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Praise for The Jewel of Peru

 

“Come for the mystery, stay for Street’s fantastic characters, gorgeous writing, and oodles of atmosphere. This is an utterly delightful treat that’s not to be missed.” 

Criminal Element

 

“Street’s writing is evocative and true to the period while the plot unwinds in unexpected ways.” 

Historical Novel Society

 

“Street enhances the Grand Guignol plot with a plausible and empathetic portrayal of her lead.” 

Publishers Weekly (starred review)

 

“Street excels at seamlessly joining history and fiction, displaying a literary style not unlike Poe’s, complete with touches of the macabre and melodramatic.” 

Library Journal

 

Praise for The London Monster

 

“In beautifully written and entirely believable scenes that I relished reading, Poe and Dupin face their demons, which are brought to the fore and to their ultimate, deliciously twisty conclusion. Poe fans will love the finely layered references to his most famous works. A highly enjoyable debut.”

Kate Mayfield, author of The Parentations

 

“Deliciously morbid . . . The prose has a lush, sumptuous rhythm to it . . . Street is fully in control of her material and the sheer exuberance of her writing ensures that the story never once tips over into parody or pastiche.” 

Ripperologist

“It’s beautifully constructed, alive with the feel of the period, and all the darkness, violence and treachery one would expect of any case involving Poe. An intelligent literary crime thriller that will keep you guessing throughout. Recommended.” 

Raven Crime Reads  

 

“Poe’s devoted readers will rejoice in this debut literary novel, a skillful melding of historical detail and fiction that is also rife with Poe-like style, imagery, and plot elements. Mavens of the macabre will relish this and hunger for a sequel.” 

Library Journal (starred review)

 

“Street’s impressive first novel cleverly pairs Poe with his fictional creation, the Chevalier C. Auguste Dupin . . . Street maintains atmospheric suspense throughout.” 

Publishers Weekly

 

“Delightfully entertaining . . . a fascinating portrayal of London [in 1840] . . . with strong characterisation, a well-crafted plot and engaging dialogue.” 

New Books

 

“Poe narrates the story in an impressive approximation of his own rather baroque writing voice, and there are plenty of references to elements that were to subsequently appear in Poe’s fictional and poetical works. A sequel is planned to the entertaining and well-written novel.” 

Historical Novel Society

 

“A beautifully written book with a clever concept making Dupin Poe’s friend. Recommended for lovers of historical London with plenty of crimes thrown in.” 

Mystery People

 

“A bit like the newly imagined Sherlock Holmes movies: a dose of drama, a dash of darkness, and a little bit of humor ultimately liven up the journey.” 

Kirkus

 

“Ms. Street does a wonderful job of channelling the voice of the Master of the Macabre.  I give the book five stars.” 

Raven’s Reviews
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For my father

and for Milo


No one knows better than a bird of the air

where treasures are concealed.

(Aristophanes, The Birds)


Chapter 1

PHILADELPHIA

FRIDAY, 12 JANUARY 1844

It had been left by the front door after night had fallen. I was working on a tale by the kitchen fire when I heard a soft noise—the wind or perhaps sleet upon the glass. The sound was almost imperceptible, yet something in its nature disturbed me and I peered from the window. The darkness was too complete, so I made my way to the door and eased it open. Cold air charged in like an angry spirit, but there was no one to be seen or heard, no footprints in the soft white snow to mark an intruder’s presence. Yet on the step was a box, round in shape, wrapped up tidily in brown paper, its folded edges sealed with wax and tied with string. My skin prickled with unease as I brought it inside and placed it on the kitchen table.

I held the lamp above it. My name and “Philadelphia” were written upon the parcel in ink that had bled into the paper. I cut the string, broke the wax seals and discovered a tin hatbox. Disquietude gave way to pleasure. My hat was increasingly shabby, an embarrassment on close inspection, and my wife and her mother must have contrived to buy me a new one. How like them!

It was a full week before my birthday, and yet I could not resist—the wrappings were undone after all. My fingers greedily unlatched the lid. But when I looked inside, several pairs of obsidian eyes stared up at me—demon eyes. I leapt back, hands protecting my face, for crouched in that hatbox were three crows, beaks agape in their desire for flesh. I grabbed the fire iron to fend off the explosion of wings, yet the room remained silent, except for the ragged sound of my own breath. Cautiously I approached the box again and held the lamp over it. There was no doubt—the birds were dead.

My relief was fleeting, though, for as I lifted one of the creatures from its peculiar tomb, I found its head was severed from its body, as were its wings and legs. What cruelty was this? So gruesome was the effect, I near retched as I placed the parts of all three birds onto the brown paper, searching in vain for some message. Oddly there was no smell of death or decay—the creatures had surely been mummified, like favored pets of an Egyptian pharaoh or perhaps the Emperor of Death himself. These wild fancies subsided, but my horror did not, for I knew with absolute certainty who had delivered the trio of ebony birds. It was my foe, my nemesis, the man who wished me dead: George Rhynwick Williams had returned to torment me.


Chapter 2

FRIDAY, 19 JANUARY 1844

The world was a ghost of itself. All color had been muted to white and an eerie stillness prevailed. Trees glistered in the rising sun, their limbs frozen by the ice storm that had come in the night, and the river was a sleek ribbon unfurled through the heavy cloak of snow. It appeared as solid as the ground surrounding it, but I kept to its banks, following my memory of the now invisible footpath that I walked daily. In the warmer months, it was my habit to rise early to swim in the Schuylkill River, and when it was too cold to swim, I walked along its edge to revivify myself with the exuberance of nature. As I made my way along my customary route, the deep snow hushed my footsteps and the sun danced wildly upon the ice. I seemed to be the only living thing in that crystalline world, entirely alone amidst its unearthly beauty.

“Kee-rah!” A screech tore through the implacable quiet—it was a hawk of some kind. I scanned the heavens above me, but there was nothing to be seen, until a piece of sky hurtled down, skimmed over me and landed on the frozen branch of an oak tree. “Kee-rah!” A deceitful blue jay called out with the voice of a hawk as it skittered pugnaciously back and forth along the branch.

“Kee-rah!” A call in response—or perhaps in challenge—as a red-shouldered hawk soared across the frozen river and, talons extended, approached the large oak where the blue jay waited. It appeared to have badly miscalculated its attack, for it crashed through the oak’s uppermost branches high above the lively jay. But the hawk had keener eyes than mine; it set a large bird into flight, a bird I had not noticed, so perfectly had it merged with the tree. The great horned owl left its refuge and glided up into the early morning sky, its wings rippling through the air in slow, undulating movements. The hawk followed, its own wings beating vigorously, and in moments it was upon the owl, talons piercing flesh, dislodging feathers. The owl wheeled mid-air and retaliated, slashing at the hawk’s reddish belly, then the two raptors locked talons and began to plummet earthwards, necks craning, beaks thrusting. Their vicious flapping stirred the snow into a whirlwind as they tumbled into it, still grappling. The pristine whiteness was soon spattered with red, and the air reverberated with the birds’ shrieks. I hastily packed a snowball, hoping to startle the enemies into a temporary truce, but before I could meddle in the forces of nature, the fighting birds rose up from the snow and thrashed their way into the sky together, like some ancient demon from hell, then broke apart, one flying north and one south.

“Kee-rah!” The blue jay mimicked the hawk one final time before it too took wing and sailed across the Schuylkill, leaving me shivering on the river’s bank, the cold from the snowball numbing my hands and the vision of that avian battle filling me with disquiet.

Later, as I approached our brick house on North Seventh Street, the first person I encountered was my mother-in-law, who was busily scraping ice from the footpath. She was a study in perpetual motion, ceaselessly working at household tasks and refusing all offers of assistance or entreaties to rest herself, with the words, “Industry pleases God”, or “Diligence is its own reward”. “Muddy”, as my wife and I called her, did not enjoy idleness and we had learned to appreciate rather than protest the fact that she made our lives much more comfortable. Despite my best efforts, I still had not managed to earn enough through my work as an editor, or in selling my tales and poems to support my family in the manner that I wished—that they deserved—and I was ever grateful to my industrious and canny mother-in-law. She had rescued us from the brink of penury far too often, whether through taking in washing and sewing, gathering edible wild plants to supplement our meals or her tenacious bartering at the market.

“Beautiful, isn’t it?” I said, indicating the thick coat of ice that sparkled on the tree limbs, the roof of the house and the snow itself.

“That tree branch is likely to come down,” Muddy observed, nodding at a large elm, “and we’ll lose some of the smaller trees when the thaw comes.”

I looked at the lithe trees that were elegantly stooped with the weight of the ice and could see that Muddy’s dour presumptions were probably correct, but my heart fell a little with her words. Moments later my wife Virginia, my darling Sissy, appeared in the door and my joy was revived.

“Oh, Eddy, isn’t is glorious? It’s like a fairy-world.” She stood on the front step, wrapped in the paisley woolen shawl I had bought her in London, the beauty of which could not rival hers as sunlight fell on her chestnut hair and revealed hues of copper, like the hidden sheen of color in a bird’s feathers.

“That is just what I thought to myself during my walk. Magical, isn’t it?” I hurried up to the porch and put my arms around her.

“You are half-frozen.” She pulled me by the hand into the warmth of the kitchen, where a fired roared and there was coffee and porridge on the stove. “Tell me what you saw at the river,” she said, as she set breakfast before me. “I so miss our walks! I have cabin fever, truly I do.”

“The river is beautiful, fully frozen and glistening, with every tree around it sheathed in ice. But it is treacherous out,” I added, as longing crept over her face. “I tumbled half a dozen times despite my boots. My dignity was quite defeated.”

“I suspect you are exaggerating to bring me comfort.”

“Not at all. Spring will be here soon enough. It would not do to fracture a limb and be confined to your cabin for weeks.”

“I am not so fragile as you and Mother believe. I am certain I could navigate a snowy riverbank.”

“It is the ice that is treacherous more than the snow, for it is difficult to see on the ground and one would need crampons to resist its slipperiness. And you are not so hardy as you declare yourself.” I kissed her cheek to take the sting from the truth of my words. My wife had a frail constitution, but heartily disliked it when her mother or I tried to “cosset” her, as she put it. “I did witness a peculiar spectacle at the river,” I added. “A battle of the birds, in fact.” I recounted what I had seen, and Sissy was entranced.

“How strange and marvelous! I am not certain whether I would have wished the hawk or the owl to prevail. The owl, I think. They are such uncanny night creatures—what a rare thrill to see one in daylight.”

“But what of the red-shouldered hawk?” I said. “Such a bold, brave fellow and so elegant with his mottled feathers, yellow beak and talons. It is glorious to watch him soar on the sky’s currents.”

“But the great horned owl is equally handsome with his golden eyes and tiger-striped feathers. And he does seem so very wise. I think it is the feathery eyebrows.”

“You will soon have him sporting a waistcoat and monocle, and smoking a meerschaum pipe, like some creature from a child’s fairy tale.” I smiled. “And what of the blue rapscallion? What do you think his motive might have been, for surely he stirred up the enmity between them?”

Sissy pondered this. “Self-preservation. The jay knew that he might become breakfast for either the hawk or the owl and so he pitted them against each other. And if he is lucky, neither will return to that spot on the Schuylkill, each fearing the presence of its nemesis, and so the blue jay will be safe to nest in that oak tree.”

My wife’s explanation seemed plausible, which filled me with good cheer. So strange and intense had the spectacle been, I half-feared the battle to be an omen connected to the dreadful package that had been left outside our door the week before.

Sissy pulled her shawl tighter around her shoulders with a shiver. “Come, let us go sit in the parlor. Muddy has laid the fire and there is a piece I’d like to play for you.”

“Of course, my darling.”

I followed her from the kitchen to the parlor and when she opened the door, Catterina looked up from my chair, where she was curled in a neat circle. She arched up, then stretched her back legs, but did not relinquish her seat, merely allowed me to settle in before rearranging herself on my lap. She slowly blinked her green eyes at me twice, then retreated back to her dreams, purring her satisfaction as my fingers ran across her tortoise-shell coat and the first notes rose up from the strings deftly plucked by Virginia’s fingers.

 

As I was a walking one morning in spring,

For to hear the birds whistle and the nightingales sing,

I saw a young damsel, so sweetly sang she:

Down by the green bushes he thinks to meet me.

I smiled as I recognized the folk song and leaned back in my chair, eyes closed to take in her words, which were accompanied by Catterina’s purr. As wonderfully as my wife played the piano, there was something in the sound of her harp music that had the effect of truly elevating my spirits.

 

I want none of your petticoats and your fine silken shows:

I never was so poor as to marry for clothes,

But if you will prove loyal and constant to me,

I’ll forsake my own true love and get married to thee.

 

I silently accompanied my wife as she sang, enjoying the lyric without ruining the beauty of her voice by mixing in my own. A patter of applause came with the end of the song, and I opened my eyes to see my mother-in-law seated in her chair, clapping. Such was my concentration, I had not heard her enter the room, nor deposit the two parcels wrapped in brown paper and the envelope that were now lying on the table next to me.

“You thought we had forgotten,” Sissy said, laughing. “Mother did not believe you would fall for our ruse, but I can tell from your expression that we managed to surprise you.”

“You did indeed, my love. And I am as delighted with your cruelty as you are.” I did not spoil her joke by telling her that I had forgotten my own birthday. My twenty-one-year-old wife viewed all such anniversaries and holidays as joyful occasions to celebrate with loved ones, whereas turning thirty-five merely made me anxious about all I had yet to achieve.

“Are you trying to guess the contents of your packages or have you left us again to worry at some new story like a dog with a bone?”

“Attempting to guess, of course, applying every principle of ratiocination known to me.”

“And your verdict, sir?” my wife asked.

I scrutinized the packages on the table with mock concentration. “I believe this one is a magical purse that will never be emptied of gold. And this one a fount of ideas that is ever full. And this last packet is the most valuable of all, for it contains the vessel of your love for me, which can never be diminished, despite all the trials I put you through.”

“Correct! How ever did you guess?”

Muddy looked from her daughter to me and back again, shaking her head in amiable confusion, as she inevitably did when our fancies got the better of us.

“Well, let’s take a look at these wonderful gifts.” I picked up the package from Muddy and undid the paper to reveal a muffler and a pair of thick socks, both knitted from ivory-colored wool. “How perfect,” I said, wrapping the scarf around my neck three times. “Long enough to remain secure on my rambles. And the socks—I fear you wearied of my complaints about my frozen toes in this icy weather.”

“Indeed we have.” My wife smiled. “And Mother pledged to solve the problem.” She handed me the other package and watched with anticipation as I unfolded the paper to reveal a black silk neckcloth, elegant and beautifully made, hemmed with tiny stitches that attested to the patience of its maker.

“It could not be more perfect,” I said. “When did you manage to sew this without my knowledge? It must have taken quite some time.”

“When you were on your walks and at your desk, I was busy stitching. I hope you will wear it tonight.” She slid the envelope toward me.

“An entertainment also? I am more than spoiled.”

“Yes, you are,” my wife agreed.

I opened the envelope to find two tickets for a play at the Walnut Street Theater that night. “The Vengeful Specter? I would not have thought a play with such a title would appeal to you.”

“I know little about the play itself, but Mrs. Reynolds is the lead. She is quite the toast of Charleston, Richmond and now Philadelphia.”

“Indeed she is. I wonder if her skills as an actress match her reputation, and if the play itself is any good.”

“I do hope you won’t mutter whenever something displeases you. It can be very wearing for all around you.”

“Not as wearing as a terrible play.”

Before my wife could contradict me, there was a knock at the door. Muddy hurried out and returned a few moments later with a tall, broad-shouldered gentleman close to fifty years of age. His silvery hair was wavy and thick, his eyes a piercing blue, and he was dressed in a black habit with a scapular. I rose to my feet to shake his hand.

“Father Keane, what a pleasure. Do sit.”

“How lovely to see you, Father Keane,” my wife said. “Did you miss your walk along the Schuylkill this morning? Eddy has tried to convince me that it is dangerously icy out there.”

“I’m afraid I did,” he replied as he lowered himself onto the sofa. “And your husband is not wrong about the ice. It would be safer to travel with skates on.”

I had made the priest’s acquaintance almost a year ago, soon after we took up residence in the Seventh Street house. Our paths had crossed at the riverbank—he went there most mornings to watch the birds and record his sightings. Father Keane was a highly cultivated Augustinian friar, born near the banks of the Shannon River in the west of Ireland and washed up in the port of Philadelphia, as he put it. He was also an amateur ornithologist and taught natural philosophy to the students at St. Augustine Academy. We quickly became friends as he was knowledgeable about an array of subjects, never pressed his religion on me and was not averse to the occasional card game.

Father Keane removed a wooden cigar box from the folds of his cassock and held it toward me. When he noticed my look of anticipation and my wife’s consternation, he said, “It is not what you might presume.”

My brief disappointment turned to pleasure when I saw what was inside: a bottle of ink, some pounce and three feathers that had been neatly fashioned into quill pens. The first was pure black, the second soft gray and the third, brown with delicate white markings.

I examined them carefully, then made my guess: “Crow, goose, turkey?”

“Correct. All found along the river, a true gift from our avian neighbors.”

Muddy leaned in to peer more closely at the quill pens. “Very fine. You made them?”

“I did. A useful hobby,” he said.

My wife held the turkey feather up to the light and admired its markings. “They are beautiful. And the perfect gift for my husband, of course.”

“Perfect indeed. I will both treasure them and use them often, for they are bound to add some mysterious otherness to my work. Thank you truly, sir.”

“My pleasure. I hope you have many happy returns of the day.” Father Keane rose to his feet briskly. “And now forgive me, for I must make haste. I am due in the classroom in thirty minutes. Perhaps we will see each other at the Schuylkill tomorrow.” He reached out to shake my hand, then bowed to the ladies. Muddy began to rise, but Father Keane said, “Please don’t get up, madam. I will show myself out. Enjoy your day.” And he was gone, like a bird on the wing.


Chapter 3

 

We were seated near the back of the Walnut Street Theater, not an ideal position, but the stage was visible enough. Sissy drank in the ambience: the shimmer of golden embellishments under gaslight, the luxuriant scarlet stage curtain and the audience itself—Philadelphians in their best attire, giddy with anticipation of the night’s entertainment. My wife was not dressed in the most recent fashions or bedecked in costly jewels, but she had cunningly altered a champagne-colored silk dress from three seasons ago by adding lace to the sleeves and bodice and a flounce, embroidered with scarlet roses, to the hem. In my eyes she outshone all around us.

When at last the show commenced, my assumptions regarding its quality were quickly proved accurate. The Vengeful Specter was written by one of the company and had recently debuted in Richmond, where it was highly popular with audiences but derided by critics. It featured the usual characters one might expect from a melodrama of its ilk: the saintly maiden, her elderly father, the dastardly villain and the hero. It began in an unsurprising manner: the villain robbed the maiden’s father of both his life savings and his reputation, but pledged to restore the fellow’s good name in exchange for the saintly maiden’s hand in marriage. The elderly father refused the odious demand and consequently was taken away to prison, where he confided his plight to a young and handsome debtor before mysteriously expiring that very first night in his cell. He was not content to remain in the grave, however, and reappeared as the vengeful specter of the title to plague the villain with his silent, accusing presence. Sadly, his ghostly efforts were ineffectual as the villain persuaded the saintly maiden to marry him by promising to clear her father’s name (an obvious hoax if ever there were one). Just as the two were about to be joined in holy matrimony, the hero (conveniently released from prison) arrived at the church under the guidance of the insipid specter and shot the would-be groom dead. Surprisingly, the wedding guests were overjoyed by the groom’s violent demise and joined in the chorus of a lively little song, performed by the saintly maiden herself, who married the hero moments later. All but the villain lived happily ever after, any traces of cold-blooded murder swept under the carpet. It was utter drivel, but my wife extinguished my whispered commentary of the play’s flaws with a ferocious frown and muttered, “Hush now.”

When the maiden stepped out onto the stage for a curtain call, Sissy clapped along with the crowd and said to me: “The story might be ridiculous, but Mrs. Reynolds is utterly convincing, just as reviews from Richmond said.”

It was clear from the actress’s extravagant modesty in accepting the rapturous applause that she fully cherished her own histrionic talents.

“I cannot deny that Mrs. Reynolds is a talented performer and rises far above the play itself, but it would be in her interests to find a better dramatic vehicle if she wishes to rival Mrs. Burke and Mrs. French.”

“You are being too harsh, my dear. We might agree that justice triumphed far too conveniently, but the happy ending has had the desired effect on the audience. The playwright did his job well enough.”

“I cannot argue with you, for the chatter shows me that you are correct,” I murmured. “Alas, we are the only ones here able to distinguish Art from mere entertainment.”

“Do not be so certain of that,” Sissy countered. “A night of undemanding entertainment is a very fine remedy for a long, cold winter spent locked up indoors. I cannot be the only one who was in need of a light divertissement.”

When the applause finally died down, we stood and followed the crowd from the theater into a foyer, where admirers were clustered, waiting for the actress to bestow her presence upon them. I made my way toward the theater door, but Sissy clutched at my arm.

“I would like to congratulate Mrs. Reynolds,” she said.

“Truly?”

“Her talents gave me an enjoyable evening. Consider how your mother must have appreciated praise from her audiences.”

Sissy did not wait for my response and joined the mob of disciples. I reluctantly followed, swayed by my wife’s words rather than any wish to meet the Fair Maiden. As Virginia well knew, it was a pleasure for me when I attended the theater to imagine my own mother on the stage, where she had spent most of her short life, from her debut at only nine years old until her untimely death at twenty-four, when I was but an infant.

“Mrs. Reynolds, your performance was magnificent.” A booming voice drew my attention to the throng of admirers, now dominated by a tall man holding a basket of red roses so large it was ostentatious rather than elegant, not unlike his appearance. He had a quantity of tawny hair, and his clothing was dandified, cut with too much flair and set off with a deep-purple silk waistcoat embroidered in a fashion more suitable for a Chinese emperor’s robes. “We Friends of the theater lobbied heavily to bring you to Philadelphia and the show did not disappoint.” The man bestowed the floral basket on the actress, who was quite obscured by it.

“Thank you, sir.” Mrs. Reynold’s voice cut through the babble of the crowd. “Mrs. Laird, would you put these in my room,” she directed. The flowers were whisked away and a figure dressed entirely in bright green was revealed.

“You were wonderful, Mrs. Reynolds,” an admirer exclaimed.

“Extraordinary,” others chorused.

“How kind. Pleasing the audience makes it all worthwhile,” the actress said with great sincerity, as she deftly turned her back on the man who had presented the flowers. His haughty, thin-lipped smile shifted to an offended scowl as the lady directed her full attention to the platitudes that rained down upon her. He stood there awkwardly for a few moments, then strode off, his ornate silver walking stick tapping out his anger on the floor. There seemed to be a story hidden in the awkward exchange I had witnessed; I wondered what it was.

“Congratulations, Mrs. Reynolds.” It was my wife’s clear, soft voice. I moved forward through the thinning crowd to join her and to see better the object of her praise. What immediately struck me was that the thick white theater paint covering Mrs. Reynolds’s face made it a ghoulish mask at close quarters; but I was startled from my idle scrutiny when I noticed that the actress’s kohl-lined violet-colored eyes were fixed upon me.

“Thank you. How kind, Mrs. Poe,” the lady said to my wife, her eyes never leaving my face. Sissy was startled by her words, but did her best to hide it. “And how are you, Mr. Poe? It has been a long while since we last met.” Mrs. Reynolds offered the ghost of a mocking curtsey and in that instant I understood at last who she really was.

“Mrs. Fontaine?” I stammered. “I am sorry that—”

“I am afraid you are mistaken,” the lady said haughtily. “It is Mrs. Reynolds. Much has altered since we met in London.”

“Yes, I see,” I responded, while I did not see at all. “My wife and I greatly admired your performance,” I added, hoping to steer the conversation away from London and the nefarious things that had occurred there under the direction of the lady’s paramour.

“Thank you. The play was written by my husband, George Reynolds. Did you enjoy it?” The note of challenge in her voice tempted me to discard tact for honesty, but my wife intervened.

“The play enraptured your audience, of course. I have rarely heard such lengthy applause,” she said with an earnest and pleasing smile.

The lady I knew as Mrs. Fontaine, the inamorata of my greatest enemy, George Rhynwick Williams, turned to look at Sissy, as if seeing her for the very first time. “That is not quite what I asked, Mrs. Poe, but thank you for the admirably delicate answer. My husband has a certain skill—quite recently discovered in this fine new world—for penning melodramas that tug the heartstrings, and our collaborations have been highly successful. The critics have not always been so kind, but they are not the ones who pay for our suppers.” She smiled, and the effect upon the paint that coated her face was startling, the smooth surface erupting into an array of crevasses that added twenty years to her age. The lady then staggered slightly and appeared to become faint; I hurriedly gripped her elbow to steady her. “I really must sit down for a moment,” she murmured.

“Of course,” my wife said. “You must be exceedingly weary, and we are making you more so.”

Mrs. Reynolds shook her head as if to clear it, then returned her gaze to mine. “Please join me in my dressing room—both of you. Some tea will set me right, and there are a few things that must be said.” She did not wait for my response but merely retreated back into the room from which she had emerged, and I followed after my eager wife, not without some trepidation.

The small dressing room had been cleverly transformed into a place of refuge specific to “Mrs. Reynolds, Thespian and Undisputed Queen of the Theater Boards”, as one theater bill affixed to the wall put it. Other notices had illustrations of the lady in dramatic poses and elaborate costumes. A mirror was hung on the wall under a gas lamp and above a table upon which stood a very large chest filled with the concoctions that comprise an actress’s toilette. Mrs. Reynolds took a seat in front of the mirror, and I jumped as a small, rotund lady of middling years emerged from the shadows.

“Are you ready for me now, my dear?” the lady asked.

“Give us a moment, Mrs. Laird.”

“Your engagement is in one hour, and we must allow thirty minutes to repaint,” the woman argued. “Let me remove the paint and arrange your hair while you speak to your admirers.”

“Very well,” Mrs. Reynolds said with irritation. “Do what you must.”

Mrs. Laird nodded and stationed herself by the table. She tipped various potions onto soft sponges and began the apparently laborious process of removing the white cream from the actress’s face.

“Forgive the inelegance, but I wish to unburden myself while you are before me, Mr. Poe.”

My wife gave me a sideward glance, but said nothing.

“And do sit. There are two chairs just there—bring them closer.”

I did as the lady bid, and we positioned ourselves so she was able to peer at our reflections in the mirror.

“I shall come straight to the point as it is unlikely we’ll meet again without my husband present, and I will not repeat what I will tell you in front of him.”

If Mrs. Laird had any interest in what was to be revealed, she did not show it, but kept rubbing steadily at her mistress’s face, removing the thick white mask.

“Please, I am more than interested to hear what you have to say,” I offered.

“I have told my husband it is time to lay the past to rest. The bitterness was consuming him and, through that, eroding our bond. We now have the life we wished for and my feeling is that the business between your families is finished.”

Certainly I had every desire for that to be the case, but I did not believe her husband felt the same. Was the lady not cognizant of the hideous package he had left on my doorstep?

“You are aware of the injustices committed,” she said, “and surely you cannot fault his actions—our actions—for they are negligible when compared to what George and his father were forced to endure.”

She spoke those astonishing words as if they were an inarguable truth, and such was my shock that I was rendered mute. Sissy was equally quiet and carefully concealed her bewilderment.

“If this war between you continues, all that we hold dear will be destroyed,” the actress declared, and for once I had little doubt that her words were true.

Mrs. Laird removed the last of the face paint, and I saw Mrs. Reynolds’s unembellished face with a sense of horror I did my best to hide. Her unadorned skin was the color of rancid butter and had the texture of a child’s worn-out leather boot. When Mrs. Laird removed her mistress’s luxuriant wig to reveal a recessed hairline and gray locks that were considerably thinned, my shock was palpable, and must have been visible, judging by the jab I felt in my side from Sissy’s elbow.

Mrs. Reynolds flinched when she saw her own reflection. “These past three years have not been as kind to my looks as they have to my career, Mr. Poe. I do my best to conceal that fact from my admirers and trust you will aid me in my efforts.”

“Of course.” I could not think of another thing to say.

“Hold still, my darling,” Mrs. Laird said as she began to smooth fresh white paint over her mistress’s face, throat and décolletage. I watched, fascinated, as the lotion settled over her features like a layer of white enamel, obscuring much of the ravaged palette beneath it.

“Then let us pledge that while we are both on this earth, our husbands will not further shame us with enmity and the desire for revenge.” Mrs. Reynolds’s violet eyes were fixed on Sissy.

“Any quarrels between your husband and mine are forgotten, I assure you, Mrs. Reynolds. Fate has brought us together today to make that clear.” My wife’s expression was perfectly composed as if she understood all that the lady was saying, which truly was not possible. “I give you my word.” Sissy took the hand of my enemy’s wife into her own. “And I wish you better health.”

“And I, you,” Mrs. Reynolds said in return.

The two women exchanged an inscrutable look that seemed to penetrate each other’s soul, then my wife squeezed the actress’s hand before standing up and making her way from the little dressing room, her face heavy with compassion. As Mrs. Laird began the delicate task of drawing blue veins onto Mrs. Reynolds’s snow-white skin, I wrenched my gaze away from her macabre artistry and murmured “Farewell”, then hurried after my wife.


Chapter 4

 

We debated the merits of the play during our journey home, but did not speak of the actress herself. When we were in the parlor, cups of mulled cider in hand to banish the night’s chill, Sissy fixed her eyes upon me and waited. I had thought hard about what I might say during the coach ride and decided I would not sully the truth, but equally I would not reveal the whole of it.

“I met Mrs. Reynolds and her husband in London, where they went by the names Mrs. Rowena Fontaine and Mr. George Williams. I believe that she was married to another at the time, but she had an understanding with Williams.”

Sissy pursed her lips as she contemplated this. “You mean that they were lovers and were deceiving her husband?”

“Yes,” I agreed, happy to cast a tarnished patina on them. “She wore a brooch that was a painted replica of his eye and he wore one that was a facsimile of hers to declare their alliance. I do not know why they have changed their names. Perhaps Mr. Fontaine is still alive, and they absconded to these shores or felt the shadow of divorce would interfere with their chance of success in the theater.”

Sissy nodded at this. “But it’s quite the coincidence that Mrs. Fontaine arrived in Philadelphia just after you returned home from London.” She took a sip of her drink, eyes never leaving mine. “And the portrait of her that Mr. Street exhibited at the Artists’ Fund Hall—how odd for her or her paramour to commission such a work when so recently in the city.”

It was over three years since we had seen the portrait of Mrs. Fontaine at that exhibition, and I’d hoped Sissy had forgotten about it, for I did not wish to worry her with the truth of Mrs. Fontaine and George Williams—that they had done their best to murder me in London.

“It does seem odd, dearest, but do remember that Mr. Street claims to have a nose for the talent of others and declared it an honor to paint my portrait as he knew my artistry would stand the test of time. I would wager his nose sniffed out the lady’s vanity, as well as her fragrant talent, when she first arrived in this city and offered to capture her likeness for a nominal fee.”

Sissy smiled as she gazed up at the portrait of me she had hung upon the parlor wall. In protest, I had positioned my chair under the thing so I would not need to look at it. I had steadfastly refused Robert Street’s entreaties to let him paint me for posterity (and a fee), but then he offered to do the job gratis and I could not refuse my wife when she asked for the portrait as a birthday gift. It was a competent work, but there was something in the expression I did not much care for, and the notion to depict a pen clutched in my fingers, hovering over a sheet of paper, seemed far too obvious.

“Well, I remember his striking portrait very well,” Sissy declared, turning back to me. “Indeed, I believe that image of Mrs. Reynolds was reproduced for The Vengeful Specter playbills.”

“The lady must take bittersweet pleasure in that painting now, for it captured her beauty before it was so mightily diminished. I believe the paint she wears must contain some noxious element. Arsenic, perhaps. And that green costume is probably colored with arsenic dye. Truly vanity is the vengeful specter that haunts the lady’s decline.”

“It is very sad,” my wife said. “I believe she knows her health is severely compromised and wishes to banish all vengeful specters as a way to make peace within herself.”

“You are both astute and kind.”

“But I am none the wiser as to why there is enmity between you and Mrs. Reynolds’s husband.” Sissy’s gaze was a challenge; I would not be able to dance away from her question any longer.

“George Williams thinks my grandparents were responsible for his father’s confinement at Newgate prison for six years and believes that, as their descendent, I too am guilty for their perceived crimes.”

“ ‘The son shall not suffer for the iniquity of the father, nor the father suffer for the iniquity of the son. The righteousness of the righteous shall be upon himself, and the wickedness of the wicked shall be upon himself,’ ” Sissy recited.

“A truer thing has rarely been said, but I fear Williams is thoroughly embittered. I can only hope that in taking on a new identity, he has also adopted a new character. Or that his wife successfully persuades him to.”

“I believe she will,” Sissy murmured, “from my very heart. Death has whispered to her, and she does not want the time she has left to be tainted or wasted. Surely that is why her performances are so compelling. She lets her spirit fly when on the stage so she may be remembered for her best gifts not her lowest thoughts.”

Was it possible that I had nothing more to fear from that creeping, malevolent imp called Revenge? Perhaps success had indeed changed the pair for the better. I could not help but wonder, though, if in truth it was the festering of the actress’s ill intentions that had corrupted her beauty so mercilessly.


Chapter 5

WEDNESDAY, 14 FEBRUARY 1844

It is uncanny how much the fabric of one’s life can be altered by an unforeseen event, how its quiet weave is disrupted by dread. Two years previously we were enjoying an evening, as we often did, listening to Virginia sing as she played the piano, when blood began to seep from her mouth and fall like the Devil’s rain upon her dress. As much as I declared the episode a ruptured blood vessel that rest would cure, that moment was a scar on my memory and every subtle shift in my wife’s constitution, whether a vague discomfort of the throat, increased pallor or mere fatigue, would plunge me into despair, and when she improved my heart would dance with relief.

My oscillation between hope and fear aggravated my wife, as did the way Muddy and I hovered over her, as she put it, like vultures watching for any sign of weakness. And so I had done my best to live in the moment, to enjoy each day in her company and to pretend that she was perfectly well. More often than I would like to say, this sent me on a spree to drown my fears.

But the arrival of the ghastly package of dismembered birds had jarred me into sobriety. I was determined to protect my family from this more tangible threat and so I took the hatbox with its grim contents to St. Augustine Church, knowing that Father Keane would understand my need to conceal the gruesome birds from my family and yet keep them as evidence. And he did the same when another strange package arrived for me at the post office almost a full month later on the sixth of February. It contained a carefully packed rectangular glass box with a hinged lid, about two feet long, eighteen inches wide and a foot high. This Wardian case was filled with several inches of soil that was covered in verdant moss. A painted backdrop was affixed to its interior back panel, an amateur work of what appeared to be green mountains tall enough to reach the clouds. There was a rectangular hole dug in the mossy earth near the front right corner of the container, like an open grave.

When I asked the postmaster about the origin of the package, he had no information for me. No message had accompanied it, but I felt in my soul that only Williams, who had tormented me with his delivery of letters four years ago, would do such an insidious thing.

A third parcel, left at the post office on the twelfth of February, was even more disconcerting. It contained a small wooden table, no more than four inches by three inches. A collection of miniature knives and sharp implements was neatly arranged at one end of it and glued in place. I had wanted to believe Mrs. Reynolds when she said that she and her husband had reinvented themselves and that, truly, they had put the past to rest, but how could it not seem like a false pledge when the table, with its array of blades, so blatantly recalled the crimes of the London Monster?

Of course I made no mention of the threatening items to my wife and maintained a wary composure, which abruptly ended when my mother-in-law rapped on my study door two days after the third package arrived, and stepped inside with another.

“I was on Market Street and called into the post office. They had this for you.” She handed me a small parcel.

“Thank you,” I managed to whisper.

Muddy squinted at me, attuned to my disquiet, but I offered no explanation and she left without another word.

I stared at the package for a time, filled half with dread and half with anger, for it was the fourteenth of February, a day that was meant to be filled with joy and declarations of love. I took a pair of scissors from my desk, cut the twine and immediately removed the brown paper that covered the box, which was about twelve inches long, eight inches wide and six inches deep. I took a deep breath to steel myself, lifted the lid and removed the strips of soft paper that concealed the contents. There, nestled in that makeshift coffin, was a small dead man, or more precisely, the effigy of one. The manikin was dressed in the type of clothing one might wear for an arduous ramble: knee-high leather boots, a wide-brimmed hat, and fawn-colored breeches and a jacket of a heavy cotton. A large hessian bag was slung over his shoulder and a cross fashioned from wood, roughly half the figure’s height, was next to him in the box. The figure was modeled from wax, and hair—dark in color—had been affixed to his head. When I lifted him from the box, I saw that a knife was buried in his back.

Fifteen minutes later I was on my way to see Father Keane, the rewrapped parcel tucked under my arm.

I waited in the library, where the quiet industry of the students from St. Augustine Academy helped to soothe my disquiet. The boys were aged from about six to twelve; some had previously attended Philadelphia primary schools, others were newly arrived from Ireland: all attended mass at St. Augustine Church. I had sent a note with a thin, studious-looking boy, and it was not long before a shadow fell over me.

“Mr. Poe,” said a soft voice with a mellifluous Irish accent. “It is good to see you.”

“And you, Father Keane.”

He raised his brows at the package on the table. “Shall we?”

I nodded, and we left the silence of the library to make our way down a long hallway. Father Keane opened a door near the end of the corridor and revealed his sanctuary, a small study where he kept his personal library and a number of scholarly curios: an antique globe, a microscope, binoculars, small creatures preserved in jars and a collection of bird eggs, with a large teal-blue emu’s egg in pride of place within a glass display box.

“When did it arrive?” he asked.

“This morning. Again, there was no message with it, no information regarding the sender.”

“May I?” Father Keane indicated the hastily rewrapped package.

“Of course.”

He untied the string and the brown paper fell away. When he saw what the box contained, he did his best to hide his shock.

“A threat, you must agree,” I said gravely. There was no doubt in my mind that the figure was meant to be me.

Father Keane frowned. “Surely this is all too complex to be a mere threat.”

“You do not know my nemesis.”

“That is true,” Father Keane said, “but whether a threat or a more complex message, we have failed to solve the riddle presented so far.” He took the gruesome little doll from the box and examined it carefully. “The clothing is neatly made by someone possessing great facility with a needle and thread, that is obvious.” He tugged open the hessian sack and huffed with surprise. He produced a pair of long tweezers from his desk and gently retrieved something from the sack—it was a black crow, perfectly constructed in miniature. Father Keane extracted two more birds from the little bag.

“Quite marvelous,” he declared. “The feathers are genuine, the proportions perfect. They look as if they might take flight.”

“Indeed, for they are all in one piece, unlike the dismembered creatures delivered to me,” I said.

Father Keane nodded, unperturbed. “You are meant to see that connection and understand that the same person sent both packages.”

“I would hardly presume otherwise, given the peculiar—nay, sinister—contents of each,” I muttered.

My friend did not seem to hear my words, so engrossed was he in the construction of the miniature bird. He had been equally intrigued by the ominous creatures that were first delivered to me, and had, back in mid-January, arranged the bird parts on his desk with large, gentle hands.

“Very neatly done,” he had commented.

“The . . . dissection?” I had not known what else to call it.

“The taxidermy work. One would hardly know the creatures to be dead if they were not left unassembled.”

“Indeed, I had feared them to be alive when I first opened the bag.”

“An unusual thing for an experienced taxidermist to do, to leave his work so patently unfinished.” He had looked to me as if expecting an explanation.

“I can only surmise that my nemesis instructed the taxidermist to finish the birds in this manner to torment me, for truly it is a hideous design that threatens death.”

“Crows are associated with death, it is true,” Father Keane had said, “but to hire a taxidermist to do this work is very odd—an extreme way to make a threat.”

“It is not beyond the man. George Williams’s stated goal in life is to take revenge on my family for some imagined injustice. He is undeniably unbalanced.”

I made no mention of the fact that Williams’s father had been imprisoned in London’s Newgate Gaol for crimes that my grandparents had truly committed or that Williams had followed me from London three and a half years ago, pledging revenge upon me and my family.

“Perhaps this is the clue we need.” Father Keane’s voice broke my anxious recollections. He was triumphantly holding the tweezers aloft, a folded piece of paper held between their tips. “At the bottom of the miniature bird collecting bag,” he said, answering my unspoken question as he handed the paper to me.

It was very fine, thin stationery sealed shut with a tiny dot of red wax that resembled a droplet of blood. I prized it open and examined the paper. It seemed to be a diagram and I presumed it referred to the Wardian case. A rectangle was drawn on the paper with numbers written inside it and a basic key to the diagram in the lower left-hand corner interpreted what each number represented.

“I believe it’s a diagram that shows how to transform the Wardian case into a diorama.” We moved over to the Wardian case, which was situated on a table near the window, and I gave the diagram to Father Keane, who quickly studied it.

“The painted mountains are annotated as ‘Chachapoyas’ and this hole in the earth is labeled ‘J.M.’ The wooden cross is meant to go here.” He situated it at one end of the rectangular hole, which immediately confirmed my initial impression that it represented an open grave. I placed the wax figure of the dead man into the sepulcher and there was no doubt that it had been fashioned to accommodate him.

“Very strange. But is it a threat, a warning or some other message?” Father Keane tapped at the diagram key. “J.M.—someone’s initials, perhaps.”

“The victim’s or the killer’s? Or perhaps they are not initials at all, but an abbreviation of some sort.”

Father Keane ignored my suggestion and placed the killing table near the left front corner of the Wardian case. “The diagram shows that the table is to be placed here, yet the key labels it as ‘H.L.’ Given the scene before us, perhaps these are the initials of the would-be murderer of J.M.” he concluded.

It was a logical interpretation that held no meaning for me. H.L.? The initials did not fit anyone I might suspect capable of murder, not George Williams, his father, Rhynwick, his accomplice, Rowena Fontaine, nor indeed their aliases. I could think of no one with the initials J.M. either.

“I am bewildered. If these are initials, they mean nothing to me.”

Father Keane nodded. “Then we must consider the other clue: Chachapoyas.”

I shook my head.

“The Chachapoyas is a region in Peru. We Augustinians have a connection with the place. In the mid-sixteenth century, Father Juan Rami?rez traveled there and brought many of the natives to our faith,” Father Keane said.

“Do you think the diorama has some relation to St. Augustine’s? Or is it a threat to someone here?” As I said the words, I did not quite believe them.

“It seems unlikely. Do you have any connections with Peru yourself?”

“Peru? I have never been there nor anywhere at all in that region.” The question seemed absurd until a flash of a memory came to me of a day spent in the Regent’s Park, London, with my good friend C. Auguste Dupin during that terrible summer of 1840. As we ventured through the zoological gardens there, Dupin noticed some llamas and revealed that he had travelled to Peru. I was still unable to imagine the urbane Dupin in such a location, but if his words were true, might the diorama suggest a threat to him?

“Has something occurred to you, Mr. Poe?”

“Indeed it has. My friend the Chevalier C. Auguste Dupin travelled to Peru in his youth. He rescued me on several occasions from my nemesis. I wonder if this diorama suggests that he might be in danger.”

“You must of course warn him,” Father Keane advised. “His link with Peru may be only a coincidence, but there is no harm in taking precautions.”

“Unfortunately, he lives in Paris and it will take two weeks for my letter to reach him by steam packet, and several weeks longer if it goes by sail packet.”

“We must pray then that anyone who may wish him harm is on these shores as opposed to the other side of the Atlantic.”

His words filled me with dread. We had not discovered the origin of the packages—they might have been sent from within Philadelphia or indeed from Paris. My friend picked up the metal hatbox and carried it to his desk, where the miniature crows were arranged in a neat line. He retrieved the mummified bird parts and laid them out on the desk top also.

“What does it mean?” he said softly. “Three crows in miniature—constructed—and three real birds, killed and dismembered but preserved with the art of taxidermy. And this scene of a man’s death . . . Six crows . . . A murder of crows. Of course. Somehow we must put the pieces together”—he looked down at the dissevered birds—“and prevent the murder.”

“Assuming it has not already occurred,” I said grimly.

“I don’t think so. Your enemy has gone to much effort to send you these items. We might think of it as a ransom note in puzzle form,” Father Keane suggested.

“I hope you are correct. Indeed, I pray it.”

But I could not get Dupin’s oft-spoken pledge from my mind: Amicis semper fidelis. Of course that promise was reciprocated, but how was it possible to stand by my friend in the face of danger when we were on opposite sides of the Atlantic? And how would I ever forgive myself if Dupin were murdered by the man who wished me dead?


Chapter 6

 

A sense of foreboding would not let me sleep, so I made my way to my desk as quietly as a thief. Catterina wrapped herself around my shoulders like a feline shawl and purred contentedly as I penned my warning to Dupin, then immediately rewrote it, trying to strike a calmer tone. I knew he would pay little heed to a letter of caution that was, in his opinion, a product of my overwrought imagination. I described in detail the strange items that had been sent to me, the diagram with its key for constructing the morbid diorama, and how the clues within it suggested that Dupin was the target.

“I fear you are in danger,” I wrote. “And that my enemy intends to harm you simply because you are my friend. Please take every precaution and write immediately to tell me that you are safe.” I sealed my letter with wax and knew there was nothing more I could do except perhaps pray, or entreat Father Keane to do so on Dupin’s behalf.

And yet a morbid restlessness would not let me return to my bed, and before truly cognizant of my actions, I was crouched down levering up the floorboards next to my desk. My hands seemed to move of their own accord, scrabbling and searching, until they held the mahogany box that was hidden in that makeshift crypt. I had not looked at it since we had moved home to Seventh Street, and I had interred it under my study floor, for I knew that its malignant power was taking too great a toll on me. But now that it was before me and the key that had been in my desk drawer was in my grasp, I could not resist unlocking it and opening up the lid. As I leaned to look inside, I was half-expecting to see only emptiness—the result of some dark magic—but to my relief, or perhaps truly it was terror, the bundle of letters lay there like a corpse and the malevolent violet eye stared back at me.

Did you truly believe you might escape by entombing me? That my gaze would not find you from this crypt? I see everything, I know everything. I am the testament to truth and to securing justice.

Terror had found me again. Or perhaps it had merely risen up like a half-dead thing that had never truly succumbed to the conqueror worm.


Chapter 7

SUNDAY, 10 MARCH 1844

There was an odd sound, a rhythmic tap-tap-tapping, which I took to be nothing more than the wind, until Sissy cried out: “How curious!” She left the breakfast table and crept to the kitchen window, where there was a flittering shadow. When I peered over her shoulder, I saw a robin perched on the sill, tapping at the glass.

“Does it wish to come inside?” she asked. And as she spoke those words, the robin whirled away with a flutter of wings.

“We will have a visitor today,” Muddy announced.

“Really? And whom are we expecting?” I asked.

“You must ask that of the robin,” she said, shrugging. “It’s an old country saying: ‘See a robin red-breast in the morning and you will have a guest later that day.’ ”

Sissy laughed. “How clever of the robin to warn us in advance. Now we will have the chance to prepare for our mysterious guest.”

“There is little to do, surely,” I said. “For there is not a speck of dirt within the house.”
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