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THE FIRST CHAPTER

Beets are very hard to grow.

TO PUT IT IN A nutshell: Plinkst was nothing like Ashton Place.

This was the sad and unavoidable conclusion reached by Miss Penelope Lumley, who had recently—and oh, so reluctantly!—joined the household of the Babushkinov family in the unhappy town of Plinkst, in Russia, somewhere south of Saint Petersburg and north of Moscow.

Or was it east of Moscow and west of the Volga? Penelope’s grasp of Russian geography was shaky at best. During her years at school she had dutifully memorized the capitals of midsized European nations, but Russia was hardly midsized. On the contrary, Russia was vast. If Russia were a person with both arms outstretched, hugging the earth as if it were an extra-large beach ball, the left hand would lie upon the eastern rim of Europe, and the right hand would reach all the way ’round past China. If Russia were to stretch to its full height, its head would be in the frozen Arctic tundras of Siberia (wearing a warm hat, one would hope), and its toes would be wiggling happily in the golden beach sand on the shores of the Black Sea.

Penelope gave a slow spin to the makeshift globe she had fashioned out of a roundish potato and a long birch twig that had been whittled to a point. Russia! Imagine! It was enough to make a person feel no more than a speck, a scrap of flotsam or jetsam tossing in the waves, to be cast willy-nilly into such an unimaginable expanse. (As the sailors among you know, flotsam and jetsam both refer to items found bobbing in the sea, but they are not the same thing. Flotsam means the leftover bits and pieces of a shipwreck, while jetsam means items thrown overboard on purpose. Whether Penelope was better described as flotsam or jetsam at this point was hard to say. She had been rudely tossed from her former life, which technically made her jetsam, but she felt rather like a shipwreck at heart, which was more of a flotsam state of mind.)

Either way, she had been set adrift. And to wash up in Plinkst, of all places!

Now, to be fair—and Penelope always tried to be fair—Plinkst was not wholly to blame for her misery. Under normal circumstances she would have been thrilled to visit Russia, a fascinating place where the tops of important buildings were shaped like onions and everyone’s favorite soup was made of beets. Russia was known for its stormy classical music, its tormented poets, its mournful novelists and bittersweet playwrights. And the Imperial Russian Ballet in Saint Petersburg was not to be missed! That is what Penelope had heard, at least. Plinkst was nowhere near Saint Petersburg, and, disappointingly, the Babushkinovs had not yet proven to be frequent balletgoers.

But, oh! England! How she missed her native land, with its fertile soils and mild climate, its love of good manners and passion for good tea, its comedic operettas, stiff upper lips, and a postal service that was swift and efficient as a sparrow in flight! Penelope had not willingly left England; quite the contrary. Though only sixteen years old, she was an experienced and capable governess, previously employed at Ashton Place, where she had cared for the three wards of Lord Fredrick Ashton.

However, through some terrible legal trickery (the details of which are best saved for later, for Plinkst is unhappy enough as it is), her contract with the Ashtons had been sold to the Babushkinovs without her knowledge or consent. Now her job was to instruct the eldest children of the Babushkinov household: twelve-year-old Veronika and the eight-year-old twin boys, Boris and Constantin.

So far, Penelope’s attempts to instill this unpleasant trio with the virtues of her own upbringing had fallen upon barren ground, much like the rocky, thin soils of Plinkst, in which little seemed to grow, not even the beets that Plinkst was inexplicably famous for. The twins were as bad-tempered and cruel as Veronika was vain and insincere. In Penelope’s view, only Baby Max, who was a robust toddler and no longer a baby (though everyone in the family persisted in treating him like one) might yet have any hope of growing into the kind of truehearted person worthy of the name of Swanburne.

Dear old Swanburne! She gave her globe another half spin and gazed upon the eye of the potato that gamely stood in for the town of Heathcote, where she had spent so many happy years at school. That Plinkst and the Swanburne Academy could coexist on the same planet seemed as unlikely as pigs taking flight, hens growing teeth, very hot places freezing over, and other such expressions of the impossible. Her heart filled with emotion until she began to sing, under her breath, slowly and in a minor key:

All hail to our founder, Agatha!

Pithy and wise is she.

Her sayings make us clever,

And don’t take long to tell.

When do we quit? Never!

How do we do things? Well!

It was there, at the Swanburne Academy for Poor Bright Females, that Penelope’s character had been formed. A Swanburne girl was truthful in matters great and small. She was industrious, which is to say she did the work that fell to her without complaint, and to the best of her ability, too. A Swanburne girl was slow to anger and quick to forgive. She was a loyal friend, calm in a crisis, resourceful in a pinch, and optimistic to a fault. In a word, she had pluck.

Penelope was Swanburne to the core, and that is why, despite the injustice of her situation, not to mention some other pressing and—unusual concerns, she felt obliged to do her best at her new position.

“After all,” she thought, as she spun the potato globe in the other direction, thus causing time to go backward on the Planet Spud, as she had come to think of it, “one could scarcely find a place on earth where the influence of a Swanburne girl is more urgently needed than here, on the failing beet plantation of the unhappy Babushkinov family and their badly behaved children, the spoiled, rude, selfish—”

There she stopped herself, for “horrible Babushkawoos” was the next stop on her train of thought, and a Swanburne girl did not call people names.

“Savages!” Veronika hurled the insult at her brothers, who had just done something dreadful. The exact nature of their misdeed is unimportant, as Boris and Constantin did dreadful things all day long. Only if they stopped would it be worth mentioning.

“You smell,” Constantin retorted.

“No she doesn’t,” said Boris. “She stinks. Stinky stinky!”
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Penelope sighed with such deep melancholy one might have easily mistaken her for a native. Name-calling was one thing, but facts, alas, were facts. Spoiled, rude, and selfish was precisely what these children were. They were horrible, and as for “Babushkawoos”—well, that was what the Incorrigible children had called them, fondly and in friendship. (The three Incorrigible children were Penelope’s much-loved and much-missed former pupils. Their reasons for adding “awoo” to people’s names will be made clear soon enough, for those of you who do not already know.)

Veronika shrieked and wept and chased her brothers ’round the room that passed for a nursery in the Babushkinovs’ house: a spare bedchamber no bigger than a closet, with uncomfortable chairs and nary a bookshelf to be found, never mind watercolor paints, or puzzles, or an abacus, or any of the other items Penelope would have deemed essential, had anyone bothered to ask her opinion.

“I hate you!” Veronika screeched. “Hate! You! Both!” The boys only laughed.

Horrible, horrible Babushkawoos! This was the third time the twins had made their sister cry since breakfast, and it was not yet time for lunch. Veronika was no better. She mocked her brothers in tones of utter contempt and shamelessly lied to their parents by inventing wrongdoings (as if they needed inventing!), for which the boys were constantly and unfairly blamed.

No one believed a word the twins said, so they felt no obligation to tell the truth, and they were always being punished, so there was no need to behave themselves in the first place. It was all quite backward and unpleasant, but that was how the Babushkinov household ran.

“ENOUGH SQUABBLING, IF YOU PLEASE! Let us return to our studies,” Penelope said firmly, once she had placed the Planet Spud on a high shelf and corralled the three children back to their seats. “The question is: if Russia were a biscuit jar, and England were a biscuit, how many Englands would fit inside of Russia?”

The Russia/England problem had been inspired by Penelope’s homesick mood, but she thought Boris and Constantin might take an interest, as the two boys argued daily over which twin was bigger. In reality they were precisely the same size and always had been; they were the sort of perfectly identical twins whose own parents struggled to tell them apart. And all three Babushkawoos liked biscuits, as most children do.

Veronika arched over the back of the antique loveseat until her long, wheat-blond hair swished across the floor. Countless dance lessons had made her spine limber as a cat’s, and she never tired of showing off. “The question is impossible,” she declared from her upside-down position. “Just thinking about it exhausts me!”

“Before giving up, you might at least attempt to find the answer.” Penelope tried to conceal her irritation, but honestly! It was like pulling the stubbornest donkey uphill to get these Babushkawoos to try anything that was new to them, or that required the slightest bit of effort, or that made them confused or uncomfortable even for a moment. “And mind the furniture, please!” she reprimanded, for Veronika now dangled in a reverse swan dive, knees hooked over the sofa back, with her strong dancer’s feet digging into threadbare cushions that were already on the brink of splitting open.

The whole estate was like this: a glance gave the impression of lavish wealth, but closer inspection told a different story. The roof leaked, the carriage horses’ ribs showed, and the flower gardens were overgrown with weeds. Even so, Madame Babushkinov insisted on dressing the family in expensive new clothes in the latest fashions, for she believed in “keeping up appearances,” as she put it. Yet just the other evening Penelope had overheard her complain that the dressmaker refused to sew another stitch until paid the money owed her. “Ungrateful woman!” Madame Babushkinov had said bitterly to her husband. “She acts as if we were some common family of no name or reputation, who must pile our rubles on the table in advance of any service!”

Clearly, the Babushkinovs had fallen upon hard times. Penelope was sorry about it, but only because it meant her own meager salary nearly always went unpaid. Then again, there was nothing to spend a ruble on in Plinkst, except postage to write to the Incorrigibles and to Miss Charlotte Mortimer, her former headmistress at Swanburne. These letters she wrote and sent without fail, though she had yet to receive a reply.

But it had been only two months, she reasoned. Who knew how long it would take for a letter to travel to Ashton Place and back again? No doubt the postal workers in Plinkst were as miserable and downtrodden as the rest of the town. In the words of Agatha Swanburne, “The unhappy chicken lays few eggs. If any!”

Penelope would have written to her friend Simon Harley-Dickinson, too—well, perhaps he was more than a friend!—but Simon was a man of the theater, with no permanent home or postal address, and so there was nothing to do except wait and hope that she might soon—oh, let it be soon!—receive a letter from him. For there was a matter of great importance he had promised to send news of, regarding some urgently needed advice from a soothsayer friend of theirs in London, the spookily gifted Madame Ionesco, who was surely the one person on the great spud—globe!—of the earth who might know how to undo the dreadful family curse that had caused so much heartache to begin with, all thanks to that monstrous, unfeeling Edward Ashton. . . .

“Filthy boys, look at your hands,” Veronika scolded.

The boys were coughing as if they had just emerged from a coal mine. Miraculously, they had found a dust-covered atlas hidden in some closet. (An atlas is simply a book of maps. As you know, the world is round like a ball, not flat like a book, which is why every nursery ought to contain a proper globe instead of a potato, and why a well-trained governess will not panic if her pupils attempt to play catch during their geography lessons. However, an atlas will do perfectly well for looking up the size of Russia and the size of England, the types of ostriches native to Africa, the average winter temperature in Siberia, and other essential facts. All the maps and globes in the world are no substitute for actual travel, of course. As Agatha Swanburne once advised, “Don’t take my word for it. Go see for yourself!”)

Penelope roused herself from her bleak mood. Any show of effort by the twins was as rare as a great comet, and she intended to take advantage. “Good work, you two,” she exclaimed. “Now, as for the Russia/England problem . . .” But the boys had already lost interest and were trying to pat Veronika’s cheeks with their dirty hands. This prompted another screaming chase ’round the nursery.

Penelope used one of her own pocket handkerchiefs to wipe the thick layer of dust from the atlas. “Once you have found the size of Russia and the size of England, you have a choice in how to proceed,” she explained, in case anyone was listening. “You might start by guessing, and multiply England’s size by various numbers until you arrive at Russia’s. Or, if you feel daring, you could divide Russia’s area by England’s, and find the exact answer at one fell swoop.”

“The answer is . . . I don’t care, Lumawoo!” Boris threw himself facedown on the sofa, dirty hands and shoes and all. Maddeningly, the horrible Babushkawoos insisted on calling her Lumawoo, as the Incorrigible children had. Each time was like a tiny jab, till Penelope’s heart felt as full of pins as the lumpy red pincushion carried by Madame LePoint, the dressmaker at Ashton Place.

Constantin slammed the atlas shut so carelessly that some of the pages tore. “Bah! I have no interest in any of this. Boris, my brother! On the count of three, let us wrestle. Ah-deen! Dva! Tree!”

This was how “one, two, three” sounded in Russian. Penelope had not yet learned more than a few words of the language, for the family spoke to her only in English. However, the twins loved to wrestle, so she heard “Ah-deen! Dva! Tree!” shouted multiple times a day, and that much, at least, had stuck. (That the children would be taught only in English might seem odd, but among wealthy Russians of Miss Lumley’s day, it was the fashion to have an English governess and a French chef, and to speak these languages, even at home. The Babushkinov children had learned English from their former tutor, who was a very odd duck indeed. However, we shall meet Master Gogolev soon enough, so no more need be said about him now, not a word about his bad leg and worse moods, his doomed love for a dull woman, his tin ear for poetry, and his utter refusal to wear a hat, even in the worst weather. All of that and more you will soon see for yourselves. For now, let us remain in Plinkst, in the meager nursery of the horrible Babushkawoos, for the twins are about to wrestle, and one of them is likely to end up with a black eye before they are done.)

Boris crouched down, Constantin held out his arms, and the two boys flew at each other in a violent whirl of arms and legs.

“Ow!”

“Ouch!”

“You pulled my hair!”

“You split my lip!”

“Cheater!”

“No, you’re a cheater!”

“What savages you are.” Veronika gazed at herself in the hand mirror that was never far from her. “I can hardly wait to tell Mama and Papa!”

“Behave yourselves, please.” Penelope bit her pencil stub and frowned, for she had decided to tackle the Russia/England problem herself. As she performed her calculations, the twins beat each other and yowled like hyenas, a sound so commonplace it hardly disturbed her concentration.

Even so, she had to start over several times, and not only because of the tricky sevens and eights of the multiplication tables. It was because the very thought of England made her eyes blur with tears. This made it difficult to read her own writing, and thus she kept forgetting to carry the ones.

“The answer to how many Englands would fit inside Russia,” she said at last, “is seventy, more or less.”

Seventy Englands to make one Russia! And one homesick, heartbroken governess, lost in the middle of it all!

“You punched my eye!”

“No, you punched my eye!”

“Look, Lumawoo!” This was Veronika, as she waved the page ripped from the atlas. “These savages have torn Budapest in half!”

“Hand that over, if you please.” Penelope snatched the page from Veronika in a sudden fury. Surely the capital of Hungary deserved better than this! She tried to muster the will to scold her pupils for the hundredth time that morning but found she could not. Instead, she slumped in despair and sighed once more, as deep and melancholy a sigh as one might hear in the most bittersweet Russian play.

“No hopeless case is truly without hope.” That was the motto of the Swanburne Academy. Penelope knew it as well as she knew her own name, yet she had all but given up hope for the Babushkinovs. This family was so, well, incorrigibly miserable, one might easily conclude that they too were under a curse.

“Just like the Ashtons,” she thought, then corrected herself. “That is to say, just like we Ashtons—for though I am a Lumley, it seems I am somehow part of that mysterious, curséd family tree as well, and so are my dear Incorrigibles! Oh, if only Simon would write to me with Madame Ionesco’s instruction about how to undo this wolfish curse before it is too late! For time is running out, and the Barking Baby Ashton will be arriving all too soon. . . .”

“BLAST!” IT WAS LORD FREDRICK Ashton’s favorite exclamation, but for once his outburst had nothing to do with the date of the next full moon. “A baby, a baby, a baby!” he muttered as he paged through his almanac. “Dr. Veltshmerz says the little tyke’ll arrive at the beginning of May. Only a month away, and still so much to do. I must hire a new baby nurse, first of all. That mopey Russian girl didn’t work out. Just as well! I never liked the looks of her, with those stooped shoulders and darting, shifty eyes. And the baby’s room has to be made ready. What sort of wallpaper does a baby like? I’ve no idea. I’ll have to let Mrs. Clarke manage it. Then there’s Constance to contend with. Big as a house, but still in good spirits! I’m sure I wouldn’t be, if I were waddling about at three times my normal size the way she is. Do you have any children, Quinzy? I don’t expect you do. I’ve never heard you mention them, what?”

His guest slumped in one of the armchairs that faced the row of ancestral portraits in Lord Fredrick’s study. The man’s face was thin and pale, with raw, weather-scarred patches on his cheeks. A shock of black hair spilled across his forehead like ink.

“My family tree does have a touch of mystery about it,” he replied after a pause. “But if I had a child, Fredrick, you would surely know all about him.”

It was a sly answer, for the man in the chair most certainly did have a child. “Judge Quinzy” was merely a role he played, as if he were an actor on the stage. In reality he was Lord Fredrick’s own father, Edward Ashton! (That a son would not recognize his father may seem hard to believe, but Lord Fredrick’s eyesight was notoriously poor. Too, in his current state, Quinzy hardly resembled the stout, silver-haired Edward Ashton who gazed forbiddingly from the portrait that hung not ten feet away. Only the eyes were the same, penetrating and dark, but Quinzy concealed his behind thick-lensed glasses.)

“Yet I approve of children, in principle,” the imposter went on. “Without them, who would carry on the line? The day your wife adds a fresh twig to the Ashton family tree will be a memorable occasion, I have no doubt.” His voice was cool and even, but his ceaseless finger drumming could not hide the tremor in his hands. Edward Ashton knew what his son did not: that there was a terrible curse on the Ashtons that could only be ended by an even more terrible crime. It was the crime he had spent most of his life planning, and it had to be carried out before the birth of Fredrick’s child. Yet here he sat, shaking like a leaf in autumn, with only one moon left and his duty as yet unfulfilled!

“Fresh twig, quite right.” Out of habit, Lord Fredrick patted his pockets for a cigar. He found none, for the smell of cigar smoke had grown offensive to his wife’s increasingly sensitive nose, and he had ordered Mrs. Clarke, the head housekeeper, to remove all cigars from the premises months ago. “What do you think I ought to name the little fellow? It’ll be a boy, of course. We only seem to have boys, we Ashtons!”

“Only boys, eh? Curious . . .” Here again the imposter knew more than his son, for there had been an Ashton girl, once. A secret sister, whose name and existence had been blotted out. Now the memory of her was all but erased, as if it had been written in invisible ink.

“I could name the child after my father.” Lord Fredrick was still prattling about the baby. “But perhaps that’s a bad idea. The old chap came to a gooey, gruesome end, after all. What do you think, Quinzy? Is it bad luck to name the child Edward?”

“Quinzy” did not answer, for Edward Ashton had sunk into his own half-mad thoughts. Bad luck to be named Edward? Perhaps, but not because of that blasted medicinal tar pit at the spa of Gooden-Baaden, where he had faked his own death so many years before. That was the path he had chosen: to die to all who knew him, and to all he knew—his devoted wife, his bumbling, nearsighted son, his palatial home, his vast fortune. And yet he lived on in secret, under many names and disguises, including “Judge Quinzy.” In this way, he could attend to his wicked task freely, anonymously, without bringing more scandal to the name of Ashton.

You are a monster. So the insolent young governess had said when she learned the full, murderous scope of his plan. But was he? Simply because he had vowed to save his family, no matter the cost?

If you want a monster to blame, blame the admiral. He cast a bitter glance at the portrait of his grandfather, the vain and selfish Admiral Percival Racine Ashton, who wreck’d his ship on an enchanted isle and carelessly murdered a litter of sacred wolflings, as if they were a brace of grouse on his own estate!

Blame the mother wolf, wild with grief for her slain cubs, and the vengeful curse she had unleashed upon the admiral and all his tribe!

Or blame my father. Yes, blame Pax Ashton, for being too weak to resist his fate. The admiral and his wife met gruesome ends, true, but it was their son Pax whose spirit was curdled by the wolf’s curse. Overnight he turned cruelly against his own twin. He cast her out and ordered her name never to be spoken and all record of her existence destroyed, as if his own once-beloved sister, Agatha—yes, Agatha Ashton was the secret sister’s name!—had never been born at all.

From that day, the family tree had been split in two: Pax and his descendants on one side, Agatha and hers on the other. It was just as the mother wolf had foretold. And now it fell upon him, Edward Ashton, to put things right. He knew what he must do before Fredrick’s child was born, and he would do it, too. On that point he was fixed and unwavering as the North Star itself.

Only one side of the family can remain, or both will perish from the earth.

Which meant if he failed, there would be no more Ashtons, ever again, never, never, nevermore—

“Quinzy, are you listening? I said, how was Switzerland?”

Through sheer will Edward dragged his attention back to his unknowing son. “Switzerland!” He managed a wan smile. “Marvelous country. The Alps are sublime, the marmots endearing. Not to mention the proud ibexes, the flocks of agile goats, the countless rustic villages . . .”

Blasted Switzerland! For two months he had hiked and climbed those snow-capped peaks in the bitterest winter weather, with only his crampons and pickax for company. He had searched every one of those sickeningly quaint villages, with their happy yodelers and endless mugs of hot chocolate, but to no avail. If Switzerland were a person, he would have turned it upside down and given it a good shake to see what fell out of its pockets. If it were a sofa, he would have removed all the cushions and felt his way ’round the edges with his fingertips, the way one might search for enough loose change to pay one’s fare on the omnibus.

And what had he found? Nothing.

It was as if the long-lost Lumleys had vanished from the face of the earth.

Still, he did not quit. To learn the habits of one’s prey was essential; every hunter knew this. He studied the Lumleys as painstakingly as a poet studies the clouds, or as a birdwatcher studies her warblers and nuthatches. He visited every bookshop that carried melancholy German poetry in translation, and every art gallery that showed sentimental watercolors of mountain lakes and alpine meadows. He had seen so many paintings of edelweiss, that cheerful white flower that dots the Alps each spring, that he sometimes found himself doodling pictures in the margins of his train tickets.

But so far, at least, the prey had eluded the hunter. Exhausted and sick, he had slunk back to England to recover, to think, and to scheme. What had he missed?

“You picked a chilly time of year to visit Switzerland, if you ask me,” Fredrick said in a jovial tone. “But to each his own. Next winter I might just do as Constance wants and book us a trip to the Italian Riviera. At least we’ll get some sun that way. Of course, next year there’ll be the baby to think of. . . .”

If there is a next year, for any of us. Once more Edward Ashton lifted his eyes to the ancestral portraits. His gaze lingered—how could it not?—on his own likeness, that of the “late” Edward Ashton. The governess had figured out his secret, for all the good it had done her. Thanks to him she was trapped in Plinkst, as fitting a place as any to await one’s doom. The other three were upstairs, innocent as spring lambs, going about their business in the nursery under the drooping eye of that new tutor, that fool, Gogolev—

“But there were five cubs,” Edward Ashton hissed, rising blindly from his seat. “Five cubs killed means five to be avenged. . . .”

“Five of clubs, did you say? Afraid I don’t have time for cards today, not with this baby of mine chug-chug-chugging ’round the bend. But perhaps you’ll take some refreshment before you go? You look a bit peaky, if you don’t mind me saying so.”

Whereupon the current lord of Ashton Place jumped up to help his wobbly, not-really-dead father back to a comfortable chair. “Easy there, Quinzy, old chap,” he said kindly. “You look like you’ve seen a ghost! This trip to Switzerland seems to have worn you out, what? You’d best stay here at Ashton Place and recuperate. It’s much homier than at the club. No, no, I insist! What’s the point of having a house with so many rooms if people don’t stay in ’em?”

“You are quite right, Fredrick. I am not well.” Behind the windburn, Edward Ashton’s cheeks were bone white, and his black eyes glittered with fever. Still, an ember of hope kindled deep within him. What could be more perfect than to regain his strength here, at home? For surely Ashton Place was his home, as much as it was anyone’s.

“I accept your generous offer,” he said, overcome with weariness. “I have always felt at home at Ashton Place. In truth, there is no place else I would rather be.”

Fredrick clapped him on the back. “That’s the spirit. I’m no medical doctor, mind you, but if I were, I’d prescribe a nice cup of tea, and a biscuit or two to perk you up. Stay where you are, and I’ll ring for Mrs. Clarke. We can hear her thoughts on the wallpaper, how’s that? Ahwoof—pardon me!”

He frowned as he tugged on the bellpull. “Yap! Seems I’ve got a bit of a cold coming on. No cause for alarm. They come and go with me, every four weeks or so. Arf! That is to say, ah-choo! Hand me the almanac, would you, Quinzy? It tends to wander off if I don’t put it right back on the shelf. Why, you’d think the book was cursed, woof!”

But Quinzy, or Edward Ashton, or call him what you will, had gone limp in the chair. His eyes roved wildly beneath closed lids, and he did not stir, except to mutter something unintelligible. To a careful listener it might have sounded like “The fifth . . . where is the fifth . . . ?”

Lord Fredrick grabbed the almanac himself and squinted at the pages. “Blasted moon! I’ve mixed it up again. Looks like I’ll be laid up all day tomorrow, and with so much to do, arf! I’d best get an ad in the paper for a baby nurse, quick.”
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THE SECOND CHAPTER

“But what of the Incorrigible children?” and questions of that ilk.

AS AGATHA SWANBURNE REMARKED ON the occasion of her eightieth birthday, when presented with a totally unexpected cake, “Well, well! Life is certainly full of surprises!”

As usual, the wise founder was right—but really, what were the odds? The usually optimistic Penelope Lumley was sighing like a Russian in unhappy Plinkst. The usually self-possessed Edward Ashton was muttering and half mad after his failed tour of Switzerland. And the usually gruff and unsentimental Lord Fredrick Ashton was discussing wallpaper with Mrs. Clarke and cheerily picking baby names, and with a full moon coming on, too!

Even Lady Constance had slipped “out of character,” as Simon Harley-Dickinson might say (he was a man of the theater, after all). The usually vain and anxious mother-to-be spent her afternoons waddling contentedly through the new tulip garden. The tulip bulbs had been homely as turnips when planted, but a winter spent underground had worked its magic. Now graceful whorls of green leaves poked through the damp soil, and the stalks had begun to rise, with only a tender green swelling where the flower buds would very soon be.

Mother Nature had planned it all perfectly, for the tulips showed every intention of bursting into bloom four weeks hence, at the beginning of May, just as the Barking—that is to say, Bouncing—Baby Ashton was due to arrive. By then the moon would be full once more.

Truly, it would be a big week for blossomings.

NOW, THIS TALK OF TULIPS is all very well—but what of the Incorrigible children?

It is an excellent question. It was the same question that Penelope asked as she awoke every unhappy morning in Plinkst, and that Miss Charlotte Mortimer brooded upon each evening, in the headmistress’s office at the Swanburne Academy for Poor Bright Females. (It should be noted that Miss Mortimer had taken some mysterious trips of her own in recent months. “As Agatha Swanburne often said, ‘Mind your business, for if you don’t, who will?’” she replied briskly, when the girls dared to ask about her travels. “Now, who among you can name the capital of Sweden? Back to work, please!” Clap clap clap!)

Even Simon Harley-Dickinson must have wondered, from his ever-changing position in the theatrical firmament: What had become of Alexander, Beowulf, and Cassiopeia Incorrigible, the three wards of Lord Fredrick Ashton, of Ashton Place, England? Were they safe and in good health? Were they keeping up with their studies? Was Alexander still growing taller by the day, and had Beowulf managed to give up his habit of gnawing on hard objects when anxious, and was little Cassiopeia (not so little anymore!) attempting to read her own Giddy-Yap, Rainbow! stories at bedtime, now that her devoted governess was no longer there to read them to her?

What news of the brave Incorrigibles, indeed?

As is so often the case, there was both good news and bad news to report. The good news was that the Incorrigible children still lived in their well-appointed nursery on the third floor of Ashton Place, as they had done since the day a newly hired Miss Lumley had found them huddled in the barn, wild haired and howling after being caught by Lord Fredrick during a hunting expedition.

How frightened they had been! And how close they had come to meeting a gruesome end in the forest, which only the quick thinking of the coachman, Old Timothy, had prevented! Yet they would rather relive that awful day a thousand times—no! a thousand times a thousand (which equals one million, as Cassiopeia could tell you without even using her abacus)—than endure even once more the cold January afternoon on the pier at Brighton, when dear Lumawoo was shipped off to Plinkst before their weeping eyes, and even the deepest breaths of the good salt air could not loosen the knots of grief in their hearts.

Still, the Incorrigible children had not been raised by a Swanburne girl for nothing. To give in to despair was not their way. All three were in good health and fair spirits, and they went about their days, if not happily, at least without complaint. They took their baths and made their beds and put their toys back in the toy chest before bedtime, for that is what Lumawoo would have wanted. Oddly, her absence made them all the more keen to act as they knew she would wish. Perhaps it was a way of imagining her close by, for unlike the Babushkawoos’, their nursery was equipped with an actual globe, and they understood all too well how very far away she was.

Only on rare occasions did their good behavior falter: for example, when peas were unexpectedly served at luncheon. At those times, a meaningful glance from the stronger willed to the weaker was usually all it took to set them back on track.

As for the bad news: their education was now in the hands of the glum Russian tutor, Master Gogolev, who had formerly worked for the Babushkinovs.

Imagine! From Miss Penelope Lumley to Karl Romanovich Gogolev! Penelope could have made a lesson out of it, for Shakespeare had described a similarly unhappy swap in his tragic play Hamlet. It is in the scene where the ghost of Hamlet’s father returns from Beyond the Veil to discuss his own murder with his son. “O HAMlet, WHAT a FALLing OFF was THERE!” the dead king proclaims, in a spooky iambic pentameter. By this the ghost king means that his murderer, Claudius, who has married Hamlet’s widowed mother, the queen, and thus become king of Denmark himself (as had been his scheme all along, the villain!) is far less qualified as both king and husband than the dead king himself had been when he was alive.

To take a cue from Shakespeare, then, the switch from peerless Penelope to morose Master Gogolev might well make a person say, “O children, what a falling off was there!” But Master Gogolev was too distracted by his own troubles to give a lesson on Hamlet. Nor was he interested in being king of Denmark. He had begged for the job at Ashton Place for one reason only: it was because of Julia, the former nurse to Baby Max Babushkinov.

As they say nowadays, Julia was no prize. She was a careless nurse, anxious and self-pitying, with no more brains than an ostrich (as any ornithologist could tell you, the eyeballs of an ostrich take up most of its skull, with only the tiniest bit of room left for brains). Nevertheless, Gogolev was hopelessly in love with Julia, while Julia found him absurd and offered only scorn and mockery in return. It was a rare flash of good sense when he pleaded to be sent far away from the daily torment of her stoop-shouldered, darting-eyed presence. Captain Babushkinov consented, and that is how Gogolev came to replace Penelope, who had already been hired to replace Gogolev.

But alas, poor Gogolev! More woe was in store for him, for at the eleventh hour, Julia was also hired by the Ashtons, who would soon need a baby nurse of their own. (Those of you with poetic licenses know that “at the eleventh hour” is a way of saying “at the very last minute.” Also note that the eleventh hour in the morning is the perfect time to enjoy a cup of tea, but the eleventh hour at night is a time when only stage actors and theater critics ought to be up and about. No doubt Miss Lumley would advise all of us to stick to early bedtimes. In the words of Agatha Swanburne, “When the sun is up, so must you be! When the sun is down, so must you be, too!”)

That the source of his misery seemed bound to follow and torment him wherever he might go plunged Gogolev into a quicksand of despair. Luckily, Julia’s poor posture and lack of intellect proved to be her good qualities. The deceitful girl had no intention of working for the Ashtons, but merely wished to exit Plinkst at their expense. The moment she arrived at Ashton Place, she began plotting her means of escape. Soon enough she found it. She convinced the baker from the village that she was worth wooing, and the two of them ran off together. Rumor had it that they had booked passage on a ship to America, where they planned to open a Russian tea room, perhaps in New York City, and eke out a living that way.

It is a sad and complicated tale, and would make a fine Russian novel, full of heartbreak and irony and thwarted dreams, but it is a tale we need not say any more about, as the fate of Julia and her baker are no concern of ours. However, it does explain why Lord Fredrick was even now writing an advertisement for a baby nurse, and why the village of Ashton was in desperate need of a baker (a fact you would do well to remember, as it may become important before very long!).

Above all, the tragedy of Gogolev and Julia explains how the Lumley/Gogolev problem came to be, and there is no answering the question “But what of the Incorrigible children?” without addressing this unfortunate circumstance in their lives. That is the main reason you have had to endure this melancholy, bittersweet, and thoroughly Russian story, much as poor Penelope had to endure the long, uncomfortable journey from England to Plinkst, and all the unhappy days since.

(Precisely how many Gogolevs it would take to fill the shoes of one Miss Lumley is another excellent question, but one whose solution will have to wait—for Master Gogolev has finally arrived in the nursery, wailing about a spooky supernatural bird. . . .)

“AN ALBATROSS!” MASTER GOGOLEV CRIED. “That is what Julia has become! An albatross ’round my neck!” (An albatross is a type of large white seabird. It is also a symbol of an unpleasant burden that one cannot seem to escape. This second meaning we owe to the poetic license of Mr. Samuel Taylor Coleridge, whose famous poem The Rime of the Ancient Mariner contained just such a creature. As punishment for killing the bird, the old sailor of the poem’s title was forced to wear its gruesome remains as a necktie. To this day, people who have never heard of Mr. Coleridge will speak of “the albatross ’round their necks,” which only goes to prove that poets often have the last laugh.)

Master Gogolev ran his hands through his wild hair until it resembled a squirrel’s nest. His three pupils sat in the nursery with straight backs and folded hands, waiting for their lessons to begin. It was already late in the morning, for Master Gogolev was not an early riser, and he insisted on drinking an entire pot of strong coffee and reading three different newspapers—one French, one English, one Russian—before emerging from his bedchamber, still unshaven. That Julia’s departure had scarcely put a dent in his suffering is best explained by the words of Agatha Swanburne, who once looked up from a Russian novel she was reading and ruefully announced, “A teakettle that likes to whistle has no need for a stove.” So it was with our tormented tutor.

“She is a thorn in my paw, a stone in my shoe, a toothache in my tooth!” Master Gogolev was fond of metaphors. “But why, why, why did it have to be a baker? Now I cannot look at a loaf of bread without thinking of her! I love bread,” he confided to the children. They nodded in sympathy, for they too loved bread, as most people do. “Yet each time I dream of eating it, it is like a thousand . . .” He made a cutting gesture.

“Bread knives?” Beowulf suggested.

“Yes, bread knives, spreading pain across my soul. Like butter.” Gogolev wept. He went through pocket handkerchiefs at an alarming rate; the laundry could hardly keep up. When he was done, he made a trip downstairs to wheedle a snack from the kitchen—nothing to spoil his lunch, just a small omelet and an onion tart, and more coffee, and a pastry for dessert but not a sticky one, as he disliked how a sticky sugar glaze felt on his fingertips. Weeping always left him hungry, he explained to the children upon his food-laden return, and in any case it was already the eleventh hour in the morning, a perfect time to pause in one’s labors and enjoy a snack. The children did not mind, for he let them eat all the bread off his plate; in fact he swore up and down he would never touch another slice, despite the telltale crumbs on his jacket.

The truth was that Gogolev did not spend much time teaching. From dawn to dusk he suffered like an animal in a trap, drank coffee, smoked, begged meals from the kitchen, and napped. This left little in the way of time or energy to examine the Poetics of Aristotle, the poems of Mr. William Wordsworth, the techniques of watercolor painting, or any of the other topics that the children would have been only too glad to study.

As far as the Incorrigibles were concerned, then, their tutor’s late arrival, bleak mood, and greedy appetite were all signs of a perfectly ordinary morning. Yet it was that very same morning that Miss Penelope Lumley had posed and then tearfully solved the Russia/England problem in faraway Plinkst, and that “Judge Quinzy” had paid an unexpected call on Lord Fredrick Ashton. Even now, as Master Gogolev gorged himself on food and self-pity, son and father sat in Lord Fredrick’s taxidermy-filled study only one floor below, speaking of Switzerland, wallpaper, and baby names.

The laws of time and space prevented the children from knowing any of this, of course. Innocent as the spring lambs Edward Ashton imagined them to be, they gnawed on the dense, flavorless bread that was the best the kitchen could obtain (there was no longer a proper baker in town, do not forget!), and waited for their tutor’s laziness and disinterest to come to the fore.

They did not have to wait long. After his meal, Gogolev belched, yawned, excused himself for a few hours of “personal reflection,” and left them to their own devices.

“Educashawoo!” Cassiopeia crowed when he was gone. Her brothers ran to fetch their notebooks and pencils. Now their school day would truly begin, for what could be more educashawoo—that is to say, educational—than free time and a lack of supervision? The Incorrigibles had become expert at spending their days wisely, all thanks to an invention they called “the to-doawoo list.” (The Incorrigibles were not the first to think of the “to-do list,” as it is commonly known. The use of such lists goes back to the days of antiquity; for all we know there were well-organized Neanderthals jotting their daily schedules on the walls of caves. If you have never written a to-do list, you are missing out on one of civilization’s greatest achievements. To make one is nearly as soothing as cup of tea, but to tick items off the list when completed is a feeling so delicious one might easily confuse it with actual cake. Consider putting “make a to-do list” on your to-do list for tomorrow.)

The first item on the children’s daily to-doawoo list never changed: letter to Lumawoo. These were no ordinary letters. Alexander drew clever maps that showed Plinkst and Ashton Place as neighboring towns connected by many short bridges. Beowulf contributed original poetry, written in all his favorite poetic meters. At the moment, he was attempting a villanelle, a poetic form more complex than even the most complicated dance step. Cassiopeia expressed her feelings through the use of math problems: Four Minus One Equals SO SAD, for example, or Three Plus One Equals HOORAY.

Each day’s letter was addressed to “Miss P. Lumley, care of the Failing Beet Plantation of the Horrible Babushkawoos, Plinkst, Russia, Across the Sea So Far Away.” Solemnly the children would bring the envelope to Mrs. Clarke, who would pat each of them on the cheek and murmur, “Ah, Miss Lumley! I hope she’s getting on all right, poor thing!”

However, on this particular, ordinary-seeming morning, they could not find the good lady in any of her usual spots. She was not in the kitchen, fretting with Cook about the difficulty of finding a qualified baker. Nor was she supervising the housemaids as they dusted knickknacks in the parlor. The children wondered if she might have snuck up to her room on the fourth floor, to read for a bit while nibbling on a piece of licorice. Mrs. Clarke loved licorice and had grown quite fond of the Giddy-Yap, Rainbow! stories, ever since Penelope had introduced these fine books to the household.

With their day’s letter to Lumawoo still clutched in Alexander’s hand, the Incorrigibles marched upstairs to knock on the good housekeeper’s door. But there was no answer, for by this time Mrs. Clarke was in Lord Fredrick’s study, nervously answering questions about what sort of wallpapers babies liked, whether a silk or wool carpet would be nicer for a little child to crawl upon, and which room she intended to make ready for Judge Quinzy to move into during his recuperative visit to the household. (“I don’t like that Judge Quinzy, and that’s a fact! One look at those dark eyes of his and I feel like someone’s walking on my grave,” she would later confide to Cook over a restorative glass of blackberry cordial. It should be noted that Mrs. Clarke was no ghost and had no grave. She was merely using an expression that means to get a sudden and unpleasantly spooky feeling. Whether ghosts are spooky to other ghosts is a haunting question, but one best answered by those who peek Beyond the Veil.)

The children were disappointed not to have completed their mission, but not tragically so. They simply returned to the nursery and took out their to-doawoo list. Find Mrs. Clarke was moved to later in the afternoon, which was all right, as the letter would still go out in the day’s post.

Now they could decide what to do next. There was no shortage of pleasant tasks to choose from, for it was all written down on the list.

Visit Bertha was Cassiopeia’s first pick. Bertha was the speedy but dimwitted ostrich who had been left at Ashton Place by a fascinating but dishonest explorer named Admiral Faucet, a friend of Lord Fredrick’s mother. He pronounced his name Faw-say, but he was not French; very likely he was no admiral, either. Bertha lived in a POE—a Permanent Ostrich Enclosure—on the grounds of the estate. She could not fly, for ostriches are flightless birds, but she could run like the wind, and gave the children ostrich rides that were thrillingly fast.

Alexander frowned.

“Paint each other’s portraits,” Beowulf suggested. As a poet he was not half bad, but painting was his passion.

Alexander shook his head. It was their rule that two out of three had to agree. Clearly the eldest Incorrigible was not yet convinced.

“Latin verbs?” Cassiopeia offered, for it was a school day, after all.

Alexander looked down at the floor and sniffed. (The children had very keen senses of smell, but there was no magic about it. They had simply been raised to use their noses the way wolves do. It was a matter of paying close attention, combined with a great deal of practice. Of course, to focus one’s attention and practice is the secret behind most of what people think of as extraordinary talents, like playing stormy Russian music on the piano, or twirling a dozen whip-fast pirouettes in a row without getting dizzy, or shooting an arrow from a hundred paces at a target no bigger than an apple. As Agatha Swanburne said, “To make something look hard is easy; to make something look easy is the hardest work of all.”)

“Something smells funny downstairs,” Alexander announced, wrinkling his nose. His siblings sniffed, too.

“I smell cigars. And high, cold places,” Cassiopeia said.

“I smell snow,” Beowulf agreed. “And chocolate. And taxidermy.”

“It must be the smell of Switzerland, coming from Lordawoo’s study,” Alexander concluded, for he knew his geography from the North Pole all the way to the South. “But there is something else, too. Something bad.” He sniffed once more, then snorted and shook his head, as if he had gotten a noseful of rotten-egg smell. “Hate and fear, mixed. It smells like . . . hunting.”

Cassiopeia started to whimper, and Beowulf turned pale. “Never mind.” Alexander
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