
[image: Cover: The Lost History of Dreams, by Kris Waldherr]



Thank you for downloading this Simon & Schuster ebook.

Get a FREE ebook when you join our mailing list. Plus, get updates on new releases, deals, recommended reads, and more from Simon & Schuster. Click below to sign up and see terms and conditions.




CLICK HERE TO SIGN UP




Already a subscriber? Provide your email again so we can register this ebook and send you more of what you like to read. You will continue to receive exclusive offers in your inbox.





[image: The Lost History of Dreams, by Kris Waldherr, Atria]



For Edward and Joyce Miller, with gratitude and love


Eurydice, dying now a second time, uttered no complaint against her husband. What was there to complain of, but that she had been loved?

—Ovid, Metamorphoses

Every love story is a ghost story.

—David Foster Wallace, The Pale King



PART I

    DREAMS LOST

*

February 1850

London


    
The Annunciation

Excerpted from The Lost History of Dreams by Hugh de Bonne, published 1837 by Chapman & Hall, London.

Whilst the life inside her grew so round

The dream was lost as it was found.

Such was it thus : Aft their vows

Orpheus slept espoused

Silenced as the One Who Ends

Came ’mid Helios to transcend

Amor’s gilt clad arrow.

Yet in the morn, Eurydice found no sorrow :

Her eyes clamped mate, her devotion bright.

Cried she : ‘ ’ Tis love, not sun, that draws the light,

And Thou, my Spouse, shall be my fame.’

She knew not when her annunciation came

Amid Moon, not Sun. For no serpent smites

Along the ground. Instead, it bites

And leaves no sound.

*

    I.

Robert Highstead’s workday ended with a letter thrust inside his pocket. Before that, it was spent in a second-story parlor in Kensington, squinting into a camera at a corpse.

Through the camera’s viewing glass, Robert watched a young woman lying as if asleep, her hands cupped against her breast like she’d been called to cradle a dove. She appeared upside down on the viewing glass as though floating. It was a pose Robert had witnessed hundreds of times in the past three years: the serene smile upon the lips, the closed eyelids, the awkwardly draped shawl across the shoulders that a loved one took upon herself to orchestrate. A last display of care before consignment to the grave. The only variant today was a small book, The Lost History of Dreams, by an author Robert had never heard of. The volume was splayed across the woman’s belly, as though she’d just set it down to rest her eyes.

The thin cry of an infant revealed the cause of the woman’s demise. From the blood-stiffened linens thrown in a heap against a limewashed wall to the slack-shouldered midwife napping beside the wash basin, Robert understood the woman had labored long and hard. “The noblest of sacrifices,” he’d told her sister and husband, to help them grasp whatever comfort they could. Their muffled sobs gave hint to the ineffectuality of language. The winter air inside the parlor was weighed with the tinge of iron despite the geraniums set on the window ledge, the ice beneath the coffin boards. Not that it mattered—after all, Robert had work to do. He needed to be in Belgravia in two hours for a thirteen-year-old consumptive whose family yearned for a last portrait while she could still acknowledge their presence.

Robert unlatched a long wooden box to remove the silver-coated copper plate for the daguerreotype. He’d already buffed it to a mirrorlike sheen before exposing it to iodine and bromine fumes. As he reached toward his camera, his eyes tripped to the clock on the mantel as he thought of his wife. She hadn’t come home the previous evening—a not uncommon occurrence in their three years of marriage. Nor did it help that this was the third corpse he’d daguerreotyped since breakfast. Though Robert was accustomed to such sights, today it felt too much.

The widower, who was dressed in the modest clothes of a merchant, approached Robert, the newborn in his arms bawling. “She . . . she was lovely,” he said, his eyes reddening.

Robert tutted between his teeth. “I’m so sorry.” The more often he repeated the words, the less currency they seemed worth. He set the frame containing the plate inside the camera with a slide that felt as visceral as anything he’d experienced of late.

“Now the camera is ready,” he announced, ignoring the slight stench already rising from the corpse; the ice wasn’t helping. “The process will take little time, sir. Less than a minute.”

The widower pressed a palm against his eyes. “I appreciate how quickly you arrived. Very good of you. My sister claims you’re the best daguerreotypist of this sort.”

“I promise to use all the skills of my art, sir.” Robert’s heart lurched with sympathy; at least he still had his wife, wherever she was. She always comes back. “If there’s anything else I can do to offer comfort . . .”

The widower’s eyes fixed on Robert with a wet desperation. “Can . . . can you make her look as she did when she was alive, Mr. Highstead?”

“Ah, I understand! The daguerreotype will record your wife so your daughter—”

“Son. We’re naming him Charles. After her.” The widower indicated his wife’s corpse with a tight nod. “My wife’s name was Charlotte. Those who care for her called her Lottie.”

“Then your son Charles will have something by which to recall his dear mother’s life.”

Robert next took out a thick binder from his satchel. “If you’d care to look at our Catalogue of Possibilities,” he said mildly, setting it before the widower. The leather binding was gilded with the motto “Secure the shadow ’ere the substance fade.” The catalogue showed a journeyman’s ransom of items to spill shillings on. The silver-bordered frame bearing a capsule for a lock of hair. The velvet-lined glass mounts. The alternate views of the departed. Images of the family gathered around the corpse, faces pinched from the effort of not shifting for the camera. The stillborn babies supported by black-cloaked figures.

“Are they alive?” the widower asked.

“Sometimes,” Robert replied. He possessed little pride for his ability to pose an infant in a mother’s lifeless arms without the exposure blurring. A few drops of Mother Bailey’s Quieting Syrup worked wonders, though he hated how it affected the child. Yet there was something about his employment Robert couldn’t turn from. Something compelling. He told himself it was because he was offering comfort by transforming loss into proof of memory. Sometimes the daguerreotype seemed like sorcery itself, especially when he saw the image emerge from the plate like a ghost from the ethers. But it was more than this.

“For an additional fee, the image can be hand-tinted,” Robert added, pointing at a colored daguerreotype. Pink-hued gum arabic over silver foil. Flesh over bones.

Once coins were exchanged and bills of sale signed, Robert began the delicate process of daguerreotyping the corpse. He steadied his breath as he stared through the glass. He took the lens cap off with a flash of his palm, letting light record shadow on the plate. He ignored the widower’s sobs, the tearful last confessions of love. After all, they weren’t directed for his ears, but to those who could no longer hear. As Robert counted down the seconds of exposure, he anticipated what he would find when he developed the daguerreotype. For he knew in each person’s image he would discover the lost history of their lives: the scars, the wrinkles, the dreams never fulfilled. Or, worse, the lack thereof.

And then a messenger had walked in and thrust the letter into Robert’s pocket.

“How did you find me?” he’d asked the messenger, a towheaded boy of no more than fifteen. But the messenger had no answer, for he was already out the door.



The letter remained unopened for the remainder of Robert’s afternoon. But it was not forgotten: he’d found himself unable to daguerreotype the consumptive in Belgravia, the first time he’d ever not shown for a client.

Instead of taking a carriage after he’d received the letter, Robert used his disturbance as an excuse to walk toward Clerkenwell. Toward home. He hoped the exercise would calm him. The simplest thing would be to read the letter. To learn the worst. He couldn’t. Not yet.

He detoured along Oxford Street, though it took him out of his way. Even on a frigid February day, Oxford Street offered the distraction of shop-lined pavements crowded with silk-clad pedestrians. Such was the effect of Robert’s step—he dragged his left leg to compensate for the weight of his daguerreotype traveling case—that some paused in his wake. Robert understood their interest wasn’t because he was particularly handsome. With his thick pale hair and fair skin, his were the type of looks better described as sensitive than arresting; even now, three years after he’d left Oxford, he resembled the scholar of history he’d been. It was because Robert understood that even they, strangers to him in every sense of the word, knew there was something about him. Something somber. He noted their attention, but he’d grown used to it in the same way a butcher ignores the flies buzzing about his shop. After so much time daguerreotyping corpses, Robert understood death hung off him. Sometimes he imagined it possessing a physical form, like a martyr in a Flemish painting. Other times he fretted he smelled of decay, though he washed his hands nightly in carbolic acid followed by castile soap. This regimen left the skin on his hands reddened, but he couldn’t bring himself to forego it.

By the time Robert approached Theobald Road, the shock of the letter still hadn’t worn off. He walked quickly, bypassing narrow lanes snaking up into fog-draped indistinction. His pace only slowed once he turned left on Grays Inn Lane at the intersection where it met Laystall Street. His boarding house.

He ascended the four flights of stairs to his room, ignoring his landlady’s solicitous greeting. He didn’t bother to ask whether his wife had returned home; he knew Mrs. Clarke never noticed Sida’s comings and goings. Anyway, for once Sida didn’t dominate his worries. Mrs. Clarke’s orange-striped tabby followed him upstairs, mewing plaintively. The cat understood Robert was good for a saucer of milk, but not today.

Once his door was shut, Robert settled the traveling case onto the floor in the room.

The room was enough for his needs. It contained a bed, a milk-painted dresser, a table the width of his lap for meals, and two wicker chairs. A long worktable held a glittering stack of silvered copper plates he’d begun polishing with pumice powder and oil; his business required a constant supply. Quarter plates, which measured about three by four inches, were Robert’s favorite, for they required only his compact Richebourg daguerreotype outfit. He didn’t like to work with daguerreotypes smaller than this—too hard to view without a magnifying glass. He possessed a camera expressly for this purpose, but preferred not to carry it along with the quarter-plate one. However, if business improved, he planned to invest in a newer American-style full-plate camera. As for the room itself, its walls were angled. No art could be hung on them, which perturbed Sida, who liked to draw, but the view from the windows was compensation. They looked out on chimney pots and muddled skies, where birds collected at dusk. On clear days, he could even spy St. Paul’s to the south. When it grew foggy, Robert swore he could see coal dust suspended midair. The dust would enter his room, lining the plates in grey even after he closed the windows. Regardless, he preferred the windows open despite coal dust and the occasional errant crow at dusk.

Tonight the room was empty of crows. It was also empty of Sida.

Robert sank onto their bed, uncertain if he was relieved or disappointed she wasn’t there. If the letter’s sender was as expected, it might upset her more than him.

Relieved, he decided. Better she not know. She’ll return. She always does. Yet he feared this time would be different.

What troubled Robert most about Sida’s absences wasn’t the possibility of her betraying him; he knew she was too devoted for that. Nor was it loneliness; Robert was the sort of man who found as much companionship in a book as he did in humanity. It was that he never understood the perimeters of her comings and goings.

When they were together, Robert knew his marriage was a fair trade. Apart, it was difficult to think of anything save Sida’s unpredictable ways. He often wished he could stay home to watch over her. He’d bring her pomegranate seeds and mint tea, red wine and gentle kisses. He’d provide her with peace. But this could never be. Though Robert was the son of landed gentry, he’d abandoned his land right after they’d married.

The letter reasserted its hold. He glanced anew at the door. What if Sida showed? To distract himself, he’d read. Ovid’s Metamorphoses would do. While at Oxford, he’d written an acclaimed history of Ovid’s world. His second book, a biography of Ovid, had been slow work: the poet had spent the later part of his life in undocumented exile.

Still, the comfort of old obsessions called. He shifted the book onto his chest and read in Latin: Eurydice, dying now a second time, uttered no complaint against her husband. What was there to complain of, but that she had been loved?

The words blurred before his sight. Sida or no, the letter would not be ignored.

He drew the letter from his pocket like it was a snake. It was postmarked Belvedere, Kent. Where he’d grown up. It was addressed in a hand he knew well, though he hadn’t seen it since his marriage. His brother’s.

“Shit,” he said.

Just then the door creaked open. He let the letter slide from his fingers.

Sida’s form was silhouetted against sunlight from the landing. She was wearing a blue-grey silk gown, the one she’d married him in. The sleeves were unusually full about the shoulders, a style she was fond of. He ignored the dark stains marring the bodice; they hadn’t been able to launder them out. Robert’s eyes passed hungrily over her. Sida looked as she ever did: petite, fine-boned, doe-eyed. Her ebony hair was unplaited about her shoulders, damp from an unseen rain. The moisture brought out the gleaming curls of her hair, which reminded him of a Titian Madonna he’d shown her at the National Gallery, the first time she’d ever viewed art in a museum.

“You’re back,” he said, hoping she wouldn’t notice the letter on the floor. “I missed you.”

Sida smiled in answer, letting her Kashmir shawl drop as she approached him. The shawl was one her father had brought from India; he’d been a lascar who’d married an English woman when the East India Company had brought him to London. Sida had been employed as a seamstress when Robert first met her. Later he learned her uncle had forced her into service after her parents’ death, but he hadn’t cared. His brother had.

He opened his arms wide. She slid into them, the gesture easy. This was what he’d needed—not money, not family favor, nor universities at Oxford. This was why he lived in this fourth-story room where birds trespassed at dusk.

How light she felt in his arms! How soft! It no longer mattered that his days were spent daguerreotyping the dead. Besides, he was good at it. Instead of writing about history, he was capturing it on a silver-lined plate for generations to come. As for Sida, what did it matter she wasn’t as she’d been before their marriage? Neither was he. All this was proof they were fated to be together. They’d never be parted.

“I love you,” he murmured. “Only you.”

Robert raised himself above his wife on their bed, ignoring the letter below. Whatever was in it couldn’t be more important than her. The candle beside the bed cast shadows along her cheek, accentuating the bones beneath. He wove his fingers into hers, his skin pale against her dusky hand. He grew aroused, but didn’t dare venture further. Instead, he rested his cheek against her breast, his hand on her waist. Her bodice was soft with moisture.

As the room darkened with the shadows of winter, husband and wife lay together on their bed, head to head, eye to eye, Robert’s breath the only sound in the room before Sida’s eyes lit on the letter.

    II.

It is not an average day when a gentleman is asked by his brother to daguerreotype a deceased cousin. The day is even less average when the gentleman in question has never heard of this cousin.

Once Sida spied the letter, Robert could no longer ignore it. She’d forced him to read it. “You can’t avoid the past, Robert,” she’d said, her lips pursing as she prepared for what might be.

His brother, John, had written on a sheet dated the eighth of February 1850:

From methods too ungentlemanly to set in words, I have learned of your return to London and your uncommon occupation. Though I’d intended to leave you undisturbed, I now have urgent need of your services for our cousin, Hugh de Bonne. I am uncertain of the logistics of such an endeavor on your end. Regardless, I implore you to arrive on the eleven o’clock coach the morning of the tenth. If you send word confirming your arrival, I’ll have Durkin meet you with the carriage.

If you or your wife ever bore me affection, I beg you not to ignore my request.

Robert hadn’t sent word, so no one met him at the coach stand. He’d walked the two miles to his family home alone, the handle of the traveling case containing his daguerreotype outfit pulling at his hands. He was grateful for the walk, for it enabled him to gather his thoughts. Death changes everything, he mulled, yet nothing. When he’d eloped with Sida, it hadn’t been his intention to never speak with his brother. Nor did he bear him ill will. Their estrangement had happened as many do, wrought from good intentions and solidified by discomfort. By the time he’d abandoned Oxford for London, Robert had convinced himself the estrangement was for the best. Now he didn’t know what he believed.

The manor house his family had occupied for only two generations was as Robert had recalled: an imposing presence built of red Georgian brick and white granite. The fields surrounding were the same too: separated by hedgerows, stone walls, and hegemony. There was a lovely garden hidden behind the house, one planted by his mother soon after his father had acquired the estate. Robert assumed this hadn’t changed either though both of his parents were gone. The air was so sweet, so pure. So different from the fetid fogs of London. Robert opened his mouth and sucked in air. It felt soft as honey against his tongue, as sweet as summer grass. This he’d forgotten.

A bevy of large black crows darted out of the hedgerows at Robert’s approach, raucous and rude. Once he reached the portico, he set the traveling case and tripod down and smoothed his best black overcoat. He surveyed the brass knocker for a good long minute. His face looked pale and strained in its curved reflection.

A moment after he’d pulled the knocker, the oak door was opened by a plump woman whose face was creased with wrinkles. Mary, the housekeeper. She’d aged since he’d last seen her; her flesh had crumpled around brown eyes once considered fine in the village. He’d never been especially fond of her, but he’d appreciated her loyalty. She’d taken over the household upon his mother’s death when he was nine, and hadn’t wavered since.

“Master Robert?”

The door halted midway, Mary’s face caught in what appeared an attempt to smile. Her expression gave Robert the sense he’d become a ghost visiting the living, rather than the flesh and blood tied to this house.

“You didn’t expect me.” Robert also attempted to smile, but failed. “Am I so greatly altered?”

She shook her head. “You look the same. Perhaps leaner. Greyer. I just never thought to see you again after . . . after your marriage.” Her tone grew odd. “Master John said you weren’t coming. I’d heard they found you in London, that your brother hired a detective. I didn’t believe it, after over three years.”

“Has it been so long?” He knew exactly how long it had been.

“April 1846. Everyone still speaks of it. Three months after your brother returned from India. After your father’s death.”

“Indeed. May I come in?” With his equipment beside his feet, he felt like a tinker begging for a meal. “I’m here to daguerreotype my cousin.”

At last Mary relented to open the door. She even bobbed a curtsey after casting a wary eye at his trunk. “Shall I have Durkin bring it to your room? I assume you’ll be staying the night.”

“Best I take it—it’s fragile. I’m only here for the day.”

Robert stepped over the threshold of his family home for the first time since his marriage. The long dark hallway was as he remembered. Narrow. Cold. Crowned by tall ceilings paneled in dark wood and gold-flecked wallpaper, all markers of plenty. How removed he’d grown from his birthright. Even if he wasn’t the eldest son, he’d still been raised like a prince in a fief. He’d been expected to live a gentrified existence, to devote his life to scholarship and ease. To marry an heiress, not a penniless seamstress.

“This way,” Mary said. “To your brother’s study.”

He followed the housekeeper, cradling his case and tripod. Mary continued to sneak gapes over her shoulder.

“ ’ Tis a wonder to see you, sir.”

“And you.” Robert’s nerves thrummed. “Perhaps you should announce me first.”

“Master John is out with his dogs. I don’t know when he’ll return.”

“Then it’s best you take me directly to my cousin.”

To daguerreotype him. Robert’s stomach tightened, surprising him.

“He’s laid out in Master John’s study.”

“Thank you, Mary.” Perhaps there were mourners already congregated there, partaking of funeral cakes and ham, though Robert doubted it; the house felt too still. No crape over the mirrors either; some believed this prevented the departing soul from being trapped in the glass.

Mary stopped before the door of John’s study. “I’ll leave you to it, sir.”

Robert bent his head inside. The study looked considerably different than the last time he’d been there three years earlier. Though the study had then held a coffin too, the room had been adorned with the trappings of authority and exoticism: a long mahogany desk scented with sandalwood, marble busts copied from ancient ones, silk tapestries from faraway lands. Now the only items of furniture inhabiting the study were the desk and a chaise draped in purple moiré. The chaise had been in his mother’s bedroom; Robert had a distant memory of lying on it when his head ached, her French perfume enveloping him like a song. It was before this chaise that his cousin’s open coffin rested across a pair of saw horses.

This was his cousin. His cousin who was dead.

Though it made little sense, Robert stepped toward the coffin as though not to disturb.

The last time he’d been in John’s study, the coffin had been made of plain pine; Robert had insisted on it, yearning for simplicity. The coffin was also smaller, built to house the corpse of a young woman. This time, the coffin was constructed of dark lacquered wood swathed in deep purple velvet. The color of royalty. It was deep enough that his cousin’s corpse remained hidden. This was a relief to Robert—he wasn’t ready to view him yet. What had been his cousin’s name? Hugh? Wasn’t it a French name? For some reason, he resisted remembering. He’d never even heard of him until yesterday. Regardless, he had work to do.

Robert wiped his brow and set down the tripod and the heavy wood case containing his daguerreotype outfit. He unbolted the leather straps; the buckles and slides reminded him of the livery on a horse’s head. He lifted the boxes containing the silvered copper plates, the bottles of chemicals and pigments. Finally, he removed the camera itself. It was a large box bound in honey-colored wood and glass. Boxes within boxes Locked and contained. However, once he set his camera on the tripod, he forgot where he was, the task he was to do, shifting from family member to daguerreotypist. It was easier than he’d imagined, like putting on a hat before going outside.

Robert examined the corpse. Hugh looked as he’d expected: like the corpse of a man well past the middle of his life. He was thin and tall, his auburn hair dulled by white, his hands ropey with veins and bone. No one could argue he wasn’t dressed elegantly, his ensemble unlike anything Robert had ever seen his wife sew. Hugh wore a well-tailored dark-hued frock coat. Beneath it, a black velvet collar was attached to his linen, which was fastened by an elaborately bowed necktie; his trousers were cut of the same fine wool as the coat, as though to match. Hugh reclined in the coffin, one long arm curved across his chest, as though overcome by surprise when his heart stilled.

“What did you die of?” Robert whispered. “Where did you die?”

Hugh revealed no sign of disease beyond approaching threescore years. Nor did he bear the stench of decomposition; the subtle scent of almond indicated he’d been embalmed in arsenic mixed with spirits of wine. The high color on his cheeks suggested carmine had been added to the mixture. Embalmed or no, Hugh’s closed eyes had already sunken into his face. He must have passed about two weeks earlier and in another land; a small brass plaque set inside the coffin latch was engraved with a Geneva address. Hugh had traveled far to come home.

Inspired by the grandeur of Hugh’s coffin and clothes, Robert would use his finest supplies. A gilding of gold chloride after fixing the plate with mercury. This would grant the daguerreotype the appearance of warmth—something his cousin’s body now decidedly lacked in death.

Once the camera was positioned, Robert surveyed his cousin upside down on the viewing glass. Even after opening the drapes, the light was low. In such a case, Robert would move the corpse into a more advantageous pose. He’d even use a teaspoon to adjust the focus of their eyes, but the thought of this repulsed him—even if he’d never met him before, this was his cousin, not some stranger. In all of Robert’s dealings as a daguerreotypist, he’d grown to think of death akin to a train pulling away—his job was to help the survivors wave goodbye. Now, after viewing his cousin’s corpse, he was reminded death was a door slamming shut. Especially as he recalled that small pine box three years earlier.

A deep shudder rose from within him.

What to do?

The answer came unbidden: We do what we must. He’d take a portrait of his cousin’s face in repose, cropped closely. A longer exposure would compensate for the low light. Once he developed the daguerreotype, he’d leave before his brother discovered his presence. He’d be done with his past—or as much as was possible.

Robert tucked his head beneath the black cloth covering the back of the camera. Reached for the silver-coated plate for the daguerreotype. Stared into the glass finder one last time.

His wife’s face stared back at him.

    III.

Robert dropped the silvered plate. As soon as it clattered to the floor, Sida disappeared; Hugh’s corpse returned. Not that it mattered—Robert knew no one could see her but him. He’d had three years since Sida’s death to become accustomed to her ways: the silent arrivals in the dark of night, the glimpses of her blue gown in tangled crowds. This time, though, he knew he’d imagined her. The proof was in the circumstance: the last time he’d been here, it was to bury her. Her ghost rarely showed outside their home. In the few occasions Robert had ventured beyond London, she’d never followed. He was still desperately short of sleep. His memories were affecting him.

Robert stepped away from his camera shaking his head, his hands. Anything to pull himself from the past. Yet the memory of that humble pine box remained, as tangible a presence as the corpse of Hugh de Bonne. Sida’s stilled body within the coffin. Her dark eyes staring out. The carmine dabbed upon her cheeks to disguise the bruises . . .

He glanced over his shoulder, yearning for his wife’s presence. Wishing she still lived. “Robert,” he imagined her murmuring, “you must trust I’ll never leave you.”

Dead cousin or no, Robert had to go. Now.

He thrust the plate box, the camera into the traveling case. He didn’t bother to take any care, precious camera be damned. Glass cracked, a vial of varnish slopped over his trousers and stuck to his skin. He ignored the mess. All he wanted to do was to find his way back to London. To Sida. He’d been a fool to leave her. His stomach twisted recalling how she’d clung to him after they’d read John’s letter, color leeching from her face before she’d faded into the shadows. “We’ll never be parted,” he’d sworn. And then he’d gone and abandoned her for a cousin he’d never even heard of before. What sort of husband was he?

Once the case was buckled, Robert dragged it toward the door. Before he passed into the corridor, a plethora of hounds rushed into the room. The dogs nipped at Robert’s heels, sniffing his shoes, circling and barking. Robert swiped at them with his free arm. The hounds were followed by a tall man dressed in voluminous silk robes. The scent of musk, smoke, and horse sweat overtook almonds.

“What the deuce is going on?” the man bellowed in a deep voice. “Robert? Is that you? You came!”

Before Robert could respond, he was enveloped in an unavoidable embrace. His only brother, John, had returned.

“I must go,” Robert said once he’d extracted himself. “I’ve urgent business.”

But John wouldn’t be put off. He pulled Robert toward him, dragging him into the corridor, beyond the gaping servants who’d gathered to eavesdrop. His brother’s grasp was surprisingly strong—Robert supposed that’s what came of all those mornings riding to the hounds.

“Don’t leave, Robert. Not yet,” he begged, his heavy silk dressing gown encasing Robert like a fly. “God, you look rough. We haven’t seen each other in three years. Not since Cressida . . .” John’s expression was embarrassed at best. “Well, you can’t leave without visiting Mother’s garden. Can you?”



“You want me to daguerreotype a chapel?” Robert said to John. “I thought this was about our cousin.”

A half hour later, the reunited brothers strolled the winter-ravaged garden, surveying the herb beds, the briars—it was still too cold for snowdrops and crocuses—while John’s hounds coiled about their ankles yelping at the frozen world beyond. Gravel crunched beneath their feet. Every so often, one of the hounds would dart off to piss on a hedge that looked exactly the same as it had during Robert’s last visit. Robert did his best to ignore them; he found dogs to be overeager at best, unpredictable at worst. They even tried to lick the broken skin on his hands. The walled garden revealed the influence of their mother, who’d turned what had been a wilderness of abandoned rose beds into a refuge famed throughout the county after their father purchased the estate. All of a sudden Robert missed her with an acute longing. She would have appreciated Sida’s love of beauty.

John replied, “Trust me, it’s not any day you’ll view a chapel such as this. It’s rumored to be one of the most exquisite places in the world, like the Taj Mahal on a far more intimate scale.” As boys, Robert and John had marveled at engravings of the Taj Mahal; it had spurred John’s fascination with India. “The chapel is constructed almost entirely of glass. Set in a wood on the moors of Shropshire. Hugh de Bonne commissioned the chapel for his wife. Been locked since her burial inside it over a decade ago. He wants his corpse to be daguerreotyped beside her there. A final request.”

A day earlier Robert had never even heard of Hugh de Bonne. Nor had he ever heard of someone building such a memorial. “I had no idea.”

“I know, I know—it’s a surprise to me too,” John explained, bending over to comfort a hound who had an unfortunate encounter with a thistle. “Hugh was a poet. He’s quite famous, though I wouldn’t know.” John’s interests were limited to hunting, hounds, and travel. He also possessed a business acumen that had brought him wealth in India. John continued, “Neither Father nor Mother spoke of him, though I recall Mother mentioning we had a poet in the family by marriage through a French relative of Father’s. I thought this was a euphemism for something disreputable. Hugh’s last book was The Lost History of Dreams. Considered his masterpiece. Don’t suppose you’ve read it.”

“No.” Robert recalled the deceased mother in Kensington, the book resting on her chest, the leather binding embossed in gilt letters. The Lost History of Dreams—the title was visible even after he’d developed the daguerreotype. His agitation pushed any wonder away. “I prefer the classics.”

John heaved a sigh. “I know. Ovid. The eternals. You fit in well at Oxford, brother of mine. I must admit your new vocation was unexpected. It was interesting explaining to your friends what kept you too occupied to acknowledge their attentions.”

“Who complained to you? Someone from Oxford?”

“Would you write them if I told you? Are you working on your new book at least?”

“I’ve been busy. Death doesn’t rest.” Robert found his eyes seeking the road toward London. Toward Sida. “Get on with your story, please.”

“Very well. It’s a long tale I must relate.” John tightened his heavy fur coat, which he’d swapped the silk for. “I should warn what I’m about to say may distress you. The reason we never were told about Hugh wasn’t because he was a poet—success at art will silence any critic—or because our relation wasn’t through blood. It was because of whom he married.”

Robert willed himself to respond. “He married an orphaned seamstress.”

“No. He eloped with an orphaned heiress named Ada Lowell.” John’s face darkened in a manner that belied his jovial tone. “Ada and Hugh’s marriage was unfortunate. Cursed, you might say.”

Robert shoved his hands into his pockets, cold. “As some might call mine?”

John flushed nearly as red as his silk scarf. “I had no disdain of Cressida. It was her family I feared would prove an unhappy connection. It brought me no satisfaction to be proven correct.”

Robert’s impatience twisted toward remorse. How could he explain to his brother that Sida had never really left him?

“Tell your story then.”

“Very well. After they eloped, Ada became with child while they were living deep within the Black Forest—God knows how they ended up there. Her doctor wrote Father to help them return to England.”

“Father didn’t respond.”

An ironic half smile. “Father’s not here for me to ask, Robert. Anyway, it mattered not: in 1836 Ada died in childbirth, the baby stillborn. Afterward, Hugh disappeared, though not before he wrote The Lost History of Dreams and built the glass chapel for Ada. I knew nothing of this until last week when a letter arrived addressed to Father from Hugh’s solicitor. It accompanied this.”

By now the brothers had arrived at the stile separating their mother’s garden from the fields and cottages beyond, where the gravel path gave way to dirt. John used the opportunity to pull an envelope the size of a pamphlet from his coat pocket.

John offered the envelope to Robert.

Robert couldn’t resist. Though the envelope was thin, it was heavier than expected and constructed of brown paper. Discoloration lined the top of it, where a flare of sun must have fallen for years. Robert knew with a certainty the envelope had been stored face out in a glass cabinet, where it had remained untouched for years. It’s an envelope with a history An envelope containing secrets. He suddenly had the sense of being inside a story where an object can change a life. Or ruin it.

“What’s inside?”

John’s tone was solemn. “A last letter from Hugh concerning his estate.”

Robert stroked the envelope in as furtive a gesture as he could manage. The brown paper felt smoother than expected, like unseen hands had caressed it. An assertive flash of sepia-colored handwriting crowned the front:

To be delivered upon my death to:

Miss Isabelle Lowell

Weald House, Kynnersley on the Weald Moors, Shropshire

“Who’s Miss Isabelle Lowell?” The name was familiar, like a thread of a conversation that couldn’t be recollected.

“Isabelle Lowell was Ada’s niece,” John explained. “Hugh bequeathed her the glass chapel and Weald House, which had been Ada’s family home.”

“Have I met this Isabelle Lowell?”

“No. Nor have I.” John spoke as though ticking off items from a list. “Hugh’s solicitor wrote that Miss Lowell is a spinster. She was desperately devoted to Ada, who was like a mother to her. Took her death hard. You’ll need to approach her carefully—she probably hoped to see her uncle again one day. You’re to inform her of her inheritance, give her this envelope from Hugh, and inter his corpse inside the chapel beside Ada. Hugh’s solicitor wrote she possesses the only key for it, but has kept it locked all these years out of respect for Hugh’s wishes.”

“Is that all?”

“Not quite. To prove you’ve fulfilled his final request, you’ll need to persuade Miss Lowell to allow you to daguerreotype his corpse in the chapel.” An awkward pause. “She’s to pose beside him to prove she’s been notified of his death.”

“What makes you think she’d be willing to do this?”

“Hopefully Miss Lowell’s joy at finding herself a landed gentlewoman will make her amiable to her uncle’s demands.”

Robert thrust the envelope back. “Shropshire is nearly to Wales.”

“I’d hoped you’d do this as a favor to me, if nothing else. Until the terms are fulfilled, Hugh’s estate legally remains my responsibility.”

“I have an occupation. I’m relied upon.” The truth was Robert feared leaving London for so long. What if Sida left for good? “I’ll give you the name of another daguerreotypist.”

John set his hands on Robert’s shoulders. “It’s a delicate situation. We need a family member. Someone to intervene quickly—so far no one has learned of Hugh’s passing.” His voice dropped. “Do you know what happened when Lord Byron died? No one could decide where to bury him because of the scandal of his life—no Poets’ Corner, no Westminster Abbey. By the time his burial site was settled, thousands of people thronged his funeral procession, and people queued for four days—four days!—to view his body.”

“You’re suggesting this might happen with Hugh.” Robert’s tone was disbelieving.

John’s warm gaze sought Robert’s. “I don’t think you comprehend the situation, brother of mine. Once others become involved, chances are Hugh will end up buried apart from Ada.”

Robert tried not to feel affected. But he was. As the brothers walked, he took in his childhood landscape: the fields of wheat latent with decay, the rows of oaks straining toward the blustery grey sky. Rolling stone walls, rough with mortar and moss. He was surprised how eternal it felt. More crows poured forth from the field beyond, their cries echoing in the cold. “It’s like they’re anticipating Hugh’s funeral,” John muttered, swatting at one. “I should hunt them just to reduce their damn numbers.” It was all as Robert recalled and yet somehow different.

The hounds ran into the woods after a rabbit just as the brothers approached a cottage beyond an allotment. Robert’s heart gave a little thump of recognition. The cottage was set beside a slender stream and looked the same as when he’d last visited: the rough-hewn timber and plaster construction, the tangle of blood-red roses creeping along the walls even in winter. His eyes prickled with a peculiar heat as he recalled the fig and apple trees, the rows of beans and melons twined over willow stakes, the mill spilling with water. Now the small vegetable plot and fruit trees marking the front of the house looked abandoned from more than the season.

“This had been Cressida’s home?”

John presented the statement as a question, but he knew. Everyone knew.

Robert nodded, his throat tightening. If he closed his eyes, he could still see Sida the first time he’d come upon her at the tailor shop in the village, bent over her sewing. “She’s Eurasian—you can tell by her eyes and skin,” John had announced; even then he was fascinated with India. “Half-caste. Don’t see many outside of Town.” But there was something beyond Sida’s appearance that had drawn Robert back the following day. When he’d returned, a sketch was set on the table beside her, a drawing of a mourning dove. It was the loveliest thing he’d ever seen. “Who drew this?” he’d asked. “Not you,” she’d teased. Her voice was warm. Welcoming . . .

John’s voice turned as soft as the silks he favored. “You must miss her so.”

Robert jutted his chin toward the cottage. “Who lives there now?”

John gestured into the air with his hands. “Does it matter?”

Her aunt must have abandoned the cottage after the scandal. Sida had loved its garden with a desperation, perhaps because it was the one place her uncle never ventured. When she wasn’t sewing, she’d sketch there, the tip of her tongue caught between her lips in blissful concentration.

With this, Robert’s thoughts turned to his fourth-story room in Clerkenwell, where he prayed she awaited. An odd panic fell on him. If he didn’t leave in that moment, he’d lose his wife like Orpheus in his Ovid.

Robert made an extravagant show of examining his pocket watch. “I must depart. If you could return to the house . . .”

John stared at his mud-covered boots. “I’ll have Durkin take your camera to the coach stand.”

“I appreciate this.” He couldn’t even muster the energy to warn how fragile the equipment was.

“So you’ll leave me responsible for Hugh’s estate?”

Robert didn’t answer.

“Will I ever see you again, brother of mine?”

In lieu of a reply, he offered John his hand. Estrangement was easier than loss.

“This is goodbye, Robert?”

“For now, John.”

At last John accepted his hand. The handshake turned into an embrace, one that seemed to encompass all of their collective regrets. He doubted he’d see his brother again. Nor would he return.

Once they broke away, Robert stole a last glance at Sida’s garden. He envisioned her waving to him as she was before their marriage, her blue gown fluttering against her limbs in the wind, her sable hair tumbling about her cheeks as she ran from the garden. Beauty amid the cruelty . . .

Goodbye to that too.

Just as he turned toward the road, John called out. “One last thing . . .”

Robert looked back.

“I’m only going to say this once, Robert. Just this one time,” John said, his words surprising Robert with their passion. “You of all men should understand—Hugh only wants to be reunited with his wife. To go home to her. Nothing more. Nothing less. Can you really deny him this?”


    
The Glass Chapel

Excerpted from The Lost History of Dreams by Hugh de Bonne, published 1837 by Chapman & Hall, London.

As the Poet waited ’neath domed glass

Whilst the clocks chimed forlorn for noon

His fists stopping those who might trespass

With dreaded words he dared impugn.

‘It cannot be,’ he wept. ‘She whose skin

Was white as snow from winter’s blight—

She whose lips were red as roses. Poison

You say? Nay, it cannot be! Such spite

Lives not in this kingdom.’ (Alas, ’twas so.)

Then he cried : ‘Break the glass, but not to plunder!

Let Eurydice rest protected from her foe

On a bed of diamonds—a chimera of wonder—

A home for her soul.’

And thus the chapel in which they’d wed

Became a house where worms were fed.

*

    I.

There was no one there. Six hours on a coal-spewing train from Euston, another three on a coach from Shrewsbury to the coach stand, which turned out not to be the warm, inviting inn Robert had hoped for. Instead, he found himself at the intersection of two spindly country lanes at the base of an isolated incline. A large oak, far wider than any he’d ever seen, marked the crossroad like a sentinel. Beside the oak, fields glistened with frost. Beyond that, nothing.

“Kynnersley on the Weald Moors,” the coachman announced, already reaching to unlatch Hugh’s coffin cart from the back of the carriage. John had gone to considerable expense to arrange for Hugh’s transport, even hiring a private carriage to meet them at the railway terminus in Shrewsbury.

“Are you certain?” Robert asked, his breath pluming in the cold.

“Quite certain.”

Robert peered out from the coach. Though it couldn’t be more than half past three in the afternoon, the sky was weighed with an ominous gloom. It only contributed to his mood. Already he missed Sida with a yearning tainted by anxiety. She’d been waiting on their bed when he’d returned from his brother’s and had sobbed when he’d informed her of his task. “I’ll return to you as quickly as I can,” he’d promised.

Robert climbed down from the coach, careful not to slip on the frozen ground. Ice shattered like glass beneath his heels. The envelope concerning Hugh’s bequest pressed against his ribs; to protect it, Robert had tucked it beneath his waistcoat next to his linen shirt. He’d memorized the address by heart: Miss Isabelle Lowell, Weald House, Kynnersley on the Weald Moors, Shropshire. Every time he’d shifted in the coach, the paper grazed his flesh.

The coachman asked once he’d unlatched the coffin, “Is someone to meet you, sir?”

“From Weald House. A Miss Lowell. Do you know her?”

He offered a dismissive pout. “I’m not from these parts.”

Robert squinted into the distance. The sky would be completely dark within the hour. A rumble of thunder sounded.

“Is there somewhere I could wait that’s less isolated?”

“Naught here in Kynnersley. Closest place with a public house is Wellington. That’s five miles from here”—the coachman pointed his whip at a distant point—“if you walk down that path through the moors. I’d take you but I need to return to Shrewsbury before the rain starts. Supposed to be nasty. Might even turn to sleet by morning.”

“I’ll wait here then.” Better this than wandering alone through the moors at night dragging a coffin and his camera.

“I expect you haven’t much choice.” The coachman held out his hand for a tip just as a faraway slash of lightning cut the sky. “Anyway, I think I see someone coming. Perhaps it’s for you.”

“You just want to be off,” Robert said, bitterness infusing his attempt at humor.

The coachman settled his hat over his brow as he side-eyed Hugh’s coffin. “Can you blame me?”

Once the dust from the departing coach settled, Robert stared into the distance. The coachman was right: someone was coming. A low rumble shook the ground. A chaise-cart, a two-wheeled carriage such as a governess would drive, approached pulled by a single black horse. Robert could make out the dull gleam of dark cloth across the carriage hood. Brass livery.

The chaise shuddered to a stop before him, the horse neighing in protest. A flash of bright teeth presented from the shadows beneath the hood, accompanied by a whiff of tobacco smoke.

“Mr. Highstead, yes?” a rough voice called.

“Yes?”

“I’m Owen Rhys, the groom. Miss Lowell sent me from Weald House to fetch you and Hugh.”

Owen jumped down from the chaise. To Robert’s surprise, Owen’s deep voice belied his youth—he appeared no older than eighteen. His eyes and hair beneath his broad-brimmed felt hat were dark. Welsh heritage, Robert supposed. He was reminded how close Shropshire was to the border of Wales.

Owen pointed to the coffin. “I assume that’s Hugh in there.”

“He is,” Robert answered; he’d closed the casket himself.

“I’ll take care of him.” Owen stomped out his cigarette, the smoke lingering, before he fastened the cart holding the coffin to the carriage with a thick chain. He pointed to Robert’s traveling case and tripod. “That yours too?”

“I’ll take them. They’re fragile.”

Once they were underway, Robert peered out from beneath the carriage hood, unable to see anything beyond trees and mist as they traveled. The sky was gloomy with storm clouds. Hopefully it would clear by morning so he could daguerreotype the chapel and be on his way.

Robert asked, “How far are we from the chapel Mr. de Bonne built?”

Owen’s mouth quirked. “You mean Ada’s Folly?”

“Is that what it’s called?”

“Mainly. We’ll pass it soon.”

A moment later, the groomsman brought the chaise to a halt. “If you want to take a gander at Ada’s Folly, it’s over there, behind the grove of oaks. But hurry—think I heard thunder.”

Robert climbed down from his perch, his boots sliding on icy leaves. He squinted into the dusk. He saw naught but a winter forest shorn of leaves. Tree limbs entwined like arms forbidding entrance. Below, a carpet of mist. And then at last, he saw Ada’s Folly, or the roof of it anyway: an arc of clear glass floating behind tree branches. It resembled a bell jar, if a bell jar could be large enough to cover part of a forest.

It was a wonder. A miracle.

His pulse speeding, Robert stepped toward the glass dome, nearly tripping on the tangle of tree roots crossing the forest floor. Ada’s Folly was much smaller than he’d expected, not much larger than a cottage; John’s description had made it sound far grander of scale. The chapel was octagonal of shape. Below the dome, milky glass covered the exterior of the stained glass, hiding the chapel’s secrets to outsiders. Ivy crept up its walls, as if nature were in the process of reclaiming the chapel for its own. This was a place that had been abandoned. Forgotten. As though it were too exquisite for the world to bear.

Robert found he couldn’t speak. Couldn’t look away. Owen lit another cigarette, flicking ashes into the leaves beyond.

“I remember when Ada’s Folly was built. I was a small child. My father said he never imagined such places existed.”

“Your father saw inside it?”

“No. Only heard talk.”

“He met Hugh then?”

“Not that either, Mr. Highstead. My mother did see Miss Ada once at church.”

Robert’s curiosity rose. “What was she like?”

“Beautiful. Light, but not of looks. Just the way she had about her. Mum said she mainly remembered her voice. It reminded her of bells.”

Suddenly Robert sensed Ada’s presence from across the years, as though she’d arrived to welcome her husband home. He imagined her silvery voice. Her radiance. Spurred by this visceral emotion, Robert wished he could break open the chapel door to daguerreotype Hugh beside Ada’s grave. To see what no one living had ever seen. But this would not have been honorable. Nor would it fulfill the whole of Hugh’s last request; he wondered how Miss Lowell would respond to posing beside a corpse.

Owen pointed at the rapidly darkening sky. “Storm’s about to start.”

A second later a splatter of water beat against the coffin; a tawny owl let out a hoot; a flash of lightning struck. And then the rain began in earnest. Yet Robert couldn’t look away from Ada’s Folly. This time it wasn’t temptation that rooted his feet. It was a sense of futility. Even if he obtained Isabelle’s consent, how would he ever capture this glass chapel, this folly, this thing, in a daguerreotype? Beyond the technical considerations of light and shadow, it was so much more than he’d expected.

It wasn’t a chapel bearing a corpse he’d traveled all this way to daguerreotype. It was a history: love, loss, and everything in between.



Robert’s first exposure to Weald House wasn’t of a house. It was of a dog.

Just as the chaise carriage rumbled past the gate to the estate, a large black retriever leapt toward their cart, barking madly in the rain.

“Down, Virgil!” Owen yelled. “Dammit, boy.” He said to Robert over his shoulder, “Excuse me, but the dog don’t listen. He’s so old it’s a miracle he’s still around.”

Once they reached the dry stable, and the coffin was settled in an empty stall (“We can move it later into the parlor,” Owen explained), the dog hewed close to their side, his long pink tongue lolling from his mouth.

“He was Hugh’s dog?” Robert asked, taking a step back when Virgil shook water on his legs, just like his brother’s dogs. At least this one didn’t try to lick his hands.

Owen reached for a lantern hanging on the stable wall. “No, he belongs to the house. Dunno where he came from. I don’t even know how he got his name.” He pointed beyond the stable, where the rain still spilled. “House is just over there, through the garden. Watch the beehive—’tis hard to see in the dark. Hurry!”

Water plastered Robert’s hair to his face, his overcoat against his back, as Owen led them to a thick-planked door. The servants’ entrance—Robert had seen many of these during his time working as a daguerreotypist.

As soon as Owen swung the door open, Robert was blasted with heat and light. Once his sight adjusted, he understood he was inside the kitchen. The room was dominated by a long table set before the fireplace, around which a pair of servants sat. They paused eating what appeared to be an undistinguished beef stew, their faces raised expectedly toward Robert. There was a thick-waisted older woman, her grey hair hidden behind a yellowed linen widow’s cap. The cook, Robert decided. Next to her, a girl of perhaps sixteen dressed in a grey dimity frock, her eyes widening with challenge beneath her gold hair. She was pretty, and knew it. Surely she was the housemaid. She twirled a curl about her finger. “You’re late for tea, boy.” Owen flushed crimson before replying, “Did you miss me, Grace?”

“Ah no, but Virgil did,” she teased. “Give him a kiss.”

The three servants erupted in warm laughter—a laughter that distinctly excluded Robert.

“Hugh’s cousin is here,” Owen announced. “Mr. Highstead.”

Robert took his hat off. Rainwater fell from the brim, pooling about his feet. “So sorry. I’ll clean that.”

“No need, sir. I’ll get it.” The older woman rose from the table unsteadily. She wiped her mouth against a corner of her gravy-stained apron, revealing uneven teeth. “Mr. Highstead, how rude we are! Come, sit! I’m Mrs. Chilvers, the housekeeper—well, I also cook since we’re short of help. It’s true then? You’re his cousin?”

“Yes. Through my father by marriage,” Robert supplied, sweating from the heat of the kitchen. “Please, no need to curtsey, madam.”

“Some food? You must be famished after your journey.”

Before Robert could answer, the golden-haired girl—he recalled her name was Grace—called out, “You’re really here with Hugh?”

How familiar they were, calling his cousin by his Christian name like they’d known him intimately, instead of as their employer.

“I fear it is true—Hugh de Bonne has passed and I have arrived bearing his mortal remains,” Robert answered in his most professional tones. “I regret bringing these sorrowful tidings.”

Owen said, “That’s what Miss Isabelle said your brother wrote. She was so upset she locked herself in her room for a full day.”

“Are you to take possession of Weald House then?” Mrs. Chilvers asked, wary.

“No, no. Miss Lowell was chosen as Mr. de Bonne’s heir,” Robert reassured. “I’m only cousin to Mr. de Bonne through marriage—I never had the privilege of meeting him in this life. That said, I pray I can fulfill his last wishes as he desired.”

“Aren’t you fancy?” Grace rejoined.

A collective giggle ran around the table. Robert’s cheeks prickled with warmth. This was no lecture hall in Oxford with scholars, or parlor in Belgravia crowded with the bereaved. Even so, he could tell this was a house in mourning as surely as if he’d come across a crape bow on the door. He’d seen enough during his employment to recognize the signs: the disarray, the hushed tones, the excited yet lackadaisical servants, as though the house were trapped beneath a stilled clock.

“Come now, Mr. Highstead,” Mrs. Chilvers said. “No need to share words intended for another’s ear. I’ll take you to Miss Isabelle.” She gathered a candle from the mantel. “I suppose there’s no point putting off bad news.”



Like Mary at his brother’s house only a day earlier, Mrs. Chilvers moved with a surprising haste despite her bulk. Propelled forward by the anemic glow of her candle, Virgil the dog followed them, his claws clipping on the dulled wood floor.

“So strange to think of Mr. Hugh’s coffin down in the stable,” she said. “I must admit I was staggered when I heard you’d be bringing him here from London. ’ Tis a far way to travel.”

“Not as far as Mr. de Bonne has come,” Robert said. As they passed through a labyrinth of darkened corridors, he inhaled the scent of mold, took in shadowy corners cloaked in neglect. One long wall caved with moisture, its plaster crumbling beneath the weight of gravity. Perhaps Weald House would be shown to better advantage under daylight.

“Mr. de Bonne passed in Geneva,” he added.

“So your brother wrote. A heart attack in his bath, no less. Bathing can be so dangerous.” She pointed down a passageway lined with crimson velvet curtains. “This way, sir.”

As they walked, Robert made out that the estate was oriented around what had probably been a one-room farmhouse; this room had metamorphosed into the kitchen, presumably to take advantage of the overlarge fireplace. The rest of the house sprawled out from the kitchen: a reception room, drawing room, a pantry, all reflecting a time when Weald House was inhabited by more than three servants and their reclusive employer. Now these rooms lay abandoned like limbs whose muscles had atrophied from lack of use.

“Sorry it’s so dark,” Mrs. Chilvers said. “Candles are quite dear these days. I must admit I was surprised to hear of your existence, Mr. Highstead. I hadn’t known Mr. Hugh”—Mrs. Chilvers addressed him by a title, unlike the others—“had any relations. He never spoke of any while he was here. Well, beyond Miss Isabelle, of course. Though she was only through Ada. Hence, I’d assumed—”

“I was his heir?”

Mrs. Chilvers nodded. “You’ll be staying three nights at least?”

“I’d hoped only one.” From a corner of his eye, Robert spied a long-eared wood mouse caught in a trap.

“There’s room enough to stay as long as you’d like, though most of the house is unused these days. We only use the west wing, so you’ll be there. Third floor. I’ll have Owen lay a fire for you. The east wing has been closed up since Miss Ada’s marriage. Not even a stick of furniture in them—well, now I’m gossiping . . .” Her words trailed off in ominous omission as they approached a wide stairwell curving up into more darkness. “Miss Isabelle dines in the library. She’s there now.”

“Do others reside here?” Perhaps Isabelle had a companion to keep her company in this isolated place.

The housekeeper shook her head, stifling a yawn. “Miss Isabelle is a solitary sort. She mainly dwells upstairs, away from Mr. Hugh’s study.”

“And where would his study be?”

“There.” Mrs. Chilvers pointed with her candle down toward a corridor below the stairwell; the walls appeared in better repair. “Just beyond the front entry. It’s the door with the brass plate. Well, we had to do something. The pilgrims come.”

“Pilgrims?”

Mrs. Chilvers nodded solemnly. “They call themselves ‘Seekers of the Lost Dream.’ The Lost History of Dreams and all that. Once Mr. Hugh disappeared, they flocked here for some sign of him. ’ Twas Miss Isabelle’s idea to let them tour his study so they wouldn’t disturb Ada’s Folly. But the pilgrims still ask about it anyway.”

“Because Mrs. de Bonne is interred here?”

“That and because of Mr. Hugh’s poetry. Still, the tours help.”

“So you have random people—Seekers of the Lost Dream, if you will—just show at Weald House?”

“Yes. I know it sounds mad, but the pilgrims are easy enough to identify. One even dyes her hair red in honor of Mr. Hugh—far darker color than yours, Mr. Highstead, though yours looked a bit ginger in the light. Most wear cockades of raven feathers surrounding a rose.”

“Why on earth would they do that?”

“From a poem he wrote, ‘The Rose and the Raven.’ Supposed to be about Miss Ada and their baby.” Mrs. Chilvers halted on the landing, her mouth grim. “I don’t want to think what they’ll do once they learn he’s dead. They’ll probably wail and rend their clothing.”

They turned down another corridor, where piano music drifted toward them. A Beethoven sonata. Whoever was playing was quite accomplished.

Robert asked, “Is that Miss Lowell?”

Mrs. Chilvers nodded. “She practices every night. Must have finished her tea.”

Whether it was the music or that she’d run out of words, the housekeeper finally fell into silence. Robert was grateful. The unexpected emergence of beauty infused him with courage. The truth was the closer Robert grew to meeting Hugh’s niece, the more his apprehension rose, though he was uncertain why. If Isabelle refused his request to daguerreotype Ada’s Folly, he’d just return home to his wife. Hugh, however, would have to be interred far from Ada. John would have to understand, despite the inconvenience of managing the property.

At last Mrs. Chilvers halted at a closed door. It looked no different from any other they’d passed: dark wood with chipped varnish.

“Here we are. The library.” Her voice dropped. “Be gentle. Miss Isabelle is sure to take whatever you have to say hard. Understand?”

And then she knocked on the door.

    II.

The piano music came to a halt, leaving an unresolved chord dangling. “Come in,” a weary-sounding female voice responded from inside the library. “You can take my plate.”

“I’m not alone, Miss Isabelle,” Mrs. Chilvers explained, her cheek pressed against the door. “It’s Mr. Hugh’s cousin, a Mr. Highstead. He’s just arrived.”

“Oh. So soon.”

A long pause. A clash on the keyboard. The chord restarted and grew into an impassioned arpeggio.

Robert girded himself, his courage from the music forgotten. This was really no different than his job, he told himself. When he daguerreotyped those corpses, it had been easy to dispense with the homilies and kindnesses. But he’d never been related to the grieving parties. Until now.

Mrs. Chilvers raised her voice over the music. “Do you want Mr. Highstead to return?”

“No, no . . .” The piano silenced. “It’s just that I’m . . . I’m not really dressed for visitors, mind.”

“Miss Lowell, we can speak at your convenience,” Robert interjected, hoping his reassurance would win him favor.

Mrs. Chilvers whispered, “She’s usually not one for vanity.” She opened the door, gave him a little shove. “Go.”

Once the housekeeper shut the door behind him, Robert was confronted with the unctuous odor of mutton. Because the room was nearly as dark as the hall, it took him a moment to identify where the smell originated: slices of the meat were arrayed on a porcelain plate beside a loaf of bread. Both mutton and bread were untouched. His stomach growled, reminding him he hadn’t eaten since Shrewsbury.
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