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        I am nobody, who are you?

      

      

      Death was no stranger to Theodora Corvus. It had gathered at her cradle, whisper-soft and unseen, to take her mother’s cooling hand. Upon the eve of her eighth midsummer, beneath the old oaks near the lake as the sun slipped behind the hills, Death also took her father’s hand.

      Age had not claimed him; it had only begun to show marks on his skin—a wrinkle at his eye, a thread of silver in his golden hair. It was a winter’s cold that stilled the joy-filled heart of her father, an illness that had swept over all of them, even her grandmother. But where Theodora only suffered a minor fever, and her grandmother a sore throat and ill humors, it stole the life from the lord of Woodrow House. It took him in pieces, bled the color from his skin, the spark from his eye, the mirth from his lips, all so slowly. She had sat beside him, the dappled light sprinkling down from the green above, the trees watching over them, far older than the house. He had his blanket on his knees, his hand in hers and he did not say they were waiting for anything. But Theodora knew. So, as they waited, with the warmth of the summer air fading over them, the shadow of Woodrow at their backs, her father took a last lingering breath, and then took no more.

      Theodora had watched him be lowered into the earth; her small hand clasped in the wrinkled folds of her grandmother’s fingers. The old woman had turned to her, nose as sharp as the birds they were named for.

      “Do not weep, child,” Grandmother told her. “Save your tears for someone who will care to see them. Waste them not, for no good will they do you here.”

      So, Theodora swallowed her tears, and it was as though they never quite made it to her stomach, instead solidifying around her heart. She could feel it in her chest, the soft thudding of a grief-heavy organ. But she did not weep, and that made Grandmother very proud.

      Her grandmother held her hand until long after the swarm of black-robed mourners had left and, with one passing glance at her son, tugged Theodora away. No tears stained her withered face.

      I would care to see them, Grandmother.

      Theodora was unused to grief, too young to miss her mother and too fearful to mourn her father. It sat there like a stone upon her chest. It allowed her to breathe, but only just, shallow and quick.

      She shifted her body to allow for the weight, straightened her spine until her grief, that loss, became another part of her.

      Woodrow House stood exactly a mile from the village, its crumbling white stone walls so covered in ivy, it looked as though the vines were stitching the cracks back together. It had belonged to the Corvus family for generations, and each generation had failed to maintain its sprawling corridors and pitched roofs, until it resembled nothing more than a damp husk. Parts of it had caved in completely, curling into itself like a giant spider.

      Her father would have inherited it upon Grandmother’s death. Theodora remembered the warmth of his hand in hers, his crooked smile as they both took in the decay and cobwebs. His voice had been warm and rich, like softened honey. “It should be condemned. Do not touch anything, Jackdora, I fear what horrible diseases linger in that floral wallpaper.”

      “Such nonsense,” Grandmother had chided him. “One day, this will make a wonderful home for you and Theodora.”

      The emphasis on her name.

      It did not go unmissed by Theodora. She did not dislike her given name, passed onto her by the mother she could not remember, but the name given to her by her father…that was special. That was hers alone.

      Jackdora. Jackdaw. Named for the inquisitive and smallest member of the crow family.

      Thomas Corvus tipped his head back to look up into the rafters, at the sunlight peeking through the rotten timbers. “Over my dead body, Mother.”

      And so, it had been. With her father far beneath the earth, Theodora stepped across the cracked flagstones of Woodrow House, the echoes of her father’s sweet voice fading.
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        * * *

      

      Winter took hold of Woodrow House like a disease. It settled into the eaves, crept through the pipes, ice forming as a ridged canker that even fireplace heat could not soften. Outside fared little better, the trees stark and brittle, the ground hidden beneath layers of white. Relentless mist coiled up from the lake, thicker than the cook’s mushroom soup.

      Theodora could see the lake from her bedroom window, its mist swirling around the brackish waters and dead-limbed trees bowing low at the water’s edge. She saw the crows in the trees, and she would nod to them.

      She saw the shadows of those once living, and they saw her too. She would nod to them like she did the birds.

      They did not nod back.

      She had spotted the black-eyed specters on her first night in Woodrow House, peering long into the mist to see if she could spot her father, or perhaps her mother.

      “Not all the dead wish to wait, my dear,” her grandmother had said, laying a withered hand over Theodora’s shoulder. “There are those who should not linger, and yet still they do.”

      “What are they waiting for?”

      A dry wheeze had rattled against the old bones of her grandmother’s chest. “Salvation.” The old woman coughed, a sharp sound that drew her hand up and painted it crimson.

      “Father told you this house should be condemned,” Theodora had said, turning away from the window.

      “And yet you still ended up here too.” Her smile had been red. “Your father refused to die in these halls and still he is beneath the earth. Death will come for us all in the end, darling. I would rather it be within this crumbling mausoleum.”

      Winter passed long and slow; it lingered at their hearth as an unwanted houseguest, drawing in the shadows, keeping in the cold. Theodora quickly grew accustomed to wearing multiple layers anytime she left her bedroom. She kept her stockings and mittens near the fireplace, so they were a welcome relief each morning. The few servants her grandmother kept would place warming pans in her bed, and she would fall asleep to the embers hissing around her toes.

      Life fell into a slow and lonely pattern; one that Theodora found she did not mind. The stone against her chest remained, but its presence was one she had accepted. Her tear-hardened heart also became a comforting weight—a millstone carved by those she had lost.

      She seldom saw her grandmother, whose bedroom stood at the far end of the house, up three flights of creaking stairs, and down a narrow and winding corridor. It was far enough away that Theodora could not hear her relentless coughing, the hiss and crackle of her determined lungs. Sometimes, the silence was worse.

      On Sundays, she would call for Theodora, and they would sit and take tea. They would use the best tea service; the insides of the pot and cups stained a yellowish brown. She wondered if she too, was stained on the inside like everything around her, marred by time and neglect. Every treasure, every keepsake, took on an air of disuse. Everything once polished, buckling beneath the bowing weight of the house.

      On those Sundays, with tea and cakes gone long dry, Theodora’s grandmother would pet her head with a withered hand, comment on the lack of color in her cheeks, the limpness of her curls, and how she wished they were golden like her father’s had been. She still refused to die, and Theodora gave her credit for that. She had little doubt Death had come to call on many occasions but, knowing her grandmother, she would have scoffed and sent him on his way.

      She would not go until she was ready.

      The rest of each week, Theodora took to exploring the ruins of the house, following the stoic servants through the corridors until they shooed her away. Rooms upon rooms had been left to rot, furnishings covered in once-white sheets; they lay over the collection of forgotten side tables and grand chairs like old gray ghosts, collecting dust and dead spiders.

      She liked to wander down the cracked path at the back of the house to the mist covered lake. When the soft winter sun trickled from the clouds, no one else was around the too-still waters of the lake. She was not permitted to linger after dark; she was to stop searching the black-eyed echoes for traces of her father, for the face of a mother she did not know. They had not waited for her.

      “Who are you?” Theodora called to the quiet waters, but the lake kept its secrets.

      With the cold biting through her three pairs of stockings and good wool coat, Theodora turned away from the lake and walked back up the broken path to Woodrow House, whose shadow yawned open to swallow her. She took but a few steps upon the cracked stone path when, to her left, she spotted the wild flapping of a bird. A crow, it seemed, with one wing bent and broken. Theodora plucked it from the bushes, her fingers gentle, not caring that blood seeped over her velveteen mittens.

      “I am a crow, also,” Theodora said, tucking the bird close to her chest. “And, just like me, you do not belong here.”

      It was easy to creep back to her room without being seen; when no one was looking for you, you became invisible. With an old hatbox and a silk petticoat she had long outgrown, Theodora made a nest, and it was perfect. She settled the crow deep into the folds of her old undergarments, taking extra care not to jolt its wing.

      The crow stared at her, black eyes not unlike those of the specters by the lake. It made no sound and ceased its flapping, and simply stared back at Theodora.

      “I will name you Pallas and, together, we will fly away from this place. We will be friends, you and me. I am Theodora Corvus, but you can call me Jack.”

      Theodora slept soundly to the house’s familiar creaking and groaning, its thumping pipes. She dreamt of black feathers and great wings, of being carried far from the doomed house and her grandmother’s stubborn death rattle.

      She woke with a smile, early winter sunlight breaking through the gap in the heavy curtains. Pallas’s wings twitched as though itching to fly, though a milky film lay over its eyes.

      With ever gentle hands, Theodora pulled the silk from its body, disturbing the fat little grubs harvesting its hollow chest.

      It had not waited for her either.
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        Deep in earth, my love is dying

      

      

      The years took more and more of Woodrow House; the old stone giving way to age and rot, the bones laid centuries before too brittle, too old, to hold it up. The years also took more and more of Theodora’s grandmother. Her wrinkled skin grew thin like rice paper, spots of deep brown peppered her hands, and her fingers were twisted and stiff. The years had taken her eyes, the teeth from her mouth, the wit from her mind.

      But the years passed and, still, death would not come for her.

      Theodora often wondered whether her grandmother would outlive even her—as she had done the cook, the girl who swept the chimneys, and the postman. Theodora had taken up preparing meals, stoking the flames in the ancient cooker to roast meats and setting simple soups to simmer. She thought herself fortunate that her grandmother enjoyed her food bland, since she possessed little talent for cookery. She attempted to clean the fireplaces, but she feared the chimneys would catch alight with their collection of old bird nests and storm-blown branches, and that would be the end of Woodrow House.

      “How are the children, darling?” her grandmother croaked from the bed she seldom left. Her old, blind eyes followed Theodora’s hands as she set a steaming cup of tea upon her nightstand. The sharp green eyes of her youth had long faded, the milky film stretched over them masking the world from view. Yet still, with uncanny grace, Theodora’s grandmother would turn her head and settle those unseeing eyes upon her. Theodora mused that perhaps her grandmother’s hearing had sharpened where her eyes had dulled. The old bed stood mottled with woodworm, its coverlets faded, though the stitching was still fine, sewn by the grandmothers who had lived in the house in years past. Velvet curtains hung around the bed frame, pooling to the floor in a rich emerald puddle. Little decay had settled upon them, as though the house allowed her grandmother her privacy, this last fold of dignity.

      “Agatha is learning her letters well, though Henry still insists on being troublesome. He let mice out in the schoolroom.”

      A sharp laugh burst from her grandmother’s lips, followed by the old wheeze of her troubled lungs. “Boys will be boys, eh?”

      Theodora brought her own tea to her lips, murmuring into the yellowy liquid. “Boys will be held accountable for their actions.”

      “I am blind, my darling, not deaf,” Grandmother said, the laughter gone from her pale lips. “You are too like your father: he believed womenfolk should have their own voices. Oh, the things he would allow your mother to say!” She held a withered hand to her chest, as though she too had a stone there, a weight she had learned to curve her body around.

      No tears. Never any tears.

      “Tell me more about him, Grandmother.” Hope, ever present, filled her voice. Theodora yearned for more stories of her father, more memories to fill the gaps in her own. They came seldom from her grandmother, fragments and little more. It seemed she hoarded them, as though in sharing she would lose hold of them and they would scatter to the winds.

      The milky white of her grandmother’s eyes searched for Theodora’s deep brown ones. They roved over her body like she could see her—the darkness of her hair, the pallor of her skin, the thinness of her body.

      Grandmother sniffed. “He would not have wanted you to become a governess.”

      The words struck Theodora’s tear-heavy heart and danced off, like rain against a wax coat. “What would he have wanted for me?”

      Her grandmother’s filmy eyes stared through her, unblinking, unseeing. “Adventure, I would think. Something scandalous for a woman with your breeding.”

      “And who would take care of you, Grandmother, when I am on these adventures?” Theodora asked, her hand sliding along the rough covers to fold over her grandmother’s, delicate fingers gentle upon skin so fine she feared it would tear beneath her touch.

      Those age-stained hands gripped Theodora’s, the bones creaking beneath. “Who indeed?”

      Theodora could little imagine life away from Woodrow, to leave the heaviness of its dark and vacant rooms, to leave her grandmother to the shadows and solitude. Though she seemed not to mind it, the dark and the dust and the creeping rot, Theodora in all kindness was loath to leave her to bear it alone.
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        * * *

      

      Kingsward Manor stood on the other side of the town, away from the mist, the lake, and the black-eye specters that watched and waited at the water’s edge. It was a proud house of white stone and immaculate pillars. Its high windows were spotless, the wood around the frames smooth and oiled to perfection. No rot had set in, no long streams of ivy crawled up the sides to choke it. It was beautiful, classical, and elegant.

      The rot was not within its walls.

      The position of governess had come to Theodora quite unexpectedly, after the previous one had packed her things and, without a word to anyone, simply left. Her grandmother, with ever an ear for gossip despite her position as bedridden old crone, had sent Theodora with a letter of recommendation to take up the position. The Head of Staff took one look at the perfectly dressed Theodora, with her good breeding and good manners, and hired her on the spot.

      It seemed no others had applied and, though that sat uncomfortably in the pit of her stomach, Theodora thought it bad form to question why no one else wanted the job. Since the new position was not too far away from Woodrow, Theodora had no need for accommodation. She took the carriage on days when it rained and enjoyed the long stretch of walking when the weather was fair. There was a comfort to Woodrow that Kingsward Manor lacked, and true as it was that the immaculate mansion was more weather tight, less decayed and crumbling, there seemed so little happiness beneath its roof, so little love.

      The schoolroom at Kingsward Manor overlooked the well-manicured gardens. The windows were high, allowing light to flood the small room yet, despite the sunlight, the brightness, like the rest of the manor, lacked warmth in its perfection. The wallpaper was a soft yellow, expensive and fine, matching the threads of gold in the rugs underfoot. The school desks were polished, both without ink stains or carved letters, or any marks a child perhaps would make. Theodora remembered scoring her name in the soft wood of her own school desk, how she was reprimanded by her father for spelling it wrong.

      “Agatha, I believe you have not been practicing your letters as I asked,” Theodora began, leaning low over the desk where a pale-faced, pale-haired child sat. “They need to join seamlessly. Do it over, please.”

      The young girl looked up through long lashes, voice soft and pretty. “Yes, Miss Corvus.”

      “You are quiet this morning, Henry.” Theodora turned to the young boy, just as pale as his sister. “Are there no mice to let loose in the classroom? No toads to slip into boots?”

      The boy shook his head. “Father said a gentleman should not do such things.”

      “Oh? And what must a gentleman do?”

      The boy thought for a moment, and Theodora contemplated how the children favored their mother in looks. “I think a gentleman should be allowed to do as he pleases, Miss Corvus.”

      Henry, it seemed, favored his father’s temperaments. The boy was quick to anger and it was a strange, quiet sort of rage, one of plotting and scheming. He had a look about him, as though he were destined for either something great, or something awful, or both. He would make his mark on the world, Theodora surmised, as most spoilt men often did.

      “Even if that brings humiliation to others? Or harm?” Theodora pressed, determined to instill some kindness and compassion into the strange little boy.

      “What if they do not deserve my kindness, Miss Corvus?”

      Theodora knelt beside the boy, skirts folding around her. “Does not every living thing deserve kindness, Henry? It is not simply a gift you bestow on those you deem worthy of it.”

      Henry was silent a moment, bright blue eyes fixed on hers. Then he glanced toward his sister and his lip curled. “With respect, Miss Corvus, I disagree.”
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        * * *

      

      When lessons ended and the children were finishing their supper, Theodora retreated to the small parlor set aside for her. It was a room for her to read and enjoy a cup of tea while still within earshot of the children. The room, though small, was pretty, its delicate wallpaper painted with lavender stems. It fitted a comfortable armchair, a side table, and even its own tiny fireplace. The window overlooked the lower parts of the garden, where Theodora would often see Lady Kingsward tending her roses, face pale and sad.

      Theodora never saw the woman smile—not at her or her own children. Her face remained melancholy and wan, as though all life had bled from it. Theodora wondered what her own mother would have felt about her, if she had lived. If she would seek solace within the thorny tendrils of her garden like Lady Kingsward, able to snip away the rot to allow more life to bloom.

      Her father had laughed, loudly and frequently, and she could not imagine him in the arms of someone who found no joy in life. But, when asked what her mother had been like, the laughter had stopped and, though he had tried very hard to swallow his tears, he had never been much good at it.

      Lady Kingsward seemed to move with a strange soft grace, the hem of her exquisite gown always muddied by recent rain. Yet when the towering form of her husband loomed nearby, she stood straight, chin tilted up, the sadness within her eyes replaced with something Theodora had no name for.

      A tap at the door broke Theodora’s gaze from the gardens. She looked up to see Flora, one of the maids, hovering at the doorway. Her freckled hands twisted in the strings of her pinny, soft green eyes not quite meeting Theodora’s. “Pardon the interruption, Miss Corvus. His lordship is asking for you.”

      They shared a look, then, one of knowing and understanding and quiet dread. For Flora, it was also one of pity.

      “Did his lordship say a reason?” Of course, he had not; of the few times he had called for Theodora, never once was a reason given. She knew that the old lord often struck his staff, as quick to temper as his son. It was the kind of secret that everyone knew and everyone kept and no one ever shared. The only telling of it was the steady changing of staff, there was always someone new, replacing someone who may have been a friend, a familiar face, never to be seen again.

      “I can mind the children, Miss Corvus, while you’re gone.”

      “Thank you, Flora.” Theodora smoothed the skirts of her stiff gown and checked her mouth for cake crumbs. “Help yourself to the peppermint tea, it would be a shame for it to go to waste.”
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        * * *

      

      Lord Kingsward’s study was in the middle of the labyrinthine walls of the library. Books towered up the oak shelves, spines thick and pristine as though they had never been opened, to preserve their value. Once touched, one’s worth decreased.

      The study boasted no windows; the strange room lit only by the candlelight. The shadows in the corners remained black as ink, as though solid.

      Theodora waited, perched upon one of the stiff-back chairs. She had been in the study a handful of times, and he had loomed over her, tall and thin, his hands curling over the armrests.

      He would ask about her lessons—whether his son had a thirst for knowledge, whether his daughter could keep a fine conversation. It would not be long before each child was sent their separate ways. Henry would follow the path of his father and grandfathers. He would learn to be a lord, be taught law and literature and how to take everything he was owed simply because he could. It would be finishing school for Agatha, where she would learn to be pretty and perfect and quiet—a breeding doll for another lord who was owed one.

      Lord Kingsward did not stand over her that afternoon, did not curl his long, long fingers over the edges of her armrests, did not breathe the scent of good whiskey and pipe smoke into her face. He sat behind his desk, pen in hand, as he finished signing a neat pile of letters. He had not looked up as Theodora had entered the room, simply nodded to the empty space opposite him and carried on working.

      “The children will be missing me, my lord,” Theodora spoke into the quiet, words soft against the scratching of the pen nib.

      “Yes.” Lord Kingsward placed the pen back into its holder, blowing gently on the glistening black ink. “Yes, I suppose they will.”

      “May I ask the reason for you calling me up here?”

      Lord Kingsward looked up, silent for a moment. “Because I wished it so, Miss Corvus.”

      He stood, unfastening the fine cufflinks at his wrists before placing them beside the stack of letters. The soles of his well-polished boots tapped across the floor with deliberate slowness, four paces and he stood behind her. The door clicked shut and the lock turned.

      Desolation—that look she had no name for—it was desolation, and Theodora learned it within that windowless room surrounded by books no one had read. It caved her body inward, and it left her hollow.

    

  

OEBPS/images/break-section-side-screen.png







This Font Software is licensed under the SIL Open Font License, Version 1.1.
This license is copied below, and is also available with a FAQ at:
http://scripts.sil.org/OFL


-----------------------------------------------------------
SIL OPEN FONT LICENSE Version 1.1 - 26 February 2007
-----------------------------------------------------------

PREAMBLE
The goals of the Open Font License (OFL) are to stimulate worldwide
development of collaborative font projects, to support the font creation
efforts of academic and linguistic communities, and to provide a free and
open framework in which fonts may be shared and improved in partnership
with others.

The OFL allows the licensed fonts to be used, studied, modified and
redistributed freely as long as they are not sold by themselves. The
fonts, including any derivative works, can be bundled, embedded, 
redistributed and/or sold with any software provided that any reserved
names are not used by derivative works. The fonts and derivatives,
however, cannot be released under any other type of license. The
requirement for fonts to remain under this license does not apply
to any document created using the fonts or their derivatives.

DEFINITIONS
"Font Software" refers to the set of files released by the Copyright
Holder(s) under this license and clearly marked as such. This may
include source files, build scripts and documentation.

"Reserved Font Name" refers to any names specified as such after the
copyright statement(s).

"Original Version" refers to the collection of Font Software components as
distributed by the Copyright Holder(s).

"Modified Version" refers to any derivative made by adding to, deleting,
or substituting -- in part or in whole -- any of the components of the
Original Version, by changing formats or by porting the Font Software to a
new environment.

"Author" refers to any designer, engineer, programmer, technical
writer or other person who contributed to the Font Software.

PERMISSION & CONDITIONS
Permission is hereby granted, free of charge, to any person obtaining
a copy of the Font Software, to use, study, copy, merge, embed, modify,
redistribute, and sell modified and unmodified copies of the Font
Software, subject to the following conditions:

1) Neither the Font Software nor any of its individual components,
in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,
redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.


OEBPS/images/heading-swash-shirley-screen.png






OEBPS/images/the-quiet-stillness-of-empty-houses-ebook-copy.jpg





OEBPS/images/f2d467bd-85f2-415a-85fb-8eb420d4566f.jpg





