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‘A thrilling, evocative and eerie tale – I adored it!’

Michelle Harrison, author of A Pinch of Magic

‘An eventful gothic adventure full of secrets and surprises’

Sunday Times Book of the Week

‘Ghosts, gadgets, likeable villains and unlikely heroes – a dark and dazzling adventure’

Emma Carroll, author of Letters from the Lighthouse

‘[A] superlative debut… atmospheric and transporting’
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‘A gripping and vivid Victorian tale with a wickedly unforgettable villain’

Anna Fargher, author of The Umbrella Mouse

‘A completely enthralling tale, oozing with atmosphere and originality’

Catherine Doyle, author of The Stormkeeper’s Island

‘Deliciously dark and atmospheric… I couldn’t get enough’
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[image: Manchester's Theatre Royale, home of all things spectacular and wondrous presents: The Incredible Talking Machine! All the way from Vienna.  Be Astonished! Amazed! Astounded! Professor Faber has created the impossible: a device of wood and metal which speaks with a human voice. Of great interest to all with a mind for Scientific Knowledge and those with a heart for amusement and delight. For the first time outside London and showing every evening throughout July. She speaks! She laughs! She sings! Doors open at 6:30 p.m. Private boxes available. Children hald price.]
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All theatres are haunted.

Manchester’s Theatre Royale was haunted by a dead opera singer known as Cold Annie. Actors complained of an icy, creeping dread whenever they used the dressing room that had once belonged to her, and stagehands avoided the places she was said to roam late at night. Rumour was that if she appeared before a performance, it was sure to go horribly wrong.

But Tig Rabbit wasn’t scared.

She liked to imagine that Cold Annie simply loved the theatre, and had decided never to leave. Sometimes, when Tig was waiting alone in the dark to lift the curtains, or tidying the costumes away late at night, she had the sensation that Annie was nearby. It made her feel less lonely.

She’d mentioned this once to Gus, the carpenter’s boy, who was two years older and considered himself superior. This was a mistake. Ever since, he’d teased her about how stupid it was to believe in ghosts. Still, Tig noticed he never went into Annie’s dressing room, and he was nowhere to be found when it was time to go into the dark auditorium to light or extinguish the lamps.

That was why, even though Gus was supposed to do it an hour ago, Tig was lighting the lamps herself. The new act would be here any moment, and they’d all be in trouble if the job wasn’t done. Typical of Gus, the coward, to shirk his duties. She’d get him back for it.

In the blackness at the edge of the stage, she set her foot on the bottom rung of a ladder which stretched up, taller than a house, into the rigging above. The auditorium was so quiet Tig could hear the flicker of the tiny flame at the end of her long lamp-lighting stick. There were no windows in the cavernous room so although it was early afternoon dark stillness wrapped around her like a blanket, pushing against the feeble light.

Tig didn’t mind. She could do this with her eyes closed. Carefully she climbed, one hand clutching the light-stick and the other keeping her balance on the rungs. Thirty-two steps to the flies, where long beams spanning the width of the stage held a complicated web of ropes and pulleys. Dizzyingly high, hidden from the sight of the audience – this was Tig’s world.

Some days she felt like a ghost herself, inhabiting the secret in-between spaces of the Royale. She walked through the walls, crouched behind the scenery, crawled beneath the seats. If needed, she could travel from basement to roof without being seen by a single living soul. It made her feel like she belonged, that she was a small part of the theatre magic – that she was home. A home full of long hours and hard work and a frustrating boss, a home very different to the one she had lived in before her father died, but a home all the same.

Reaching the top of the ladder, she pulled herself up onto a narrow walkway, holding the light-stick ahead of her as she found her footing.

The stage lights were the pride of the Royale. New-fangled gas lamps – the first theatre in Manchester to install them. They were brighter, and far easier, than lighting the place with candles, but there was a knack to it. There were two rows of five lamps – one at each side of the stage. Tig leaned over the edge of the walkway and used the clover-shaped hook on the end of the light-stick to twist the valve, allowing gas to flow down the long, shiny pipes and ooze out of each lamp.

Now she had to be fast. She touched the flame of the light-stick to the top of the first lamp and with a pop and a flare of heat it burst into life. She ran to the next light. Pop. Two flames lit.

Every wasted second let gas seep into the air, the eggy sulphur smell warning Tig to act quickly. If too much gas escaped it might cause an explosion, and the whole theatre would go up in smoke. She ran along the line, her footsteps on the metal walkway echoing off the high ceiling, pausing briefly to light each lamp in turn.

One side done. Already the theatre was transformed. Warm, yellowish light washed over the stage and painted Tig’s shadow as a giant on the wall behind her. The glow spilled out beyond the edge of the stage, catching the golden scrolls and vines that decorated the royal boxes and illuminating the first few rows of empty seats.



Her stomach fluttered with anticipation as she thought about the new performer who was arriving that day. Different to the usual acting troupes and opera singers, Professor Faber had come all the way from Vienna with his greatest invention – a machine that could speak with a human voice. The thought alone sent a shiver down Tig’s spine. What could be more magical than that?

Now to light the other side. The proper thing to do next was to climb down, cross the stage, and go through the Green Room – the actors’ waiting area. Inside was another ladder that led to the walkway and the gas valve for the other set of lights. But distant voices and a scuffling sound were coming from the front of the building. The professor must be here already! Mr Snell, the theatre manager, would be furious if the lights weren’t lit. Tig would have to take a short cut across the girders.

Careful to keep the flame of the light-stick away from her clothes, she ducked under the railing and stepped out onto one of the narrow metal beams that reached right across the stage. A glance down at the hard boards far below made Tig feel queasy.

Walking across the girders was not allowed – it was much too dangerous, as one slip would be a disaster. But Tig knew she could do it, and there wasn’t a second to waste.

Chin up. Eyes on the end of the beam. She held her light-stick horizontally with both hands, using it to guide her balance, just as she had seen the acrobats do on the tight-rope a few months before. One foot in front of the other. Step. Step. Step. Simple. She kept her eyes fixed on that one spot where the girder met the walkway on the opposite side and in a matter of seconds she was almost at the end. The air was cooler here, away from the burning lamps. She looked up.

Cold Annie.

Tig shivered as though she’d been doused in cold water. The ghost was standing on the walkway, right at the point Tig needed to climb through the railings. Tig’s heart beat a little faster, and she gripped the light-stick tighter. Of course she wasn’t afraid of Annie, but a ghost is a ghost, and Tig had never seen her so clearly, or so close, before.

She was a slight figure, older than Tig but not much bigger, dressed in a high-waisted gown. She wasn’t white or see-through as ghosts were often described, but a soft milky blue, hair, face and clothes alike. She appeared solid enough that Tig might bump into her, but the wall behind her showed only Tig’s shadow. Annie’s left eye was bright and sharp and fixed on Tig, but the right eye looked closed. No – it was missing, the eyelid sunk back a little way into her head.
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The ghost made no sound but tilted her head to the right and squinted, as if wondering who Tig was.

‘I’m lighting—’ Tig’s voice came out quiet and cracked. She swallowed hard. ‘I’m lighting the lamps.’

Goosebumps rose on Tig’s arms from the chill Annie radiated.

‘I need to get past,’ said Tig, suddenly remembering that she was very high up indeed, and balanced on a narrow beam, and that Mr Snell and the professor would be here any moment and the lamps weren’t lit… ‘Can I come up?’

For a second, it seemed Annie understood as she glided slightly backwards. Tig took a tentative step forward. Her hands shook, just a tiny bit, but she painted on a smile to show she was friend, not foe.

A bang.

The doors at the back corner of the stage had been flung open. They were here.

Tig held her breath. She couldn’t stay here – it wouldn’t take Snell long to notice only half the lights were lit and as soon as he looked up, she’d be caught. He’d be furious with her. Mr Snell believed children should be neither seen nor heard, and he didn’t like them to interrupt while he was showing off to a new guest, either.

But Annie was still blocking her path. Tig nodded and waved at the ghost, urging her out of the way, but she didn’t move.

Mr Snell emerged onto the stage, followed by two furniture movers buckling under the weight of something almost as big as a piano. It was wrapped tightly in woollen blankets held in place by thick straps.

The talking machine.

Tig was torn between keeping her eyes on Cold Annie and watching what was going on beneath her. She had been dreaming about the talking machine for weeks, ever since she’d heard it was coming, and couldn’t bear to miss the first glimpse.

‘Careful! Careful with her!’ A fourth man followed the movers in. In contrast to their sturdy corduroy overalls and caps, this man wore a top hat and a black suit. ‘Watch the legs!’

Professor Faber, surely. His accent was unfamiliar to Tig, the words angular and staccato.

‘Gently!’ The professor moved in quick, sharp gestures and shouted his instructions at the men, who looked thoroughly fed up of it. ‘Lower to the ground very—’

They dropped their burden with a great thud and a metallic clang.

The professor groaned. ‘Useless! Why do you send me such men?’

What was Tig going to do now? The talking machine was almost directly below her. Mr Snell would surely see.

‘Thank you, gents,’ said Snell, handing over some money to the movers, who scurried off as quickly as possible.

‘Yes!’ shouted the professor after them. ‘Be gone, fools!’

‘May I say what an absolute pleasure it is to have you at the Theatre Royale?’ Snell cleared his throat and stepped forward, holding out his arm for a handshake.

‘You may.’ The professor ignored the handshake and walked directly to his machine. He began methodically unfastening the straps.

‘I’m sure you’ll be most happy here,’ said Snell. ‘Humble though it is.’

The professor stopped for a moment and glanced around.

Please don’t look up!

‘It appears adequate.’ He turned back to his machine.

That was close. Tig had to move now. The beam was too narrow to turn around, and besides, walking all the way back to the other side was risky – her footsteps might give her away.

‘You have followed my instructions, yes?’ said the professor. ‘I have appropriate lodgings here in the theatre?’

‘We’ve made up a bed for you in the Green Room.’ Snell dabbed his forehead with a handkerchief. He always got sweaty when he was flustered, which was most of the time. ‘Though I must say, it’s most irregular, Mr Faber.’

‘Professor.’

‘Professor Faber, most of our guests prefer the comfort of the Golden Lion Hotel to—’

‘The machine is too delicate to be dragged through the streets. I do not leave my machine; therefore, I do not leave the theatre.’

Tig swallowed hard and took another slow, small step towards Annie. Surely she would move – or perhaps Tig would pass right through her like smoke? Either way, Tig had little choice.

‘The machine will be perfectly safe here in the theatre,’ Snell continued to protest, his face now as red as the velvet curtains.

‘Leave me now.’ Faber gave a dismissive wave.

‘Perhaps you’d like a tour of the building? I’d—’

‘I would not.’

Tig was almost at the railing now. She stretched to grab it and as she did so, Cold Annie reached out a hand towards her.

Tig gasped as cold fingers brushed hers. She yanked her arm back and felt the toes of her left foot slip over the edge of the beam. She wobbled forward and fell onto one knee, letting go of the light-stick to save herself.

Too late, she realized her mistake. The stick performed a perfect somersault as it fell, the wooden handle hitting the top of the blanket-wrapped machine before clattering onto the boards of the stage.

‘Euphonia!’ cried the professor.

Snell looked directly up at Tig.

She glanced up towards Annie, as if the ghost might somehow save her, but she was gone.

There was a painfully long moment of silence as Snell drew breath, then bellowed, ‘How dare you?!’
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‘Get down at once, girl!’ shouted Snell.

Shaken from her almost-fall, Tig didn’t dare stand up again. She shuffled herself along the girder to the walkway and ducked under the railings before getting to her feet. Snell’s furious stare followed her.

She descended the ladder into the Green Room, a hollow feeling of dread in her stomach. What if she’d broken the professor’s machine? She had been so excited to meet him and she’d already ruined it. Meeting the new performers was one of the best bits of life at the Royale – they were usually warm and lively and colourful, full of stories of life on the stage. Even without this mishap, Professor Faber seemed grumpy and sharp.

Tig scurried through the room and out of the door, doubling back on herself to emerge at the side of the stage.

Professor Faber barely glanced at her, frantically untying ropes and straps. Tig took in his appearance. He was very tall – half a head bigger than Snell, and much thinner, and his clothes looked dishevelled from travel. ‘What has she done to you?’ he murmured to the machine.

Snell stood with his hands on his hips, nostrils flared.

‘I was lighting the lamps and there was—’ Tig cut herself off. Perhaps she shouldn’t mention Cold Annie to Snell, particularly in front of a visitor. Snell scoffed at theatre superstitions and wouldn’t take kindly to talk of ghosts. She picked up the light-stick. The fall had extinguished the flame. ‘It was an accident.’

‘How dare you show me up like this?’ growled Snell. ‘And look at the state of you! A disgrace.’

Tig glanced down. Her normally pale hands were covered in grime and a big smudge of dust covered one of her sleeves. Her faded dress was more repair than fabric. She pushed her hair back – she had started the day with a neatly tied bun but as usual, it had come loose and fell messily around her face. She felt hot, and embarrassed. This wasn’t the first impression she had hoped to make on the professor.

‘…extremely fragile…’ Professor Faber was muttering through clenched teeth.

Snell gripped Tig’s shoulder, fingers digging in, hard.

‘So sorry, Mr Faber.’ He bowed slightly, his tone switching from sharp to grovelling. He ran his free hand through his hair, which was too black for a man of his age, as though he had greased it with boot polish.

‘Professor.’

‘Professor Faber,’ Snell corrected. ‘I apologize for this unruly child. My sister, you see, is too soft-hearted. She insists on keeping all sorts of flotsam around.’

Tig clenched her jaw. Snell would say anything to make himself look good, but he was the reason the only year-round workers there were children: he was too cheap to pay adult wages.

‘This is unacceptable!’

Snell bowed once more. ‘It won’t happen again.’

Professor Faber pulled back the covering from his creation, and Tig gasped.

She had expected something impressive – a mechanical marvel of gears and clockwork, a wind-up music box with a moving mouth – but she had never expected this. It was a human face.

Tig leaned in to get a closer look, and Snell did too, despite his anger. The moving-blankets fell away to reveal a perfectly realistic female face, surrounded by dark ringlets, mounted onto a metal frame. Behind the mask lay row upon row of brass levers and pincers, gleaming gold under the gaslights. Each one led down through a series of complicated corners and twists to a row of piano keys. The whole thing was mounted on an ornate table, giving the impression of a centaur – but instead of half-man, half-horse, the machine was half-woman, half-harpsichord.

‘She’s beautiful,’ whispered Tig.

‘She is damaged.’ The professor clenched his fists, and then folded his arms tightly across his chest as though to keep from lashing out.

‘It doesn’t look—’ Snell began, but the professor gave him such a fierce stare that he stopped.

‘The eyes! Look!’

The eyes were glass, startling blue, and looked so real they might blink at any moment. But the right one was cracked, an ugly spiderweb of white lines radiating out from the spot where the light-stick had struck it.

Tig was swamped with yellow-green guilt. It tasted like a mouthful of gravel. ‘Professor, I’m so sorry, I didn’t mean to—’

‘Silence!’ Snell gave her a quick shake to emphasise his point. ‘Are the eyes necessary to make the machine talk?’

‘Every part of the machine is necessary, sir!’

‘Ah, yes, well, quite, but that is to say, if the talking mechanism is undamaged it shouldn’t matter—’

‘Shouldn’t matter?’ The professor’s voice was growing louder.

Snell was getting red in the face. He wasn’t used to people arguing with him. And that was the last thing the Royale needed – another person for Snell to butt heads with. It was bad enough dealing with the daily arguments between him and Eliza, his sister and co-owner of the theatre.

‘Perhaps it can be fixed, professor?’ said Tig, hoping to calm the situation.

‘These eyes were made in Bavaria, by the best doll-makers in the world, at great expense,’ said the professor.

‘Of course, the Royale will pay for the replacement eye,’ said Snell.

Tig looked up, surprised. Snell was tight-fisted and stingy – it wasn’t like him to offer a farthing without great complaint. The professor’s act must really be special, if the manager was willing to part with his money to keep him happy.

‘Of course you will!’ Professor Faber snapped back.

Snell pursed his lips. Tig could see he was trying very hard not to lose his temper, and she knew from experience he would only take it out on someone else later. Better stay well clear of him for the rest of the day.

‘It will take weeks to have them made,’ the professor continued. ‘I expected better from this establishment.’

‘Tremendously sorry, once again.’ Snell made another little bow. The handkerchief was produced once more, and dabbed on his sweaty neck. ‘I will ensure the person responsible—’ he took hold of the back of Tig’s collar, ‘—is suitably disciplined.’

With that he marched Tig to the back corner of the stage, behind the backdrop cloth, and roughly shoved her through the door to the workshop.

‘I’ll deal with you later.’
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The best thing to do was keep busy and avoid Mr Snell until his temper had chance to burn itself out. There was always plenty of work to do at the Royale, and most nights Tig was so tired she was asleep the moment her eyes closed. Snell was too cheap to pay set-builders and stagehands all year round, so he only hired help when a show absolutely required more workers. The only permanent staff were the three children – Gus, Tig, and Nelson, Tig’s only friend.

Nelson was already working at the Royale when Tig arrived two years ago. He had been a scavenger, cleaning beneath the machinery in a cotton mill, and learned to read and write at the Ragged School on Sundays. When the teacher saw how neatly he drew his letters, and how quick he was to be helpful, she introduced him to Eliza, who hired him right away to paint the signs and the scenery.

After an hour of window-washing in the lobby, Tig found Nelson in the Minshull Gallery – a grand name for a rather disappointing little museum. It was home to half a dozen oil paintings of questionable quality, and a collection of sad-looking taxidermy animals. This was Snell’s addition to the Royale. He had visited a theatre in London that had a vast exhibition room, filled with exotic stuffed animals like elephants and giraffes, and decided he wanted the same thing.

Of course, the Royale couldn’t afford a stuffed giraffe; the most impressive animal in Snell’s collection was a cross-eyed bear that Tig secretly thought might really be a dog. No one ever came to visit the place, but still Snell insisted it be cleaned top to bottom once a week, display cases polished, floor gleaming.

‘I had to repaint the sign four times,’ said Nelson, as soon as she arrived with the dustpan. He had dark skin and curly hair, and the warmest smile Tig had ever known. A rough paint-speckled apron covered his hand-me-down grey jacket. ‘Snell wanted it to say “Faber’s Marvellous Talking Machine” and Eliza wanted it to say “Faber’s Incredible Talking Machine”.’

‘I’d have gone for “Faber’s Fabulous Talking Machine”,’ said Tig.

‘Don’t you start.’ Nelson rolled his eyes.

Nelson had looked out for Tig from the day she arrived at the Royale. He was from a poor family and had worked ever since he was big enough to hold a broom, but Tig’s life before had been very different. Mr Rabbit had made a good living as foreman at a linen factory. There was a housekeeper and a cook, and Tig had shared a governess with another family. But when her father died – his lungs ruined from breathing the cotton fibres – Tig and her mother were left with nothing. They had ended up in a boarding house, barely scraping together the pennies for rent and food.

Now she lived at the Royale, and her mother had gone off to be governess for some other girl outside the city, though they wrote to each other as often as they could manage. The change had been difficult for Tig, all alone in the world for the very first time. Despite all the hustle and bustle and excitement of theatre life, with all its colourful secrets and fascinating visitors, she often felt sorry for herself. It felt so unfair that fate had upturned her world.

It was Nelson who’d shown her how to make the best of things. He introduced her to all the secret passageways around the building, and the places to hide when Snell was in one of his moods. He taught her how to get by on her measly wages – which food stalls could fill your belly if you only had a penny, how to use a bit of paraffin wax to stop old boots letting in water. The sort of things she’d never needed to learn before.

Nelson knew what it was like to lose someone too. His mum lay buried in a pauper’s grave in Angel Meadows, and he’d been left behind with his grandmother while his dad went to find work in Liverpool shipyards.

Muffled angry voices came from the office, where Snell and Eliza were arguing again. At least with Snell distracted, Tig could tell Nelson what she’d seen.

‘I almost fell from the flies.’ She knelt to hold the dustpan steady as Nelson swept. ‘I dropped the light-stick and it hit the machine that’s just arrived, and damaged it.’

‘Ha!’ Gus was leaning against a case which held a small stuffed monkey, eating an apple and not doing very much of anything. ‘What an idiot.’

‘Shut up, Gus,’ said Tig. ‘I wasn’t talking to you. Anyway, I was only up there because you didn’t do your job.’

‘Because some of us have real work to do. You wouldn’t know.’ Gus was fourteen, and much more important than Tig and Nelson, at least according to him. He had disliked Tig since the first week she arrived and he had been too scared to climb into the flies to replace a broken pulley, so Tig had done it. He was teased by one of the actors for being shown up by a little girl, and ever since then he was always looking for ways to put her down.

‘Heard the shouting from the other side of the building.’ Gus took a big bite of his apple and continued talking with his mouth full. ‘You’re for it this time. Maybe he’ll fire you.’

‘At least I won’t have to look at your ugly face every day then,’ said Tig. She pointed to the door. ‘Hinges need oiling. That’s your job, isn’t it? I can show you how, if it’s too difficult.’

Gus scowled. He threw his apple core towards them and it rolled through a pile of neatly swept dirt. ‘Clean that up, girl,’ said Gus. ‘That’s your job, isn’t it?’ He swaggered off in the direction of the workshop.

‘Horrible boy,’ said Tig.

‘Rotter,’ agreed Nelson. He pinched his nose to mock Gus’s nasal voice. ‘Clean that up, girl!’

Tig glanced over her shoulder to make sure he was really gone. ‘Listen. I saw her. Cold Annie. Up in the flies.’

‘No!’ Nelson leaned on his broom. ‘Are you sure it was her? And not just a trick of the shadows?’

‘She was as close to me as you are now,’ said Tig.

Nelson’s eyes widened.

‘When she touched my hand, it was like a puddle of cold water. That’s what made me lose my balance.’

‘Is it true she only has one eye?’

Tig nodded.

‘Were you scared?’

‘Course not,’ said Tig, remembering how her chest had tightened, her heart pounded. ‘Surprised, is all.’

‘This isn’t good,’ said Nelson. ‘Not good at all. You know what they say about Annie. She always appears before a show goes wrong.’

Out of the corner of her eye Tig saw Gus returning, oil can in hand, so she kept her voice quiet and moved a little closer to Nelson. ‘Do you believe that?’

Nelson nodded solemnly. ‘I know someone at home, whose cousin used to know someone who knew her when she was alive. He said Annie always sensed when they were going to have a bad night. She had the gift.’

‘I heard she knew it was her last performance,’ said Tig.

‘That’s right,’ said Nelson.

‘She was playing a death scene and when it was time to stand up and take a bow, she didn’t get up. She was really dead.’ Tig sighed.

‘I heard it was murder,’ said Nelson. ‘A rival opera singer put poison in her wine.’

‘Oh yes, I heard that too,’ said Tig. ‘Only the poison didn’t kill her, but she couldn’t sing any more, so she died of a broken heart.’

‘You’re both wrong,’ said Gus, loudly.

‘No one asked you,’ said Tig. She stood up and blew the hair out of her eyes.

‘Someone stole her glass eye before the show, so she couldn’t see. Walked off the edge of the stage and broke all her bones.’

‘That’s stupid,’ said Tig. ‘You can’t see through a glass eye. It’s made of glass.’

‘And how would she break all her bones falling off the stage? It’s not that high.’ Nelson shook his head.

‘I wouldn’t expect you children to understand,’ snapped Gus.

Tig was about to reply when Mr Snell walked in.

‘What’s all this noise? Haven’t you any work to do?’

‘I did tell them, Mr Snell, but they were too busy playing ghost stories. I’ve been doing all the work alone.’

Tig smacked her hand against the nearest display case. ‘Liar!’

‘Silence, Miss Rabbit!’ Snell shouted. ‘Shame on you for shirking your duties.’

Tig clenched her jaw. The best way to handle Snell’s anger was to stay quiet and let him tire himself out. His bark was worse than his bite, but it was so hard to keep her mouth closed when he was wrong and she was right.

‘Come to my office.’ Snell walked away. ‘You’ve already disappointed me once today – you’re in big trouble.’

Gus smirked and folded his arms. Nelson offered a small smile of sympathy.

Tig shrugged and followed Snell. What would the penalty be this time?
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There had once been a set designer at the Royale who told Tig that scenery wasn’t there to just make the stage look pretty. It was a symbol, used to reflect the story of the play. Storm clouds weren’t simply bad weather, they were an illustration of turmoil on the horizon.

By that logic, the office was the perfect scenery for the story of Eliza and Snell’s relationship. It was a struggle for power, played out one picture frame or houseplant at a time.

Eliza’s large desk sat beneath the window. Snell’s even bigger desk stood in front of it, so it was the first thing anyone saw when they entered the room. Eliza had a high-backed green armchair. Snell’s was even higher, with gold paint on the woodwork. When Eliza hung an oil painting of a tree, Snell put up one of a forest.

Tig waited in the middle of the room, trying to look sorry, as Snell took his time walking around his desk. The pointy leaves of a huge palm in an oversized planter rubbed uncomfortably against her arm, but there was no space to avoid it. Snell had bought it to make a point, after he had lost the month-long battle with his sister about whether they should install the gaslights. Eliza said she thought it looked intimidating.

Tig was relieved to see Eliza in her corner now. Whenever Snell was in a foul mood, Eliza would be extra nice, just to frustrate him.

‘Tig, pet, welcome,’ said Eliza without looking up from her work. Even while working in the office she was dressed for a night at the opera, her whitening hair fastened up with elaborately jewelled pins and a silk scarf secured around her shoulders with a huge fabric flower. Eliza Lincoln always dressed like the star she had once been.

‘Don’t speak to her, Eliza, she’s in disgrace.’

‘Whatever you say, Edgar,’ Eliza replied.

‘How many times, woman? Call me Mr Snell in front of the staff!’

Eliza had defied her parents to become an actress and made her fortune in the theatre. Snell had been the dutiful son and gone into respectable business, but lost his fortune in a bad investment. He’d bet all his money on a miracle medicine which claimed to cure everything from baldness to consumption, sure to sell in the millions, but soon found out it was nothing more than horse wee and powdered chalk. When Eliza retired from acting, she bought the Royale and hired her brother as the manager. Tig secretly thought that Snell was always in such a bad mood because he had never recovered from the shame of having to rely on his little sister for his income.

Snell once said that Tig reminded him of his sister, ‘a woman with ideas above her station’, and he had been punishing her for this ever since. At least Tig had ideas. Snell wouldn’t know a good one if it crawled up his trouser leg and bit him on the trinkets. Hardly a week went by without Tig’s meagre pay being docked for something or other, usually because she refused to keep her head down and her mouth shut.

Snell eased himself into his chair. He picked up a newspaper from his desk and slowly folded it. Tig knew he liked to keep her waiting to show he was in charge.

A letter lying on the desk caught Tig’s eye and she tried to read it… very interested in your property and able to pay handsomely for the…

Snell noticed her looking and snatched the letter away, shoving it into his desk drawer, which he then locked. Finally, he leaned forward and laced his fingers together. ‘Thanks to you, I have had a most unpleasant afternoon.’

Tig opened her mouth to respond, but Snell held up a finger to silence her.

‘Mr Faber was most displeased by your shenanigans.’

‘Professor Faber.’ The words slipped out before Tig could stop herself.

‘Silence!’ Snell rapped the desk with his knuckles.

Eliza gave a small laugh, which she turned into a cough when Snell glared in her direction.

‘He is a most disagreeable man,’ he continued. ‘Rude. Ungrateful. In short, I have never encountered such a difficult person. I have no doubt his month here will inflict utter misery on us all.’

Tig clasped her hands together behind her back so she wouldn’t fidget. Why was Snell telling her all of this?

‘You are my most troublesome employee, Miss Rabbit, and I do not think you are suited to working at the theatre. Today’s mishap has only made me more convinced of that. My sister, who lacks my head for business, has persuaded me to give you one last chance.’

‘A troublesome guest, and a troublesome employee,’ Eliza said, and winked at Tig when Snell wasn’t looking. ‘If only there was a way to solve both problems at once.’

‘If only,’ said Snell.

‘And I daresay Professor Faber will take up quite a bit of your time, Edgar. He’s not used to theatre life. He’s not even used to England. We’ll be very busy taking care of him. It’s a shame you won’t be able to avoid his grumpy ways.’

‘Yes, Eliza, but as you can see, I’m busy now trying to deal with Miss Rabbit and—’ he stopped and stared into space for a moment. Tig could imagine a crank being turned inside his head as he realized what Eliza had said.

Eliza saw it too. She smiled and Tig and raised her eyebrows.

‘You will be Mr Faber’s assistant!’ he said, with a flourish.

‘What a clever idea, Edgar,’ said Eliza, pretending to be engrossed in her work. ‘How ever did you think of that?’

‘Really?’ Tig rocked forward onto her toes. This was the best news! Disagreeable or not, being Professor Faber’s assistant was an honour. To think what she could learn from a whole month with a genius inventor. Once she won him over, of course, and made up for damaging his machine. Tig tried to learn something from everyone who came through the Royale – the musicians, the designers, the actors – she absorbed every bit of theatre knowledge she possibly could. Her brain was already bubbling with ideas…

Snell cleared his throat, frowned, and Tig remembered that this was meant to be a punishment. She quickly rearranged her face into a look of concern and dropped her gaze to the ground.

‘Oh no,’ she added, quietly.

‘You can be the one to deal with him. He won’t take any of your nonsense, I promise you that.’

‘Yes, Mr Snell.’ Tig bit her lip and nodded rapidly, trying to look scared.

‘A stern hand, that’s what you need. He’ll keep you in your place. You will obey Mr Faber at all times. You will see to it that his stay here is entirely comfortable.’

‘Professor Faber,’ Tig muttered.

‘And most importantly, you will see to it that I never have to hear a single complaint from that man.’

‘You won’t, Mr Snell! I’m the perfect person for the job. I can help him with his invention, and to design the scenery, and I can show him—’

‘Hush,’ said Snell with a shake of the head. ‘You’ll be doing his cleaning, his errands, nothing more. That’s all you’re fit for.’

‘Please, Mr Snell, I can do so much more. If you’ll only give me a chance—’

‘Rid yourself of these notions, girl. You’re a stagehand, and a maid, and that’s all you’ll ever be. That’s your lot in life. You can’t fight your fate.’

‘Yes, sir,’ she said through gritted teeth. All she had to do was keep quiet until he had finished his lecture, and then she’d have her reward – the job as Faber’s assistant. So what if the professor was a difficult man? Tig was used to dealing with Snell every day, and no one could be more difficult than him.

‘You will report to the professor tomorrow morning. And you will continue with your regular duties around the Royale. Things have been far too easy for you, young lady.’

Easy? As if he would know. He spent half his time at the Shakespeare Inn with his friends, and hadn’t done a day’s hard work in his life.

‘Should you displease the professor, or cause me another ounce of trouble, you will be out on your ear. Don’t speak out of turn. Don’t pester him with questions. Don’t…’ He sighed and shook his head. ‘Don’t be you.’
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