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      There she weaves by night and day




      A magic web with colours gay.




      She has heard a whisper say,




      A curse is on her if she stay




      To look down to Camelot.




      She knows not what the curse may be,




      And so she weaveth steadily,




      And little other care hath she,




      The Lady of Shalott.




      And moving through a mirror clear




      That hangs before her all the year,




      Shadows of the world appear.




      There she sees the highway near




      Winding down to Camelot . . .




      • • •




      But in her web she still delights




      To weave the mirror’s magic sights,




      For often through the silent nights




      A funeral, with plumes and lights




      And music, went to Camelot;




      Or when the Moon was overhead,




      Came two young lovers lately wed.




      “I am half sick of shadows,” said




      The Lady of Shalott.




      • • •




      And down the river’s dim expanse




      Like some bold seer in a trance,




      Seeing all his own mischance—




      With a glassy countenance




      Did she look to Camelot.




      And at the closing of the day




      She loosed the chain, and down she lay;




      The broad stream bore her far away,




      The Lady of Shalott.




      —from “The Lady of Shallot” by Alfred, Lord Tennyson


    


  








  

     

  




  CHAPTER


  ONE




  JUNE 21,1895


  Bombay, India




  “PLEASE TELL ME THAT’S NOT GOING TO BE PART OF MY birthday dinner this evening.”




  I am staring into the hissing face of a cobra. A surprisingly pink tongue slithers in and out of a cruel mouth while an Indian man whose eyes are the blue of blindness inclines his head towards

  my mother and explains in Hindi that cobras make very good eating.




  My mother reaches out a white-gloved finger to stroke the snake’s back. “What do you think Gemma? Now that you’re sixteen, will you be dining on cobra?”




  The slithery thing makes me shudder. “I think not, thank you.”




  The old, blind Indian man smiles toothlessly and brings the cobra closer. It’s enough to send me reeling back where I bump into a wooden stand filled with little statues of Indian deities.

  One of the statues, a woman who is all arms with a face bent on terror, falls to the ground. Kali, the destroyer. Lately, Mother has accused me of keeping her as my unofficial patron saint. Lately,

  Mother and I haven’t been getting on very well. She claims it’s because I’ve reached an impossible age. I state emphatically to anyone who will listen that it’s all because

  she refuses to take me to London.




  “I hear in London, you don’t have to defang your meals first,” I say. We’re moving past the cobra man and into the throng of people crowding every inch of Bombay’s

  frenzied marketplace. Mother doesn’t answer but waves away an organ-grinder and his monkey. It’s unbearably hot. Beneath my cotton dress and crinolines, sweat streaks down my body. The

  flies – my most ardent admirers – dart about my face. I swat at one of the little winged beasts, but it escapes and I can almost swear I hear it mocking me. My misery is reaching

  epidemic proportions.




  Overhead, the clouds are thick and dark, giving warning that this is monsoon season, when floods of rain could fall from the sky in a matter of minutes. In the dusty bazaar the turbaned men

  chatter and squawk and bargain, lifting brightly coloured silks towards us with brown, sunbaked hands. Everywhere there are carts lined with straw baskets offering every sort of ware and edible

  – thin, coppery vases; wooden boxes carved into intricate flower designs; and mangos ripening in the heat.




  “How much farther to Mrs Talbot’s new house? Couldn’t we please take a carriage?” I ask with what I hope is a noticeable annoyance.




  “It’s a nice day for a walk. And I’ll thank you to keep a civil tone.”




  My annoyance has indeed been noted.




  Sarita, our long-suffering housekeeper, offers pomegranates in her leathery hand. “Memsahib, these are very nice. Perhaps we will take them to your father, yes?”




  If I were a good daughter, I’d bring some to my father, watch his blue eyes twinkle as he slices open the rich, red fruit, then eats the tiny seeds with a silver spoon just like a proper

  British gentleman.




  “He’ll only stain his white suit,” I grumble. My mother starts to say something to me, thinks better of it, sighs – as usual. We used to go everywhere together, my mother

  and I – visiting ancient temples, exploring local customs, watching Hindu festivals, staying up late to see the streets bloom with candlelight. Now, she barely takes me on social calls.

  It’s as if I’m a leper without a colony.




  “He will stain his suit. He always does,” I mumble in my defence, though no one is paying me a bit of attention except for the organ-grinder and his monkey. They’re

  following my every step, hoping to amuse me for money. The high lace collar of my dress is soaked with perspiration. I long for the cool, lush green of England, which I’ve only read about in

  my grandmother’s letters. Letters filled with gossip about tea dances and balls and who has scandalised whom half a world away, while I am stranded in boring, dusty India watching an

  organ-grinder’s monkey do a juggling trick with dates, the same trick he’s been performing for a year.




  “Look at the monkey, memsahib. How adorable he is!” Sarita says this as if I were still three and clinging to the bottoms of her sari skirts. No one seems to understand that I am

  fully sixteen and want, no, need to be in London, where I can be close to the museums and the balls and men who are older than six and younger than sixty.




  “Sarita, that monkey is a trained thief who will be begging for your wages in a moment,” I say with a sigh. As if on cue, the furry urchin scrambles up and sits on my shoulder with

  his palm outstretched. “How would you like to end up in a birthday stew?” I tell him through clenched teeth. The monkey hisses. Mother grimaces at my ill manners and drops a coin in its

  owner’s cup. The monkey grins triumphantly and leaps across my head before running away.




  A vendor holds out a carved mask with snarling teeth and elephant ears. Without a word, Mother places it over her face. “Find me if you can,” she says. It’s a game she’s

  played with me since I could walk – a bit of hide-and-seek meant to make me smile. A child’s game.




  “I see only my mother,” I say, bored. “Same teeth. Same ears.”




  Mother gives the mask back to the vendor. I’ve hit her vanity, her weak point.




  “And I see that turning sixteen is not very becoming to my daughter,” she says.




  “Yes, I am sixteen. Sixteen. An age at which most decent girls have been sent for schooling in London.” I give the word decent an extra push, hoping to appeal to some

  maternal sense of shame and propriety.




  “This looks a bit on the green side, I think.” She’s peering intently at a mango. Her fruit inspection is all-consuming.




  “No one tried to keep Tom imprisoned in Bombay,” I say, invoking my brother’s name as a last resort. “He’s had four whole years there! And now he’s starting

  at university.”




  “It’s different for men.”




  “It’s not fair. I’ll never have a season. I’ll end up a spinster with hundreds of cats who all drink milk from china bowls.” I’m whining. It’s

  unattractive, but I find I’m powerless to stop.




  “I see,” Mother says, finally. “Would you like to be paraded around the ballrooms of London society like some prize horse there to have its breeding capabilities evaluated?

  Would you still think London was so charming when you were the subject of cruel gossip for the slightest infraction of the rules? London’s not as idyllic as your grandmother’s letters

  make it out to be.”




  “I wouldn’t know. I’ve never seen it.”




  “Gemma . . .” Mother’s tone is all warning even as her smile is constant for the Indians. Mustn’t let them think we British ladies are so petty as to indulge in arguments

  on the streets. We only discuss the weather, and when the weather is bad, we pretend not to notice.




  Sarita chuckles nervously. “How is it that memsahib is now a young lady? It seems only yesterday you were in the nursery. Oh, look, dates! Your favourite.” She breaks into a

  gap-toothed smile that makes every deeply etched wrinkle in her face come alive. It’s hot and I suddenly want to scream, to run away from everything and everyone I’ve ever known.




  “Those dates are probably rotting on the inside. Just like India.”




  “Gemma, that will be quite enough.” Mother fixes me with her glass-green eyes. Penetrating and wise, people call them. I have the same large, upturned green eyes. The Indians say

  they are unsettling, disturbing. Like being watched by a ghost. Sarita smiles down at her feet, keeps her hands busy adjusting her brown sari. I feel a tinge of guilt for saying such a nasty thing

  about her home. Our home, though I don’t really feel at home anywhere these days.




  “Memsahib, you do not want to go to London. It is grey and cold and there is no ghee for bread. You wouldn’t like it.”




  A train screams into the depot down near the glittering bay. Bombay. Good bay, it means, though I can’t think of anything good about it right now. A dark plume of smoke from the train

  stretches up, touching the heavy clouds. Mother watches it rise.




  “Yes, cold and grey.” She places a hand on her throat, fingers the necklace hanging there, a small silver medallion of an all-seeing eye atop a crescent moon. A gift from a villager,

  Mother said. Her good-luck charm. I’ve never seen her without it.




  Sarita puts a hand on Mother’s arm. “Time to go, memsahib.”




  Mother pulls her gaze away from the train, drops her hand from her necklace. “Yes. Come. We’ll have a lovely time at Mrs Talbot’s. I’m sure she’ll have lovely cakes

  just for your birthday – ”




  A man in a white turban and thick black travelling cloak stumbles into her from behind, bumping her hard.




  “A thousand pardons, honourable lady.” He smiles, offers a deep bow to excuse his rudeness. When he does, he reveals a young man behind him wearing the same sort of strange cloak.

  For a moment, the young man and I lock eyes. He isn’t much older than I am, probably seventeen if a day, with brown skin, a full mouth, and the longest eyelashes I have ever seen. I know

  I’m not supposed to find Indian men attractive, but I don’t see many young men and I find I’m blushing in spite of myself. He breaks our gaze and cranes his neck to see over the

  hordes.




  “You should be more careful,” Sarita barks at the older man, threatening him with a blow from her arm. “You better not be a thief or you will be punished.”




  “No, no, memsahib, only I am terribly clumsy.” He drops his smile and with it the cheerful simpleton routine. He whispers low to my mother in perfectly accented English. “Circe

  is near.”




  It makes no sense to me, just the ramblings of a very clever thief said to distract us. I start to say as much to my mother but the look of sheer panic on her face stops me cold. Her eyes are

  wild as she whips around and scans the crowded streets like she’s looking for a lost child.




  “What is it? What’s the matter?” I ask.




  The men are suddenly gone. They’ve disappeared into the moving crowd, leaving only their footprints in the dust. “What did that man say to you?”




  My mother’s voice is edged in steel. “It’s nothing. He was obviously deranged. The streets are not safe these days.” I have never heard my mother sound this way. So hard.

  So afraid. “Gemma, I think it’s best if I go to Mrs Talbot’s alone.”




  “But – but what about the cake?” It’s a ridiculous thing to say, but it’s my birthday and while I don’t want to spend it in Mrs Talbot’s sitting room, I

  certainly don’t want to waste the day alone at home, all because some black-cloaked madman and his cohort have spooked my mother.




  Mother pulls her shawl tightly about her shoulders. “We’ll have cake later. . .”




  “But you promised – ”




  “Yes, well, that was before . . .” She trails off.




  “Before what?”




  “Before you vexed me so! Really, Gemma, you are in no humour for a visit today. Sarita will see you back.”




  “I’m in a fine humour,” I protest, sounding anything but.




  “No, you are not!” Mother’s green eyes find mine. There is something there I’ve never seen before. A vast and terrifying anger that stops my breath. Quick as it comes on

  her, it’s gone and she is Mother again. “You’re overtired and need some rest. Tonight, we’ll celebrate and I’ll let you drink some champagne.”




  I’ll let you drink some champagne. It’s not a promise – it’s an excuse to get rid of me. There was a time when we did everything together, and now, we can’t

  even walk through the bazaar without sniping at each other. I am an embarrassment and a disappointment. A daughter she does not want to take anywhere, not London or even the home of an old crone

  who makes weak tea.




  The train’s whistle shrieks again, making her jump.




  “Here, I’ll let you wear my necklace, hmmm? Go on, wear it. I know you’ve always admired it.”




  I stand, mute, allowing her to adorn me in a necklace I have indeed always wanted, but now it weighs me down, a shiny, hateful thing. A bribe. Mother gives another quick glance to the dusty

  marketplace before letting her green eyes settle on mine.




  “There. You look . . . all grown up.” She presses her gloved hand to my cheek, holds it there as if to memorise it with her fingers. “I’ll see you at home.”




  I don’t want anyone to notice the tears that are pooling in my eyes, so I try to think of the wickedest thing I can say and then it’s on my lips as I bolt from the marketplace.




  “I don’t care if you come home at all.”




  

     

  




  CHAPTER


  TWO




  I’M RUNNING AWAY THROUGH THRONGS OF VENDORS and beggar children and foul-smelling camels, narrowly missing two men carrying saris that hang from a

  piece of rope attached to two poles at either end. I dart off down a narrow side street, following the twisting, turning alleys till I have to stop and catch my breath. Hot tears spill down my

  cheeks. I let myself cry now that there is no one around to see me.




  God save me from a woman’s tears, for I’ve no strength against them. That’s what my father would say if he were here now. My father with his twinkling eyes and

  bushy moustache, his booming laugh when I please him and far-off gaze – as if I don’t exist – when I’ve been less than a lady. I can’t imagine he’ll be terribly

  happy when he hears how I’ve behaved. Saying nasty things and storming off isn’t the sort of behaviour that’s likely to win a girl’s case for going to London. My stomach

  aches at the thought of it all. What was I thinking?




  There’s nothing to do but swallow my pride, make my way back and apologise. If I can find my way back. Nothing looks at all familiar to me. Two old men sit cross-legged on the ground,

  smoking small, brown cigarettes. They watch me as I pass. I realise that I am alone in the city for the first time. No chaperone. No entourage. A lady unescorted. It’s very scandalous of me.

  My heart beats faster and I quicken my pace.




  The air has grown very still. A storm isn’t far off. In the distance, I can hear frantic activity in the marketplace, last-minute bargains being struck before everything is closed down for

  the afternoon shower. I follow the sound and end up where I started. The old men smile at me, an English girl lost and alone on Bombay’s streets. I could ask them for directions back to the

  marketplace, though my Hindi isn’t nearly as good as Father’s and for all I know Where is the marketplace may come out as I covet your neighbour’s fine cow. Still,

  it’s worth a try.




  “Pardon me,” I ask the elder man, the one with a white beard. “I seem to be lost. Could you tell me which way to the marketplace?”




  The man’s smile fades, replaced by a look of fear. He’s speaking to the other man in sharp bursts of a dialect I don’t understand. Faces peek from windows and doorways,

  straining to see what’s bringing the trouble. The old man stands, points to me, to the necklace. He doesn’t like it? Something about me has alarmed him. He shoos me away, goes

  inside and shuts the door in my face. It’s refreshing to know that it’s not just my mother and Sarita who find me intolerable.




  The faces at the windows remain, watching me. There’s the first drop of rain. The wet seeps into my dress, a spreading stain. The sky could break open at any moment. I’ve got to get

  back. No telling what Mother will do if she ends up drenched and I’m the cause. Why did I act like such a petulant brat? She’ll never take me to London now. I’ll spend the rest of

  my days in an Austrian convent surrounded by women with moustaches, my eyes gone bad from making intricate lace designs for other girls’ trousseaus. I could curse my bad temper, but it

  won’t get me back. Choose a direction, Gemma, any direction – just go. I take the path to the right. The unfamiliar street leads to another and another, and just as I come around

  a curve, I see him coming. The boy from the marketplace.




  Don’t panic, Gemma. Just move slowly away before he sees you.




  I take two hurried steps back. My heel catches on a slippery stone, sending me sliding into the street. When I right myself, he’s staring at me with a look I can not decipher. For a

  second, neither of us moves. We are as still as the air around us, which is either promising rain or threatening a storm.




  A sudden fear takes root, spreads through me with cold speed, given wings by conversations I’ve overheard in my father’s study – tales over brandy and cigars about the fate of

  an unescorted woman, overpowered by bad men, her life ruined forever. But these are only bits of conversation. This is a real man coming towards me, closing the distance between us in powerful

  strides.




  He means to catch me, but I won’t let him. Heart pounding, I pull up my skirts, ready to run. I try to take a step and my legs go shaky as a calf’s. The ground shimmers and pitches

  beneath me.




  What is happening?




  Move. Must move, but I can’t. A strange tingle starts in my fingers, travels up my arms, into my chest. My whole body trembles. A terrible pressure squeezes the breath from me, weighs me

  down to my knees. Panic blooms in my mouth like weeds. I want to scream. No words will come. No sound. He reaches me as I fall to the ground. Want to tell him to help me. Focus on his face, his

  full lips, perfect as a bow. His thick dark curls fall across his eyes, deep, brown, foot-long-lashes eyes. Alarmed eyes.




  Help me.




  The words stick fast inside me. I’m no longer afraid of losing my virtue; I know I must be dying. Try to get my mouth to tell him this but there is nothing but a choking sound in my

  throat. A strong smell of rose and spice overpowers me as the horizon slips away, my eyelids fluttering, fighting to stay awake. It’s his lips that part, move, speak.




  His voice that says, “It’s happening.”




  The pressure increases till I feel I will burst and then I’m under, a swirling tunnel of blinding colour and light pulling me down like an undertow. I fall forever. Images race by.

  I’m falling past the ten-year-old me playing with Julia, the rag doll I lost on a picnic a year later; I’m six, letting Sarita wash my face for dinner. Time spins backwards and I am

  three, two, a baby, and then something pale and foreign, a creature no bigger than a tadpole and just as fragile. The strong tide grabs me hard again, pulling me through a veil of blackness, till I

  see the twisting street in India again. I am a visitor, walking in a living dream, no sound except for the thumping of my heart, my breath going in and out, the swish of my own blood coursing

  through my veins. On the rooftops above me, the organ-grinder’s monkey scampers quickly, baring teeth. I try to speak but find I can’t. He hops onto another roof. A shop where dried

  herbs hang from the eaves and a small moon-and-eye symbol – the same as on my mother’s necklace – is affixed to the door. A woman comes quickly up the sloping street. A woman with

  red-gold hair, a blue dress, white gloves. My mother. What is my mother doing here? She should be at Mrs Talbot’s house, drinking tea and discussing fabric.




  My name floats from her lips. Gemma. Gemma. She’s come looking for me. The Indian man in the turban is just behind her. She doesn’t hear him. I call out to her, my mouth

  making no sound. With one hand, she pushes open the shop’s door and enters. I follow her in, the pounding of my heart growing louder and faster. She must know the man is behind her. She must

  hear his breath now. But she only looks forward.




  The man pulls a dagger from inside his cloak, but still she doesn’t turn. I feel as if I’ll be sick. I want to stop her, pull her away. Every step forward is like pushing against the

  air, lifting my legs an agony of slow movement. The man stops, listening. His eyes widen. He’s afraid.




  There’s something coiled, waiting in the shadows at the back of the shop. It’s as if the dark has begun to move. How can it be moving? But it is, with a cold, slithering sound

  that makes my skin crawl. A dark shape spreads out from its hiding spot. It grows till it reaches all around. The blackness in the centre of the thing is swirling and the sound . . . the most

  ghastly cries and moans come from inside it.




  The man rushes forward, and the thing moves over him. It devours him. Now it looms over my mother and speaks to her in a slick hiss.




  “Come to us, pretty one. We’ve been waiting . . .”




  My scream implodes inside me. Mother looks back, sees the dagger lying there, grabs it. The thing howls in outrage. She’s going to fight it. She’s going to be all right. A single

  tear escapes down her cheek as she closes her desperate eyes, says my name soft as a prayer, Gemma. In one swift motion, she raises the dagger and plunges it into herself.




  No!




  A strong tide yanks me from the shop. I’m back on the streets of Bombay, as if I’d never been gone, screaming wildly while the young Indian man pins my flailing arms at my side.




  “What did you see? Tell me!”




  I kick and hit, twisting in his grip. Is there anyone around who can help me? What is happening? Mother! My mind fights for control, logic, reason, and finds it. My mother is having tea

  at Mrs Talbot’s house. I’ll go there and prove it. She will be angry and send me home with Sarita and there’ll be no champagne later and no London but it won’t matter.

  She’ll be alive and well and cross and I’ll be ecstatic to be punished by her.




  He’s still yelling at me. “Did you see my brother?”




  “Let me go!” I kick at him with my legs, which have found their strength again. I’ve hit him in the tenderest of places. He crumples to the ground and I take off blindly down

  the street and around the next corner, fear pushing me forward. A small crowd is gathering in front of a shop. A shop where dried herbs hang from the roof.




  No. This is all some hideous dream. I will wake up in my own bed and hear Father’s loud, gravelly voice telling one of his long-winded jokes, Mother’s soft laughter filling in

  after.




  My legs cramp and tighten, go wobbly as I reach the crowd and make my way through it. The organ-grinder’s tiny monkey scampers to the ground and tilts his head left and right, eyeing the

  body there with curiosity. The few people in front of me clear away. My mind takes it in by degrees. A shoe upturned, the heel broken. A hand splayed, fingers going stiff. Contents of a handbag

  strewn in the dirt. Bare neck peeking out from the bodice of a blue gown. Those famous green eyes open and unseeing. Mother’s mouth parted slightly, as if she had been trying to speak when

  she died.




  Gemma.




  A deep red pool of blood widens and flows beneath her lifeless body. It seeps into the dusty cracks in the earth, reminding me of the pictures I’ve seen of Kali, the dark goddess, who

  spills blood and crushes bone. Kali the destroyer. My patron saint. I close my eyes, willing it all to go away.




  This is not happening. This is not happening. This is not happening.




  But when I open my eyes, she’s still there, staring back at me, accusing. I don’t care if you come home at all. It was the last thing I’d said to her. Before I ran away.

  Before she came after me. Before I saw her die in a vision. A heavy numbness weighs down my arms and legs. I crumple to the ground, where my mother’s blood touches the hem of my best dress,

  forever staining it. And then the scream I’ve been holding back comes pouring out of me hard and fast as a night train just as the sky opens wide and a fierce rain pours down, drowning out

  every sound.




  

     

  




  London, England. Two months later.
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  CHAPTER


  THREE




  “VICTORIA! THIS IS VICTORIA STATION!”




  A burly, blue-uniformed conductor moves through on his way to the back of our train, announcing that I’ve arrived in London at last. We’re slowing to a stop. Great billowing clouds

  of steam sail past the window making everything outside seem like a dream.




  In the seat across from me, my brother, Tom, is waking, straightening his black waistcoat, checking for anything that isn’t perfect. In the four years we’ve been apart, he has grown

  very tall and a little broader in the chest, but he’s still thin with a flop of fair hair that droops fashionably into his blue eyes and makes him seem younger than twenty. “Try not to

  look so dour, Gemma. It’s not as if you’re being sent to the stocks. Spence is a very good school with a reputation for turning out charming young ladies.”




  A very good school. Charming young ladies. It is, word for word, what my grandmother said after we’d spent two weeks at Pleasant House, her home in the English countryside. She’d

  taken a long, appraising look at me, with my freckled skin and unruly mane of red hair, my sullen face, and decided that a proper finishing school was what was needed if I was ever to make a decent

  marriage. “It’s a wonder you weren’t sent home years ago,” she clucked. “Everyone knows the climate in India isn’t good for the blood. I’m sure this is

  what your mother would want.”




  I’d had to bite my tongue to keep from asking how she could possibly know what my mother would want. My mother had wanted me to stay in India. I had wanted to come to London, and now that

  I’m here, I couldn’t be more miserable.




  For three hours, as the train made its way past green, hilly pastures, and the rain slapped wearily at the train’s windows, Tom had slept. But I could see only behind me, whence I’d

  come. The hot plains of India. The police asking questions: Had I seen anyone? Did my mother have enemies? What was I doing alone on the streets? And what about the man who’d spoken to her in

  the marketplace – a merchant named Amar? Did I know him? Were he and my mother (and here they looked embarrassed and shuffled their feet while finding a word that wouldn’t seem too

  indelicate) “acquainted”?




  How could I tell them what I’d seen? I didn’t know whether to believe it myself.




  Outside the train’s windows, England is still in bloom. But the jostling of the passenger car reminds me of the ship that carried us from India over rough seas. The coastline of England

  taking shape before me like a warning. My mother buried deep in the cold, unforgiving ground of England. My father staring glassy-eyed at the headstone – Virginia Doyle, beloved wife and

  mother – peering through it as if he could change what had happened through will alone. And when he couldn’t, he retired to his study and the laudanum bottle that had become his

  constant companion. Sometimes I’d find him, asleep in his chair, the dogs at his feet, the brown bottle close at hand, his breath strong and medicinally sweet. Once a large man, he’d

  grown thinner, whittled down by grief and opium. And I could only stand by, helpless and mute, the cause of it all. The keeper of a secret so terrible it made me afraid to speak, scared that it

  would pour out of me like kerosene, burning everyone.




  “You’re brooding again,” Tom says, casting a suspicious look my way.




  “Sorry.” Yes, I’m sorry, so sorry for everything.




  Tom exhales long and hard, his voice travelling swiftly under the exhalation. “Don’t be sorry. Just stop.”




  “Yes, sorry,” I say again without thinking. I touch the outline of my mother’s amulet. It hangs around my neck now, a remembrance of my mother and my guilt, hidden beneath the

  stiff black crepe mourning dress I will wear for six months.




  Through the thinning haze outside our window, I can see porters hustling alongside the train, keeping pace, ready to place wooden steps beside the open doors for our descent to the platform. At

  last our train comes to a stop in a hiss and sigh of steam.




  Tom stands and stretches. “Come on, then. Let’s go, before all the porters are taken.”
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  Victoria Station takes my breath away with its busyness. Hordes of people mill about the platform. Down at the far end of the train, the third-class passengers climb off in a

  thick tumble of arms and legs. Porters hurry to carry luggage and parcels for the first-class passengers. Newsboys hold the day’s papers in the air as far as their arms will stretch,

  screeching the most enticing headlines. Flower girls wander about, wearing smiles as hard and worn as the wooden trays that hang from their delicate necks. I’m nearly upended by a man buzzing

  past, his umbrella parked beneath his arm.




  “Pardon me,” I mutter, deeply annoyed. He takes no note of me. When I glance to the far end of the platform, I catch sight of something odd. A black travelling cloak that sets my

  heart beating faster. My mouth goes dry. It’s impossible that he could be here. And yet, I’m sure it’s him disappearing behind a kiosk. I try to get closer, but it’s

  terribly crowded.




  “What are you doing?” Tom asks as I strain against the tide of the crowd.




  “Just looking,” I say, hoping he can’t read the fear in my voice. A man rounds the corner of the kiosk, carrying a bundle of newspapers on his shoulder. His coat, thin and

  black and several sizes too big, hangs on him like a loose cape. I nearly laugh with relief. You see, Gemma? You’re imagining things. Leave it alone.




  “Well, if you’re going to look around, see if you can find us a porter. I don’t know where the devil they’ve all got to so fast.”




  A scrawny newsboy happens by and offers to fetch us a hansom cab for twopence. He struggles to carry the trunk filled with my few worldly belongings: a handful of dresses, my mother’s

  social diary, a red sari, a white carved elephant from India, and my father’s treasured cricket bat, a reminder of him in happier days.
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  Tom helps me into the carriage and the driver pulls away from the great, sprawling lady that is Victoria Station, clip-clopping towards the heart of London. The air is gloomy,

  alive with the smoke from the gaslights that line London’s streets. The foggy greyness makes it seem like dusk, though it’s only four o’clock in the afternoon. Anything could

  creep up behind you on such shadowy streets. I don’t know why I think of this, but I do, and I immediately push the thought away.




  The needle-thin spires of Parliament peek up over the dusky outlines of chimneys. In the streets, several sweat-drenched men dig deep trenches in the cobblestones.




  “What are they doing?”




  “Putting in lines for electric lights,” Tom answers, coughing into a white handkerchief with his initials stitched on a corner in a distinguished black script. “Soon, this

  choking gaslight will be a thing of the past.”




  On the streets, vendors hawk their wares from carts, each with his own distinctive cry – knives sharpened, fish to buy, get your apples – apples here! Milkmaids deliver the

  last of the day’s milk. In a strange way, it all reminds me of India. There are tempting storefronts offering everything one can imagine – tea, linens, china, and beautiful dresses

  copied from the best fashions of Paris. A sign hanging from a second-storey window announces that there are offices to let, inquire within. Bicycles whiz past the many hansom cabs on the streets. I

  brace myself in case the horse spooks to see them, but the mare pulling us seems completely uninterested. She’s seen it all before, even if I haven’t.




  An omnibus crowded with passengers sails past us, drawn by a team of magnificent horses. A cluster of ladies sits perched in the seats above the omnibus, their parasols open to shield them from

  the elements. A long strip of wood advertising Pears’ soap ingeniously hides their ankles from view, for modesty’s sake. It’s an extraordinary sight and I can’t help wishing

  we could just keep riding through London’s streets, breathing in the dust of history that I’ve only seen in photographs. Men in dark suits and bowler hats step out of offices, marching

  confidently home after a day’s work. I can see the white dome of St. Paul’s Cathedral rising above the sooty rooftops. A posted bill promises a production of Macbeth starring the

  American actress Lily Trimble. She’s ravishing, with her auburn hair loose and wild, a red gown cut daringly low on her bosom. I wonder if the girls at Spence will be as lovely and

  sophisticated.




  “Lily Trimble is quite beautiful, isn’t she?” I say by way of trying to make pleasant small talk with Tom, a seemingly impossible task.




  “An actress,” Tom sneers. “What sort of way is that for a woman to live, without a solid home, husband, children? Running about like she’s her own lord and master.

  She’ll certainly never be accepted in society as a proper lady.”




  And that’s what comes of small talk.




  Part of me wants to give Tom a swift kick for his arrogance. I’m afraid to say that another part of me is dying to know what men look for in a woman. My brother might be pompous, but he

  knows certain things that could prove useful to me.




  “I see,” I say in an offhand way as if I want to know what makes a nice garden. I am controlled. Courteous. Ladylike. And what does make a proper lady?”




  He looks as if he should have a pipe in his mouth as he says, A man wants a woman who will make life easy for him. She should be attractive, well groomed, knowledgeable in music, painting, and

  running a house, but above all, she should keep his name above scandal and never call attention to herself.”




  He must be joking. Give him a minute, and he’ll laugh, say it was just a lark, but his smug smile stays firmly in place. I am not about to take this insult in stride. “Mother was

  Father’s equal,” I say coolly. “He didn’t expect her to walk behind him like some pining imbecile.”




  Tom’s smile falls away. “Exactly. And look where it’s got us.” It’s quiet again. Outside the cab’s windows, London rolls by and Tom turns his head towards it.

  For the first time, I can see his pain, see it in the way he runs his fingers through his hair, over and over, and I understand what it costs him to hide it all. But I don’t know how to build

  a bridge across this awkward silence, so we ride on, watching everything, seeing little, saying nothing.




  “Gemma . . .” Tom’s voice breaks and he stops for a moment. He’s fighting whatever it is that’s boiling up inside him. “That day with Mother . . . why the

  devil did you run away? What were you thinking?”




  My voice is a whisper. “I don’t know.” For the truth, it’s very little comfort.




  “The illogic of women.”




  “Yes,” I say, not because I agree but because I want to give him something, anything. I say it because I want him to forgive me. And perhaps then I could begin to forgive myself.

  Perhaps.




  “Did you know that” – his jaw clenches on the word – “man they found murdered with her?”




  “No,” I whisper.




  “Sarita said you were hysterical when she and the police found you. Going on about some Indian boy and a vision of a . . . a thing of some sort.” He pauses, rubs his palms over the

  knees of his trousers. He’s still not looking at me.




  My hands shake in my lap. I could tell him. I could tell him what I’ve kept locked tight inside. Right now, with that lock of hair falling in his eyes, he’s the brother

  I’ve missed, the one who once brought me stones from the sea, told me they were rajah’s jewels. I want to tell him that I’m afraid I’m going mad by degrees and that nothing

  seems entirely real to me anymore. I want to tell him about the vision, have him pat me on the head in that irritating way and dismiss it with a perfectly logical doctor’s explanation. I want

  to ask him if it’s possible that a girl can be born unlovable, or does she just become that way? I want to tell him everything and have him understand.




  Tom clears his throat. “What I mean to say is, did something happen to you? Did he . . . are you quite all right?”




  My words pull each other back down into a deep, dark silence. “You want to know if I’m still chaste.”




  “If you want to put it so plainly, yes.”




  Now I see that it was ridiculous of me to think he wanted to know what really happened. He’s only concerned that I haven’t shamed the family somehow. “Yes, I am, as you put it,

  quite all right.” I could laugh, it’s such a lie – I am most certainly not all right. But it works as I know it will. That’s what living in their world is – a big lie.

  An illusion where everyone looks the other way and pretends that nothing unpleasant exists at all, no goblins of the dark, no ghosts of the soul.




  Tom straightens his shoulders, relieved. “Right. Well, then.” The human moment has passed and he is all control again. “Gemma, Mother’s murder is a blight on this family.

  It would be scandalous if the true facts were known.” He stares at me. “Mother died of cholera,” he says emphatically, as if even he believes the lie now. “I know you

  disagree, but as your brother, I’m telling you that the less said, the better. It’s for your own protection.”




  He’s all fact and no feeling. It will serve him well as a doctor someday. I know that what he’s telling me is true, but I can’t help hating him for it. “Are you sure

  it’s my protection you’re worried about?”




  His jaw tightens again. “I’ll overlook that last comment. If you won’t think of me, of yourself, then think of Father. He’s not well, Gemma. You can see that. The

  circumstances of Mother’s death have undone him.” He fiddles with the cuffs on his shirt. “You may as well know that Father got into some very bad habits in India. Sharing the

  hookah with the Indians might have made him a popular businessman, one of them in their eyes, but it didn’t help his constitution much. He’s always been fond of his pleasures. His

  escapes.”




  Father sometimes came home late and spent from his day. I remembered Mother and the servants helping him to bed on more than one occasion. Still, it hurts to hear this. I hate Tom for telling

  me. “Then why do you keep getting him the laudanum?”




  “There’s nothing wrong with laudanum. It’s medicinal,” he sniffs.




  “In moderation . . .”




  “Father’s no addict. Not Father,” he says, as if he means to convince a jury“He’ll be fine now that he’s back in England. Just remember what I’ve told

  you. Can you at least promise me that much? Please?”




  “Yes, fine,” I say, feeling dead inside. They don’t know what they’re in for at Spence, getting me, a ghost of a girl who’ll nod and smile and take her tea but who

  isn’t really here.




  The driver calls down to us. “Sir, we’ll be needin’ to pass through the East, if you want to draw the curtains.”




  “What does he mean?” I ask.




  “We have to go through the East End. Whitechapel? Oh, for heaven’s sake, the slums, Gemma,” he says, loosening the curtains on the sides of his windows to block out the

  poverty and filth.




  “I’ve seen slums in India,” I say, leaving my curtains in place. The carriage bumps its way along the cobblestones through grimy, narrow streets. Dozens of dirty, thin children

  clamber about, staring at us in our fine carriage. My heart sinks to see their bony, soot-smeared faces. Several women huddle together under a gaslight, sewing. It makes sense for them to use the

  city’s light and not waste their own precious candles for this thankless work. The smell in the streets – a mix of refuse, horse droppings, urine, and despair – is truly awful,

  and I’m afraid I might gag. Loud music and yelling spill out onto the street from a tavern. A drunken couple tumbles out after. The woman has hair the colour of a sunset and a harsh, painted

  face. They’re arguing with our driver, holding us here.




  “What’s the matter now?” Tom raps against the hood of the carriage to spur the driver on. But the lady is really giving the driver what for. We might be here all night. The

  drunken man leers at me, winks, makes an extremely rude gesture involving his index fingers.




  Disgusted, I turn away and look down an empty alley. Tom’s leaning out his window. I hear him, condescending and impatient, trying to reason with the couple in the street. But somethings

  gone wrong. His voice grows muffled, like sounds heard through a shell held to the ear. And then all I can hear is my blood quickening, thumping hard against my veins. A tremendous pressure seizes

  me, knocking the air from my lungs.




  It’s happening again.




  I want to cry out to Tom, but I can’t, and then I’m under, falling through that tunnel of colour and light again as the alley bends and flickers. And just as quickly, I’m

  floating out of the carriage, stepping lightly into the darkened alley with its shimmering edges. There’s a small girl of eight or so sitting in the straw-covered dirt, playing with a rag of

  a doll. Her face is dirty, but otherwise, she seems out of place here, in her pink hair ribbon and starched white pinafore that’s a size too big for her. She sings a snippet of song,

  something I recognise faintly as being an old English folk tune. When I approach she looks up.




  “Isn’t my dolly lovely?”




  “You can see me?” I ask.




  She nods and goes back to combing her filthy fingers through the doll’s hair. “She’s looking for you.”




  “Who?”




  “Mary.”




  “Mary? Mary who?”




  “She sent me to find you. But we have to be careful. It’s looking for you, too.”




  The air shifts, bringing a damp chill with it. I’m shaking uncontrollably. “Who are you?”




  Behind the little girl, I sense movement in the murky dark. I blink to clear my eyes but it’s no trick – the shadows are moving. Quick as liquid silver the dark rises and

  takes its hideous shape, the gleaming bone of its skeletal face, the hollow, black holes where eyes should be. The hair a tangle of snakes. The mouth opens and the rasping moan escapes.

  “Come to us, my pretty, pretty . . .”




  “Run.” The word is a choked whisper on my tongue. The thing is growing, slithering ever closer. The howls and moans inside it making every cell in my body go ice-cold. A scream

  inches its way up my throat. If I let it out, I’ll never stop.




  Heart pounding hard against my ribs, I say again, stronger, “Run!”




  The thing hesitates, pulls back. It sniffs at the air, as if tracking a scent. The little girl turns her flat brown eyes to me. “Too late,” she says, just as the creature turns its

  unseeing eyes towards me. The decaying lips spread apart, revealing teeth like spikes. Dear God, the thing is grinning at me. It opens wide that horrible mouth and screeches – a sound that

  loosens my tongue at last.




  “No!” In an instant I’m back inside the carriage and leaning out the window, yelling at the couple. “Get out of the bloody way – now!” I shout, snapping at

  the horse’s rump with my shawl. The mare whinnies and lurches, sending the couple rushing for the safety of the tavern.




  The driver steadies the horse as Tom pulls me down into my seat. “Gemma! Whatever has possessed you?”




  “I . . .” In the alley, I look for the thing and don’t find it. It’s just an alley, with dull light and several dirty children trying to steal a hat from a smaller boy,

  their laughter bouncing off stables and crumbling hovels. The scene passes behind us into the night.




  “I say, Gemma, are you all right?” Tom is truly concerned.




  I’m going mad, Tom. Help me.




  “I was simply in a hurry.” The sound coming out of my mouth is a cross between a laugh and a howl, like the sound a madwoman would make.




  Tom eyes me as if I’m some rare disease he’s helpless to treat. “For pity’s sake! Get hold of yourself. And please try to watch your language at Spence. I don’t

  want to have to collect you only hours after I’ve deposited you there.”




  “Yes, Tom,” I say as the carriage jostles back to life on the cobblestones, leading us away from London and shadows.




  

     

  




  CHAPTER


  FOUR




  “THERE’S THE SCHOOL NOW, SIR,” THE DRIVER SHOUTS.




  We’ve been riding for an hour across rolling hills dotted with trees. The sun has set, the sky settling into that hazy blue of twilight. When I look out my window, I can’t see

  anything but a canopy of branches overhead, and through the lacework of leaves, there’s the moon, ripe as a melon. I’m starting to think that our driver must be imagining things, too,

  but we crest a hill and Spence comes into glorious view.




  I had expected some sweet little cottage estate, the kind written about in halfpenny papers where rosy-cheeked young girls play lawn tennis on tidy green fields. There is nothing cosy about

  Spence. The place is enormous, a madman’s forgotten castle with great, fat turrets and thin, pointy spires. It would take a girl a year just to visit every room inside, no doubt.




  “Whoa!” The driver stops short. There’s someone in the road.




  “Who goes there?” A woman comes around to my side of the carriage and peers in. An old Gypsy woman. A richly embroidered scarf is wrapped tightly about her head and her jewellery is

  pure gold, but otherwise, she is dishevelled.




  “What now?” Tom sighs.




  I poke my head out. When the moonlight catches my face, the Gypsy woman’s face softens. “Oh, but it’s you. You’ve come back to me.”




  “I’m sorry, madam. You must have mistaken me for someone else.”




  “Oh, but where is Carolina? Where is she? Did you take her?” She starts to moan softly.




  “Come on now, missus, let us by,” the driver calls. “There’s a good lady.”




  With a snap of the reins, the carriage jostles forward again as the old woman calls after us.




  “Mother Elena sees everything. She knows your heart! She knows!”




  “Good lord, they’ve got their own hermit,” Tom sneers. “How very fashionable.”




  Tom may laugh but I can’t wait to get out of the carriage and the dark.
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  The horse draws us under the stone archway and through gates that open onto lovely grounds. I can just make out a wonderful green field, perfect for playing lawn tennis or

  croquet, and what looks like lush, overgrown gardens. A little farther out lies a grove of great trees, thick as a forest. Beyond the trees sits a chapel perched on a hill. The whole picture looks

  as if it’s been standing this way for centuries, untouched.




  The carriage bounces up the hill that leads to Spence’s front doors. I arch my neck out the window to take in the full, massive scope of the building. There’s something jutting up

  from the roof. It’s hard to make it out in the fading light. The moon shifts from under a bank of clouds and I see them clearly: gargoyles. Moonlight ripples over the roof, illuminating bits

  and pieces – a sliver of sharp tooth, a leering mouth, snarling eyes.




  Welcome to finishing school, Gemma. Learn to embroider, serve tea, curtsy. Oh, and by the way, you might be demolished in the night by a hideous winged creature from the roof.




  The carriage jangles to a stop. My trunk is placed on the great stone steps outside the large wooden doors. Tom raps with the great brass knocker, which is roughly the size of my head. While we

  wait, he can’t resist giving his last bit of brotherly advice.




  “Now, it is very important that you conduct yourself in a manner befitting your station while at Spence. It’s fine to be kind to the lesser girls, but remember that they are not your

  equals.”




  Station. Lesser girls. Not your equals. It’s a laugh, really. After all, I’m the unnatural one responsible for her mother’s murder, the one who sees visions. I pretend

  to freshen my hat in the brass reflection of the knocker. Any sense of foreboding I feel will probably disappear the minute the door opens and some kindly housekeeper takes me in with a warm

  embrace and an open smile.




  Right. Give the door another good, solid bang to show I’m a good, solid girl, the kind every eerie boarding school would love to claim as its own. The heavy oak doors open, revealing a

  craggy-faced, thick-waisted bulwark of a housekeeper with all the warmth of Wales in January. She glares at me, wiping her hands on her starched white apron.




  “You must be Miss Doyle. We expected you a half hour ago. You’ve kept the headmistress waiting. Come on. Follow me.”
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  The housekeeper bids us wait for a moment in a large, poorly lit parlour filled with dusty books and withering ferns. There is a fire going. It spits and hisses as it devours

  the dry wood. Laughter floats in through the open double doors and in a moment, I see several younger girls in white pinafores shuffling through the hall. One peeks in, sees me, and goes on as if

  I’m nothing more than a piece of furniture. But in a moment she’s back with some of the others. They swoon over Tom, who preens for them, bowing, which sets them to blushing and

  giggling.




  God help us all.




  I’m afraid I may have to take the fireplace poker to my brother to silence this spectacle. Fortunately, I’m spared from any murderous impulses. The humourless housekeeper is back.

  It’s time for Tom and me to make our goodbyes, which consist mainly of the two of us staring at the carpet.




  “Well, then. I believe I’ll see you next month on Assembly Day with the other families.”




  “Yes, I suppose so.”




  “Make us proud, Gemma,” he says at last. No sentimental reassurances – I love you; it’s all going to be just fine, you’ll see. He smiles once again for the

  adoring crowd of girls still hiding in the hallway, and then he’s gone. I am alone.
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