her heart. But cold and impregnable, the mist stood between them and would not let her go. Sinking her teeth into her hand, Meridia wept quietly. She told herself that any other daughter would have found a way to drive back the mist.

The words that finally pierced through the vacuum were the same ones that lay in the bottom of her drawer. A dark and private language, expelled in a deluge from Ravenna’s mouth with a furious passion. The mist carried the words without distorting them, forcing Meridia for the first time to hear them in their purest rudiments. Long after Ravenna rose from the ground and went back inside the house, Meridia stayed still. She was now free to move, but something kept her paralyzed. She had located the missing key, the fundamental element to unlock her mother’s words. There inside the mist, she at last understood that for almost as long as she had been alive, Gabriel had been keeping a mistress.




FOUR
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For weeks Meridia puzzled over her notes in the company of the mists. Each at first resisted in its own way, but, worn down by her persistence, gradually surrendered a different part of the story. First to concede was the ivory mist. Following their fateful scuffle in the night, it now made space for her as she approached, a warm, dry space that sheltered her from wind and even rain. In turn, Meridia did her best to delay answering the door, thereby exposing the milkman and the paperboy to a longer period of bullying. In order to appease her guilt, she gave the victims chocolates and whatever treats she could smuggle out of the kitchen.

The yellow mist was not so accommodating. Not only did it make off with Gabriel faster than she could run, but it spat dirt on her face, flipped her skirt over her head, and scattered her notes peevishly up and down the street. Hiding behind a tree or a neighbor’s fence, Meridia learned to ambush it, racing in hot pursuit while reciting as much of the notes as she could before her lungs gave out. This was  torture, and yet she preferred the sulkiness of the yellow to the duplicity of the blue. When the latter appeared in the morning, it never hurried or harassed her, but injected so much noise into her notes that they became incomprehensible. In this way she wasted a lot of time disclaiming false information, chasing after erroneous clues, and going over grounds already examined. Nonetheless she persisted, and after many weeks succeeded in translating her notes. She found Ravenna’s dark and private language to be this:Gabriel’s mistress has a face that resembles a baboon’s and a behind that puts any goat’s to shame. In fact, so vast is the terrain of her flesh that the woman needs a map to identify her parts. She has been known to blind people with the paleness of her skin, for she does nothing all day but hibernate in her room while half a dozen maids feed her raw meat.The length of her armpit hair alone has inspired legends. Gabriel, a tyrant elsewhere, is putty in her hands: all the she-demon has to do is crook a finger and he will come panting on his knees. He puts her up in a mansion on a hill, showers her with gifts, and wipes her very drool with his hand. Heaven knows what acts of perversion that woman is willing to perform for him. Bestial acrobatics surely, even immersions in blood and excrement. A tart like her never stops from putting all her apertures to use. Oh, curse her blasted face! Curse any bastards she might have borne Gabriel! Her predatory arts might have locked him in her embrace these twelve years, but one of these days, that nasty lecher will see her for who she is and beg for forgiveness. And when that day arrives, his home will be barred to him, his wife  and daughter will spit in his face and turn their backs and chuck his repentance to the dogs . . .




Shocked by the intensity of Ravenna’s hatred, Meridia returned her notes to the drawer and stopped interrogating the mists. Ravenna was absentminded, yes, but Meridia had never known her to speak cruelly. Had she misunderstood the notes? Or had the mists deceived her from the start? Meridia’s loyalty naturally lay with Ravenna, but she found it impossible to despise a woman whose existence was confined to a few pages in her drawer. There was one thing left to do. By hook or by crook, she must trick the yellow mist to take her to the mansion on the hill.

So Meridia began to plead, bribe, and bully, but the yellow mist continued to vanish without a trace. In vain she scoured the sky for clues, and went as far as dusting the street with starch in hope of trapping Gabriel’s footprints. In the morning, the blue mist similarly swooped down out of nowhere, invisible one second and impregnable the next. Stymied, Meridia had no idea how to proceed.

If Gabriel was aware of what his daughter was up to, he did not let on. It was possible that the mists sheltered him so completely that he never saw her run after him with her skirt aflutter. It was also possible that he never noticed the looks she gave him - piercing and melancholy, as though she were both hoping and dreading to surprise a confession. Every morning she placed herself in his way, pecking his proud stoop with her eyes as he emerged out of the mist. She followed him as he marched into the dining room, and faithfully stood guard outside the door even after  Ravenna bolted it. Later, she examined the food he did not finish, the cutlery he used and the cigar stubs he left in the front hall, but found no trace of the woman in the notes. Gabriel betrayed nothing, keeping his face as blank as a rock. It occurred to Meridia that the mistress, despite the names Ravenna called her, was no more visible than she was. They both came into view only when Gabriel and Ravenna invoked them from the bitterness of their memory.

 



Meridia became so attuned to the sound of Ravenna’s grievance that she would snap awake if she heard it in her sleep. Because of this, she knew every time her mother stumped up the stone steps and attacked the ivory mist below her window. It was Ravenna’s habit to storm for a few nights, then finding no victory, to retreat into a silence that lasted months. Meridia noticed another thing: her dream of the bright light always preceded these attacks, and it came and went according to the same frequency. In addition, the yellow-eyed ghost was more likely to appear during this time, haunting mirrors around the house with her grimace. After a few recurrences, Meridia concluded that the dream and the ghost were a direct reflection of her mother’s emotions.

The discovery deepened Meridia’s devotion to Ravenna. Often, propelled by an overwhelming feeling, she would run home from school and stand outside the kitchen just so she could rest her eyes on her mother’s back. She felt as if she could speak to her then, could promise and assure her that no ghost or mist would ever again come between them. Yet when the feeling inevitably passed, Meridia was  left with the impression that a greater distance had in fact opened up between them. There were many things about Ravenna she still did not know, perhaps would never know. For one, she was no closer to learning what the bright light was or why it traveled at great speed in the dark of night.

 



To Meridia’s dismay, her invisible state did not persist inside the school gate. The second she walked past the handsome plaque that commemorated the founding of the school, she became painfully and awkwardly conspicuous. It was not her look or dress that set her apart - it was her inability to blend in with the rites of the schoolyard. At recess, as she ate or walked alone along the dappled row of almond trees, she radiated Ravenna’s air of solitude without being conscious of it. Her teachers, who applauded her accomplishments in class, called this a case of shyness - ‘something she’ll grow out of in time.’ A number of boys found her attractive, but she unnerved them by responding stiffly to their advances. The girls were a different story. One camp was awed by her intelligence and respected her from a distance. Another dismissed her as odd and dull, and wanted nothing to do with her. The third and largest was the most critical. Since she seemed to project no need for them, they retaliated by talking viciously, always out of earshot, for in actuality they feared her. They said that if she would only tame that wilderness of a jungle on her head and learn how to match colors, she would look less like the wrath of God. They took a keen interest in the contents of her lunchbox, both appalled by and envious of the strange delicacies their mothers never prepared for them. The fact that Meridia  appeared not to notice them only increased their resentment. ‘Proud and scornful,’ they called her. ‘Are we no better than dirt to Her Majesty?’
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