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Praise for The House on Vesper Sands

‘A gloriously unorthodox confection, part Wilkie Collins, part Conan Doyle, with a generous handful of police procedural and a splash of Stella Gibbons’s Cold Comfort Farm. Both disquietingly eerie and impossible to read without laughing out loud’

Guardian

‘Tremendously good – and tremendously good fun’

Observer

‘Brilliantly written, compelling and satisfying in so many ways. It demands to be read by a fire on a cold winter evening (but make sure the doors are locked before you begin). I only wish it had been twice as long’

Irish Times

‘Some of the funniest lines of dialogue I’ve read in ages … I liked Vesper Sands a lot. It’s a clever Gothic mystery, evocative and meticulously faithful to its time and setting’

Sunday Independent

‘A lush, shape-shifting Victorian mystery, full of ghostliness, humour and chiaroscuro with satisfying detective and romance flavours added to the batter’

Irish Independent

‘A hugely entertaining read, spry of pace, funny, beautifully descriptive and satisfyingly sinister. A perfect book to read by winter candlelight’

Sunday Express

‘O’Donnell writes wittily and well’

Sunday Times

‘A compelling, darkly funny portrait of late Victorian London, and focuses on crimes with a supernatural flavour’

Observer, ‘50 Biggest Books of Autumn 2018’

‘Engrossing … The narrative canters from high-society soirees to East End tenements, infused with menace both earthly and supernatural’

Irish Mail on Sunday

‘O’Donnell’s talent truly shines … his style can be likened to Charles Dickens on steroids and The House on Vesper Sands … An expertly crafted and uproariously entertaining novel, spun by a writer approaching his peak’

Irish Examiner

‘An immersive and darkly entertaining story of love, loss and lies set in a vividly realised Victorian London’

iNews, ‘Best 19 Books for Autumn 2018’

‘Not since Sarah Waters has a modern novelist played with Victorian language and mores with such wit and skill … This mastery of voice wouldn’t be half as satisfying, of course, if the story were not a properly ripping yarn’

Sunday Business Post

‘A rollicking romp through the dark alleys and gaslit streets of Victorian London … Spine-tinglingly spooky with a touch of Dickens and also properly funny’

Red Magazine

‘Reading this terrific Victorian-set mystery was the most fun I’ve had in ages. It unfolds so thrillingly and cleverly. Do not miss’

The Bookseller, Editor’s Choice

‘A vivid and enjoyable romp’

Heat

‘Moves effortlessly as the story needs between pacy dialogue, gripping drama and an elegiac, other-worldly mournfulness … creates a deeply satisfying world, where tone and language and character combine to provide a rich, credible texture. A comic delight’

Associated Press
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‘As arrows are in the hand of a warrior; so are children’

Psalm 127:4

‘Assuredly we bring not innocence into the world, we bring impurity much rather: that which purifies us is trial’

John Milton, Areopagitica

‘Not one girl, I think, will ever look on the sunlight of another time who has such gifts as this one does’

Sappho fragment 56 (trans. Anne Carson)


I

WHEN THE 
BLOSSOMS CAME

February, 1872


One
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The children are taken far away, after the fire, and they are given new names. One morning they are led from their dormitories and made to line up in the passageway. Maybe it is the first morning or maybe it is later. Everything is strange here and they have no hold on the days yet.

The girls stand on one side and the boys on the other. The nurse tells them to stand up straight, even those swaying on crutches. Stand up straight for the master, she says, though the lean man in the dark robes is bent over a book and seems to take no notice. The light is hung with dust, and the children are hushed when they cough. Some cannot stop. Their breathing is still bad.

When the children have taken their places, the master opens his book. When he speaks, he is looking out above their heads. This is a great day, he says, a momentous day.

He carries on, using other words they do not know. The children take no special notice yet. They twitch and shiver in their thin gowns. Their hands wander from their sides to worry at bandages, to puzzle over skin that has turned raw and unfamiliar. The places where they hurt.

They are to have new names, the master says. They are to be called after birds. He has dropped his eyes to look at them now, and he says this as if it is ordinary. He says it as if such names would come to them easily. The Asylum stood near a great forest – the Asylum was the place from before, the place they were taken from – but they knew no more of that forest than they knew of the sky. Most could not tell a sparrow from a thrush.

When one of the girls lets out a throttled sob, the nurse seizes her hand and slaps it smartly. The child goes white and rigid. She blinks into the air as if she cannot tell where this new pain has come from.

The master begins with the boys. He stands before each of them in turn and reads aloud from his heavy book. The words are slow and strange, like vows or last blessings. The boys keep their heads bowed, not raising them until they think they are meant to answer. Some are too dazed for that, so the nurse must take hold of their chins and point to show them what is wanted.

Of all the children, only one is paying close attention. She stands near the end in the line of girls. She is not the tallest of them, or the sturdiest. Her wounds are not the worst or the least. Her left hand is bandaged, and those burns are still blistered and weeping. Some of her cuts are bad, too – the ones from the glass – but she has peeled the rest of the dressings off. She wants to see the marks.

She is paying attention because that is what she does. It is easily overlooked, her way of watching and listening. She hardly recognised it herself, before the fire, but now she knows how much it matters. She keeps still, but not too still, letting her eyes rest nowhere. When a thought comes to her, she keeps it from her face.

The thought that comes to her now is that something here is waiting to happen.

The master has reached the last boy but one, a moon-faced creature whose mouth hangs open like a hinge. This time the master pauses before he begins. He thumbs the corner of a page, then he looks up from it as if in distraction. He turns his head a little and makes a sound with his tongue tip. A slow tack, tack, tack, like the dripping of a cistern.

The girl sees and hears these things slantwise, keeping her eyes unfixed. Outside the morning is changing, and the light from the high windows sharpens and pales. When she parts her lips, her breath shows and vanishes.

The master begins again. The words are the same as before, but now a quietness opens around them. When he comes to the end, it is a moment before the moon-faced boy looks up. His expression is all but empty.

‘From this day,’ the master says, ‘your name is Magpie.’

The boy’s mouth works, but he makes no answer. The nurse jabs him with a finger. ‘Now you. Say your new name.’

The boy flinches, and a twitching starts up in his cheek. Half of his face is mottled with burns, and sheeny with some ointment that will do him no good. That skin will never mend right. At last he begins to speak, and as soon as he does, the girl knows the moment is now. She feels its parts snicking together like the workings of a clock.

The boy saying, But sir. The master closing the book, freeing a hand that curls behind a fold of black cloth.

The boy saying, But sir, my name is Dan.

The master taking a backward step, the movement almost dainty, then loosing his arm. The fierce snap of his sleeve, scything the quiet, then the next sound. Like a lead pipe against tender meat.

The moon-faced boy bucks on his heels. He draws a quick, hitched breath, disbelieving. Then he slumps to the floor like a dropped flour sack.

For a moment the master seems not to notice. He smooths out the pages of his book. Then he speaks quietly, as if to himself. ‘I took a new name myself, when I came here.’

On the floor, the boy makes a thick snuffling sound. His hand is clamped to his face. The master’s backhanded slap was to the unburned side, but the girl doubts it was meant as a mercy. His right hand was free, for turning the pages. It was less effort.

‘I was something else once,’ the master says, ‘but now I am the Chaplain. The change was no great hardship.’

The Chaplain. It is another new word. The girl keeps her lips together. In secret, her tongue makes the ghost of its shape.

‘Now,’ the master says – the Chaplain says. ‘Up. Again.’

When he moves on to the girls, they try to be quicker with their answers. It doesn’t come easily. Some are hoarse still, from the smoke. Some are just senseless with fright. One of the smaller girls loses hold of her bladder, but she is made to keep her place. She stands in her own spreading water until the words come out right. Then the nurse hauls her away.

The watchful girl is next in line. Near her left foot, the bright seam of piss creeps between the boards, but she is careful not to stir. She keeps herself straight, lowering her eyes but not her head as the Chaplain’s black shape settles before her. The little girl’s water smells of nothing, but the air about this man is laced with scent. It is a fine and shimmering fragrance, of the kind that comes from crystal bottles, but beneath it there is old sweat, musted cloth, male flesh. That butchery tang.

He fusses with the pages, but she knows he is studying her. He is watchful too, she thinks, in a way that suits his purposes. He is seeking out some weakness, but he has not sighted it yet. He is curious, or impatient, or something she cannot name. After a time, he gives an unsated grunt – like a man refusing thin broth – then he licks a fingertip and turns over a page.

The girl knows the words by heart now, though sometimes she must guess at their meaning. She lifts her eyes a moment before it is time, and at this he looks over her face, his lips gone tight. Either he finds no fault, or he finds one he means to store away.

He reads out her new name, and the sound of it is both strange and familiar. She has heard it before, surely, though she has never had cause to speak it aloud.

She says the word now, and her voice sounds new in her own ears. Sure and cold. Again the Chaplain gives her a look, and this time there is an edge of menace in it. She does not shrink from him. It is not that she feels no fear, only that the feeling does not seem her own. She is growing used to it, this gathering otherness in her nature.

On the night of the fire, while she was still trapped, her terror was like a living creature. Some writhing and eyeless thing that had squirmed from her gut to her throat, meaning to choke her from within.

But that was not what happened. That was not what the fierce creature did.

Her bandaged hand twitches. She masks the slip, stilling the movement in the folds of her smock. The Chaplain’s eyes flicker to her side, too late to catch it. When they return to her face, there is something in them that she cannot read. He thrusts out his chin and turns away.

The girl keeps steady in her place, but now she lets her gaze drift just a little. The view from the high windows is empty save for one corner pane, where she can see a stark lattice of bare branches. She cannot tell what kind of tree it is, but on the road here she heard talk of a thaw. Perhaps it will soon be in leaf.

And birds. It will be filled with birds, she supposes. When the children pass by this window – the boy who is now called Finch, or the girl who is now Starling – will they look out and wonder which is which?

She will not catch sight of hers, she thinks. It is an uncommon sort of name, and it must be for an uncommon sort of bird. It would make no difference anyway. It belongs to her now, this name, not to a handful of glimpsed colours in some faraway wood.

She repeats the word inwardly, to practise it. She finds she has taken to it, though she is not quick to bestow fondness. She likes how its three parts slip and clink together. The beads and slivers of it touching, bright against dark.

It is hers now, this name. The others cling to their shreds of remembrance, but when she reaches back, there is nothing milky, nothing warm. Maybe there was once, but all of that is burned and blackened now. It is gone.

She was meeker before. She primped her coverlet and sang her hymns. She chirruped her prayers.

But then she crawled on her belly from a furnace. She drowned in black air, heaved up blood and cinders. She battered and bled herself free, on the night of the fire, and afterwards she fell into the deep and sharded dark. She took a secret with her, from the time before, but she took nothing else.

She needs nothing else because now she is something else. Now her name is Nightingale.

The place they have been brought to is called the Chapel, though they cannot tell why. It is not like any church they have seen. The masters dress in black, but Nightingale does not think they are clergymen.

There were clergymen who came to the Asylum, and they carried on as such men do. They talked of how the Lord looked kindly on children who accepted their lot, as if any child could do otherwise. The masters at the Chapel do not talk in that way, or if they do, they make it sound like a secret joke. Like words that might mean something else.

Their rooms at the Chapel are high up, like the lodgings of servants in great houses, but they look out on almost nothing. From the dormitories, part of another wing can be seen. Its windows are blind with dust, its gutters slack and broken.

From the schoolroom, the view is of a blank yard surrounded by walls of streaked grey stone. It holds shuttered outbuildings and a mossy trough. Scattered around it are ancient tools and lengths of chain. A barrow with a broken knee is slumped in the weeds.

They see no one come or go outside the Chapel, and they hear no clatter of work, no carried scraps of ordinary talk.

Out past the walls a lane twists away between pitted and scrubby fields. Beyond a distant rise there is a huddle of rooftops, the stump of a mean church tower. None of the children know the look of this country, but how would they? The Asylum took in no children above the age of seven, and most were no more than babes in arms. Between them they hardly remember a lane with a name. Only an inn with a black sign or a flower market, a run of cracked steps.

Nightingale does not recognise this country either, but she knows what it means. It is no one’s remembered home, and it is grey and signless for a reason. They are nothing now, and they are nowhere.

Nightingale is not the only one who takes note of such things. Most of the others are still sunk in themselves. They crouch whimpering on their cots, or shuffle empty-faced from room to room. But the boy called Finch is different. She sees him slip away from the rest when he can. She sees him linger by the windows when he thinks no one is watching.

He is careful, but he is not careful enough.

She finds him in the schoolroom one afternoon. It is often empty, since they are not made to go to lessons yet. None of the masters have come today, and the nurse is in the musty, dog-legged room she calls the infirmary. She changes dressings there, and doles out bitter spoonfuls of tonic. She does it grudgingly, and she is content to be left alone.

Nightingale crosses the floor almost noiselessly – she goes about barefoot when she can – but at the last moment the boy turns and starts.

‘Blast you for a sly little cat,’ he says. His whisper is sharp but not spiteful. ‘I near shit my breeches.’

The girl hesitates. Until now, she has kept a wary silence amongst the others. Amongst the boys, especially. They were kept apart at the Asylum, except for the tests and the strange games. She is not yet sure of their ways. When she can think of nothing else, she says, ‘You’re not wearing breeches.’

The boy glances down at himself. Like her, he wears a coarse linen gown. No doubt his underclothes are the same too: a thin, discoloured vest, drawers of scratchy wool. He looks at her, a wry twist to his chin. ‘And you ain’t wearing your boots. They’ll clout you for that.’

The masters strike them all the time. Nightingale does not fear it especially – the fire left her scornful of lesser pains – but she will not say so. She will not show anything of herself without good cause. ‘They’d have to see me. And they didn’t say it was forbidden.’

His lips quirk. ‘You wouldn’t be sneaking about if it wasn’t. And I might tell.’

‘You won’t,’ she says. Her new voice has hard edges, and her hold on it is not yet sure. The boy, Finch, lifts one eyebrow. The other has been scorched away. His coppery hair is all patches and tufts.

‘That right?’ he says. He means, And what would you do about it?

She says nothing. She keeps her eyes level with his. Her altered nature is simple, in some ways. There is nothing she would not do.

‘Well, you’re a ready one,’ he says. He looks away again, out beyond the walls. ‘Dan reckons— Magpie, I mean to say. He reckons they’ve fetched us away to the highlands. Ain’t never been up that way myself, but I don’t know. You’d think there’d be more in the way of hills.’

She sees the joke, but it stirs nothing in her. Maybe that’s gone too.

The boy lets it pass. ‘I didn’t say nothing,’ he says. ‘About the highlands, I mean. He ain’t come right yet, old Magpie. Or maybe he weren’t right before.’

This kind of talk comes easily to him. She wonders if she could learn the trick of it. She says, ‘Not far enough.’

‘Eh?’ He turns again, this time in puzzlement.

‘When they put us on the carts,’ she says. ‘After the … afterwards. We didn’t come far enough. Eight hours, maybe ten. There was talk and noise on the roads, for half the night. That means we went south, through town. Then it was quiet again.’

Finch looks her over again, his face doubting. ‘You was awake?’ he says. ‘The whole time? Most of us was dead to the world.’

Her eyes slide away. ‘I couldn’t sleep. I was thinking of—’ From the dark of her, the images screech and skitter.

A ring of black keys. A plump face leeched pale with fright. Unlock it.

She waits, takes a careful breath. ‘I was just remembering.’

He draws back by a fraction, as if wary of what he might have touched. His nod is hesitant. ‘Aye, well. Eight or ten hours, then. That tells us something, don’t it? And across town, for all to see? Queerish, that. I’d have struck out through the woods, up Essex way.’

She shakes her head. ‘Walthamstow. Someone said to head for Walthamstow first. They followed a canal. Then I don’t know. Someone said, Less of that free talk. Someone else said, Yes, sir.

She sees him wondering all she has wondered. The same who, what and why. Coming to the same nothing. ‘So where does that leave us?’ Finch says. ‘You know your counties? No? Well, I suppose it don’t make much odds.’

No, it doesn’t. But like him, she cannot let it lie. She looks about the schoolroom, as it is now called. It was plainly put to some other use before. And until recently, she thinks. The air here remembers tobacco and boot polish. She has studied the scraps that cling to the paintwork, the remnants of maps, maybe, or duty rosters. Notices useful to men of the world.

Men who might say, Less of that free talk.

The picture of the Queen was not taken down, or the five brass clocks fixed in a neat row. Their faces are shadowed with dust now, and their hands are stopped at odd hours. On their plaques are words she does not know. Names or places, maybe. They make her think of salt air and summerhouses, of inkstands and beeswax.

HUDSON, WINDWARD, GOLD, DELHI, CAPE.

Scraps, nothing more, and her untutored guesses. I was something else once. She understands so very little. She chafes at it, as she does now at all disadvantages, all hindrances. There are things she must do. Things she must know.

‘You all right?’ says Finch. ‘Got to be off somewhere?’

Something must have shown in her face. ‘They said there would be lessons soon,’ she says. ‘That we would have to learn things. New things.’

‘Aye, right. Can’t wait to get back to your times tables, is it?’

She stares at him. ‘You don’t understand. These masters, they’re not like the ones from before. The things they say, sometimes – we have to listen, when these lessons start.’

‘Why?’ he says. ‘You reckon they’ll say where we are?’

Nightingale presses her lips together. Perhaps it was a mistake, talking to this boy. ‘I need—’ She checks herself. ‘We need to find things out, about this place, these people. And about—’

‘About what happened?’ He casts a glance at the door. ‘And why we’re here?’

She considers this quickly. What happened no longer interests her, or not in a way he could grasp. Those memories are sacred now, and she keeps them locked away. But why they are here – that interests her very much. He would not understand that either, or she could not explain it. ‘Everything,’ she says. ‘We have to pay attention to everything.’

She watches him closely. It makes her uneasy, saying this much. If he shows reluctance or scorn, she will not speak to him again. But the look he gives her is solemn. He pushes away from the window and dusts himself down.

‘Fair enough,’ he says with a curt nod. ‘I ain’t much of a hand at the kings and queens, or them poems about villages. I’m good at nosing about, though. Might be able to work out the doors. And the stairs.’

At this she wavers.

‘The doors the masters use,’ he says, as if she were not following. ‘They’re crafty about it, but they ain’t creeping in and out through mouseholes.’

‘I knew what you meant,’ she says. She hesitated for another reason. For Finch, it is simple. This place is dangerous. Find the doors. Find a way out.

For Nightingale, it is different. This place is dangerous, yes, but it does not frighten her. She understands now that this is simply the true nature of the world. Maybe it is her nature too that now lies bare. Maybe black threads always coursed through the tissues of her being.

If the danger runs deeper here, in the Chapel, it is because secrets do too. The masters here were something else once, or they are still. Men of the world. Ordering its doings, shaping the fates of its creatures.

But Nightingale is a creature of her own shaping, or she could be. She wants to pass through the masters’ doors, just as Finch does, but she wants more than that. She wants to hold the keys.

She sees that Finch is waiting. ‘So?’ he says. ‘You with me, then? We look for the doors, and while we’re about it we try to work out where we are.’

With me. Her spine hardens. She is only with herself. But maybe that, too, is something she can learn. ‘Yes,’ she says at last. ‘We’ll look. We’ll try.’

‘Right,’ Finch says. He moves to leave, taking care not to pass too close. ‘I best slip off.’

‘In a minute,’ she says. It comes out unblunted again, but she ignores his look. This is important. ‘If you do find something out, or if I do, we should be careful. They can’t know what we know.’

His face twitches. ‘Don’t go telling old Magpie, you mean? Yeah, don’t worry. I know how to keep it buttoned.’

She studies his face while she considers this. Maybe she looks for too long.

‘What?’ he says. ‘Bad, is it? I don’t look in the mirror that much.’

‘No,’ she says. It is true enough, though it is not what she was thinking of. He is not badly marked, compared to some, and he is not witless. She is glad of that, she realises, and not only for her own sake. She has seen how the masters look at some of the children. She has considered what it might mean. For some, she thinks, there will be dangers of a special kind. ‘No, it’s not bad. Thank you, Finch.’

He only shakes his head in amusement. ‘Nightingale now, isn’t it? Not Gale, for short?’ His good eyebrow juts up. ‘Or Nighty, maybe.’

She keeps her face still. These jokes are not something she wants to learn. After a moment he gives a complicated cough. ‘Right, then,’ he says. ‘I’ll be getting on.’

Nightingale has turned away already. She means to stay a little while, looking out into the oncoming dark. There are things she wants to think about. She hears Finch shift on his feet and, after he leaves, hears the small noises he makes on the way back to the dormitory. Quiet, but not quiet enough.

There are things she could teach him too.

Their lessons begin three days later, but there are no books in sight when they are called to the schoolroom. A blackboard has been propped in one corner. On a table beneath the picture of the Queen, a collection of oddments has been laid out.

A knife, jewelled and needle-like. A bulb of glass enclosing intricate workings. Some unknowable fruit, whose reds gleam like sealing wax or finger blood. Nightingale must scatter her glances carefully, filing with the others to the benches. She cannot take everything in.

A new master stands by the table, humming softly as he polishes a pocket watch. He is balding and plumpish, and his black clothing has a rumpled look. He appears absent-minded, but it is an appearance that Nightingale does not trust.

She is proven right when the last of the children enters. It is the girl they named Lark, a nervy and twitching creature who clutches her side as she scurries to her place. She was burned about her middle and the flesh there is still oozing. It shows sometimes, even through the dressing and her undershirt.

‘Door.’ It is the new master. His voice is low and rich.

The girl, Lark, seems not to hear. She winces as she folds herself into her seat, where she sits hunched and tense.

The master slips the watch into his gown with a sigh. He raps on the table with his knuckles, measuring the beats to his words. ‘Child. The door.’

Two more beats. ‘Close. It.’

Lark stares in confusion until the boy in the next seat nudges her. When she has crept to the door and fumbled it closed, she slinks back to her place like a whipped pup.

‘Dear me,’ says the master. He comes to the front of the table and rests his haunches on its edge. ‘It is as well I didn’t bid her wind the clocks. We might be here until Easter.’

He waits, as if he expected laughter. As if that were possible here.

‘I am the Choirmaster,’ he says, adjusting himself. ‘Or that is the name I have taken. I am not here to tutor you in scales and cantatas. No ear for such things, sad to say. The other masters will give you lessons of a practical kind, since the day will come when you are called upon to do practical work. But my lessons will be … well, let us say that they will be of a miscellaneous character.’

He gives a satisfied sigh, his hands joined above his belly. Then he reaches behind him and takes up the strange-looking fruit. It is a deep, burnished red, topped with a ragged little crown.

‘Yes,’ he says. ‘Miscellaneous subjects. Exotic subjects, sometimes. Like this fine specimen. Who can tell me what it is called?’

The room falls silent. Children lower their heads and shift in their seats. At the Asylum, in the weeks after Michaelmas, they were given slices of apple on Sundays. Once, after a garden party given by the governor, a girl called Kitty Fellowes claimed that she had stuffed half a dozen strawberries up her sleeve and eaten them in secret. She turned out her sleeve to show the pink stain.

Nightingale remembers staring. She wanted to tear away that sleeve and hide it. She wanted to suck it white.

‘No one?’ says the Choirmaster. ‘Well, never mind. It is a pomegranate, or a wine-apple to those who know no better. It is perfectly wholesome, but to the Greeks it was the fruit of death. The goddess Persephone had a fondness for its seeds. She would gorge herself on them, though she knew it was forbidden, and she was made to pay the price. For each seed she ate, she was obliged to pass a month in the underworld. In hell, that is to say.’

He weighs the fruit in his palm, plumping up his lips in a show of thoughtfulness.

‘Whereas we Christians – you are all good Christian children, yes? Well, speak up.’

Sensing surer ground, three or four of those nearest the front answer in dutiful murmurs.

‘There you are,’ he says. ‘Very commendable, I’m sure. But wouldn’t you rather be pagans, like the Greeks of old? Think of it. For our sins, we are packed off to hell for good. But for theirs, a reasonable bargain could be struck. Three pomegranate seeds, their gods would say. Shame on you, you greedy scamp. But you might have done worse. Call it three months down below, then back in time for the fine weather. That seems a reasonable sort of arrangement, wouldn’t you say?’

He spreads his hands and scans the children’s faces. Some look uncertain, fearing that they are being tested. And they are, Nightingale is sure. She just doesn’t know how yet.

She watches and listens. She isn’t trying to grasp everything, isn’t straining after every difficult word. She lets the master’s talk sink through her, feels it settle like silt.

The Choirmaster sighs and returns the pomegranate to the table. ‘The sin of gluttony,’ he says. ‘One of the seven deadly sins, the churchmen tell us. Wrath, that’s another one. Drives men to acts of violence. Not that it takes much, mind you.’

He picks up the glittering knife, holding it out for them to see. The handle is threaded with silver and studded with pale blue stones. The blade is perhaps eighteen inches long, and oddly narrow. It looks precious, but more than anything it looks dangerous. Some of the children squirm and look away. They are carrying hurts, all of them, and some of those hurts are fresh.

‘You may rest easy,’ the master says, not quite kindly. ‘I told you – you will not get your practical lessons from me. Now, this dagger – it is prettily made, is it not? It is also very sharp indeed. However—’

Shifting abruptly, he slams the edge of the blade into the fruit. Benches rattle as children jump in their seats, but the blow does little damage. The fruit is still whole, though the knife has bitten into the rind. The Choirmaster frees it and holds it upright.

‘What’s this?’ he says. ‘The old fool boasts of his sharp dagger, yet it is hardly fit for tableware. Ah, but wait.’

With his free hand he picks up the fruit again. He tosses it into the air and, with the deftness of a conjurer, guides the point of the blade into its path. They connect with an exact little thump, and when the Choirmaster holds out the knife again, the pomegranate rests halfway down the blade, pierced clean through.

‘A dagger,’ the master says. ‘But a dagger of a particular kind. A stiletto, to be exact, which is used for stabbing and not slashing. Not for wounding, that is to say, but for killing.’

He whips his wrist back to the table. This time, breached from within, the fruit splits neatly in two. Its glistening halves are chambered, and each chamber brims with dainty garnet beads.

‘Killing, mark you,’ says the Choirmaster, stepping out again from behind the table. ‘Killing, not murder. Murder is a sin too, of course, but killing? That’s just a job, surely. Ask any soldier. Now, then. Let me see if I can tempt you.’

He approaches the nearest bench, where the boy called Wren is cowering. ‘Here, boy. Pluck out a few of these seeds.’

Wren looks doubtful, but he scrabbles at the innards of the fruit. The seeds are slippery and clinging, but with effort he gouges out a jewelled clump and captures it in his fist.

‘Very good,’ the Choirmaster says. ‘Don’t gobble them up just yet. Hold onto them for now.’

He shuffles about the schoolroom, pausing before each bench to repeat the exercise. Many of the children fumble just as Wren did, but the master does not scold them. If anything, their struggling seems to please him.

When Nightingale’s turn comes, she has learned from the others. She works a single seed from its chamber with her thumbnail, sliding it delicately onto her upturned palm.

The Choirmaster lingers over her. He has taken up his soft humming again. ‘You are the last but one,’ he says. ‘You might help yourself to more.’

Her eyes graze his face. He has the lips of a fat man, lush as innards, and at odd moments his glazed jowls twitch. Something has inflamed his interest, or his appetites.

Nightingale shakes her head. A simple no, not insolent. She thinks she has guessed how this game will play out. She has given thought to her part in it.

The Choirmaster sighs pertly, like the governor’s daughter used to do when she was exasperated with her kitten. He moves on to the last bench.

When he returns to the front, he tosses aside the empty husks and sets out another of his curiosities. It is some intricate machine, with clockwork wheels set between flutes of milky glass. He begins explaining its purpose, just as if the last twenty minutes had been forgotten.

Some of the children show their confusion, glancing from the master to the seeds cupped in their palms, but Nightingale is unconcerned. She follows along, just closely enough. The machine is called an electrotome, the Choirmaster says, and it produces a spark quite as bright as lightning. He cannot induce it to do so today, so he fills the time with preening talk.

Conductivity, unlike charges, resistance. Nightingale examines the words only lightly before stowing them away.

What she must do, she thinks, is learn to pay two kinds of attention at once. There are glimmers on the rippling surface, but underneath there is a current. It is gentle, for now, but it is insistent. She thinks of the day they were given their new names, of how everything – the straying dust, the seeping piss, the silence – seemed drawn taut towards a gathering moment.

That was only a week ago, and she knows there is much more to come. There is a shape to all this that she has caught in glimpses, which swells and coils in search of its end. Today, another moment is approaching, but it will not be as coarse and unmistakable as the first. The Choirmaster will not knock some dazed and drooling boy to the floor. He is hungry, this man, but he is patient.

She must be more patient still, whatever her yearnings. There are many currents here, braiding and writhing in the depths. They could suck her under, down to the soundless dark, or they could carry her away.

She fingers the tiny capsule in her palm, learning its shape. The act feels intimate and sacramental. A single moment.

An hour passes, and outside, long shadows lean across the barren yard, yet still the Choirmaster talks. He talks because his own voice pleases him, Nightingale thinks, but that is not the only reason. He wants them lulled and unready.

He will have to try harder.

He holds up a blue bottle, and makes a dainty pantomime of drawing the stopper. It is laudanum, he says, which is at least a word they know.

Laudanum and cholera. Childbed and penury. The words that make orphans.

He takes a draught, then turns to tip the bottle at the Queen’s portrait. ‘Your health, ma’am.’

The girl called Robin gasps at this, which he notes with satisfaction. ‘Laudanum, yes,’ he continues. ‘No doubt you have heard fearful tales. Great men reduced to squalor, virtuous brides stooping to depravity and what not. But think of the wounded midshipman, thrashing beneath the surgeon’s saw in the whole of his senses. It is no transgression, surely, to grant him an hour’s bliss. For you see, there is no sin so black that it is a sin in all cases.’

Robin’s hand is still clamped to her mouth, but Nightingale lets nothing stir in her own face. This little performance needs no more of her attention. It is the stray words that she fixes on. For all the Choirmaster’s high talk, he speaks just as readily of soldiers and midshipmen.

She glances at the clocks, and at the names that puzzled her before.

Hudson, Windward, Delhi.

Yes, there is a shape to all this. There are locked doors and there are keys.

‘The blackest of sins,’ the Choirmaster says. ‘That reminds me. You are still clutching your pomegranate seeds, yes? You haven’t forgotten poor old Persephone? Splendid, splendid. Well, I believe we shall conclude today’s lesson with an exercise. Listen carefully, please. First, take up your seeds like so.’

He mimes the action, dipping his fingertips into his empty palm and raising them to his lips. Nightingale lifts the plump bead from her own hand. She turns it against the light, noticing its delicately scalloped surface.

‘Don’t they look delicious?’ the master says. ‘But before you taste them, I want you to imagine something.’

The moment is near now. It is coming.

‘I want you to think of a sin, or perhaps more than one. As many sins as you have seeds, if you like. But whether it is one or half a dozen, you must choose your sins. They must be your own true desires, for which you would go willingly to the underworld.’

The children shift and murmur. They are doubtful and unsettled, and by now they are weary too. For once Nightingale lets her surroundings fade. She no longer needs to follow.

‘And remember, a trifling sin will not do. You will not be consigned to eternal agony for stealing a hairpin. Your sins must be wicked and forbidden, or they are not sins at all. You must be truthful with yourself. You must say to yourself, yes, it would be vile and despicable, but if the chance came and I could be sure of escaping judgement in this life, then law and scripture be damned. In my heart of hearts, I know that I would do it.’

The Choirmaster draws out these last words, beating another slow measure on the table as he speaks. A colour has risen in his cheeks, and he licks his lips as he looks about the room. He pats himself down and brings out his watch.

‘You will be given one minute to contemplate your choices in silence. When that minute has passed, you will swallow your seeds to seal your little covenant. Ready? Begin.’

In the hush that follows, Nightingale takes a moment to steady herself. It is not that she has put the night of the fire out of her mind. She escaped lightly compared to some, but her wounds are far from healed. The pain is so fierce sometimes that she wants to hurl herself from these high windows.

She knows that to the others she must seem cold and unnatural. She does not wake up screaming like they do. She does not clutch at the nurse’s skirts while her dressings are changed, does not sob and plead for her mama. But she is not untouched, however she might appear. She lived through that night just as they did, and she saw things they did not.

She did things they could not. She did very bad things.

The black ring of keys, the clutching pink-white fingers.

She had no choice when the moment came, but that does not lessen the sin.

Unlock it.

She had no choice because she wanted to live, needed to live. She burned to live.

And it showed her how, the black creature. It was terrifying, the thing that burst from her in a torrent of inky vomit, but it meant her no harm. It caressed her burned flesh, bound her bleeding hand in its coils. It held her, soothed her, guided her.

She touches the palm of her bandaged hand, lets her fingertips graze the seed.

She knows the creature is not real. The fire left her changed, but it did not take her wits. It is not real, but it is true. The fire taught her things about the world’s secret nature and her own. It is wound about her wrist still, unseen and unsleeping. It will never let her go.

Her sin is a dreadful secret too, but it is true and it is her nature. That is why she was ready when this moment came. When the Choirmaster told them to choose a sin, she had already chosen.

The moment has come.

The Choirmaster calls time, and afterwards he goes about the room, clapping his hands and cajoling the stragglers. Nightingale isn’t listening. She cradles the seed on her tongue, taking care not to burst it. The taste is curious, a slanted kind of sweetness. She closes her eyes and swallows.

In my heart of hearts.

Her seed, her sin, her secret jewel. She carries it inside her now. She nurtures it in secret.

The boy called Finch proves as good as his word. He finds one of the masters’ secret doors, though it does not come about in the way he imagined.

It begins when one of the children is taken to the oubliette. It is a place they have heard the masters talk of, and in a way that is meant to fill them with dread. The nurse has been known to mention it, when someone soils a bedsheet or pukes up a dose, but the nurse often repeats the masters’ words and sometimes she gets them wrong.

It is different when the masters talk about the oubliette. The word itself is strange and unfamiliar, and these men know the uses of mystery. The masters here are not like the men who ruled over them at the Asylum, whose fine talk was meant to set them an example. They were taught to say ‘lavatory’ for ‘jakes’, because coarse speech told of a coarse nature.

But at the Chapel no one talks of their betterment. When the masters speak to them, it is often in a sly and shadowy language of their own, using words that cannot be unfolded in the ordinary way. ‘Oubliette’ is one of those words. When you say it to yourself, it makes you think at times of satin or ash, and at other times of swollen berries or rusted blades.

If the Chaplain has already taken his strop to a boy’s legs, and if the boy commits some fresh offence, then the Chaplain might hiss it out: Curse you for an imbecile and a whelp. If you cannot be improved by the lash, you will be cured by other means. You will learn your manners in the oubliette, do you hear me?

They hear it at other times from the Dean, a greying man with a scooped-out face who is fond of humiliations but fonder still of beatings. He will call a boy to the front of the schoolroom if he gives an unsatisfactory answer, and he will mock the boy for his fidgeting, for his stammer, for his unwashed face, then he will send him to his fate.

Out of my sight with you, and wait at the lectern in the hall.

The lectern is where the Dean whips them. It is a word they know, and it is frightening enough on its own. But then the other word comes.

I will take my time over your strapping, and when that is done, I will send you to the oubliette, where the sun never rises. I will send you to the shadow chamber.

The shadow chamber. That is the Dean’s own name for it, and no doubt he chose it for its fearsome sound. That is how words work at the Chapel, and how secrets work. A door is unlocked, and it opens into a deeper darkness.

The oubliette must be a dark place, then, but until Robin is taken away, it is a place no more real to the children than the belly of Jonah’s whale or the Choirmaster’s underworld. They have no notion of where it might be, though a boy named Dunnock says it is a prison, and a worse one even than Coldbath Fields.

It happens on a bright morning, the first since they arrived that seems touched with colour and gentleness. The nurse says it is a day for airing, and when she hauls up the sashes in the dormitory, they catch threads of birdsong and a surge of grassy sweetness.

After the bell is rung for breakfast, Nightingale lingers for a moment in the passage outside the dormitory. The lone tree is no longer bare, or not quite. It is softened about its fringes by smudges of pinkish white. It is a wild cherry, she is almost sure. She finds it consoling to look at, though she does not know why.

She stirs herself. The others have all gone ahead, and she doesn’t like arriving last. It draws notice, even if it is only in passing. But it is not only that. From around the corner at the end of the passage, she has caught a glancing echo of raised voices.

The room where they take their meals is not like the refectory at the Asylum. It is called the wardroom, and like many parts of the Chapel it has the look of a place long occupied and hastily abandoned. Its panelled walls are hung with gentlemanly oddments: a painting of a stag; a case of medals couched in velvet; a ship in a bottle, bedded in merry waves of putty.

There is even a broad hearth, and on the nights when the fire was lit, the wardroom must have seemed a cheery place. Nightingale has pictured men standing about it in soft breeches and scarlet coats, tipping their tankards and whooping at bawdy stories. There is no laughter now, and the raised voices that she heard have subsided. Children are hunched over their tin plates, or crouched as if about to rise. Their eyes are fixed on Robin, who stands with her back to the chimney breast. Her cap is awry, spilling tangles of hair. Her pale cheek is streaked with ash.

She is clutching a poker.

At the head of the trestle table is the master known as the Proctor, a smallish man with spectacles who watches over them at mealtimes. He gives no lessons and is rarely heard to speak. He has risen from his place, but if he is shocked by Robin’s conduct, he does not show it. His hands are clasped loosely at his back and his expression is weary.

Robin catches sight of Nightingale in the doorway. She stares, knuckles whitening as she tightens her grip on the fire iron. ‘You,’ she says, her voice thick with desperation. ‘You never talk to anyone. But you remember, don’t you?’

Nightingale says nothing, only tilting her head to show that she is listening. And that she is curious. The Proctor sends her a quick glance, then turns away with a sorrowful shrug. ‘Miss Robin,’ he says. He is the only master who addresses them in this way. ‘Miss Robin, you need only hand that to me and take your seat again. We will say that you became light-headed. The nurse will take you to lie down.’

But Robin is still glaring at Nightingale. ‘I only said—’ Her voice catches, and she makes a wet, retching sound. ‘I only said it still comes up when I cough. It’s been weeks now since the fire, and I’m still hacking up soot.’

She has been coughing into her sleeve, and she lifts it now to display a shadowy smear. So, that was how it began. Talking of the fire. It is a worse offence even than saying their old names.

‘You see?’ says Robin, her eyes going wide and accusing. They flick back to the Proctor. ‘There it is, plain as day. And he says, dear me, no. You must say it some other way, child. You must call it by some other name.’

‘So I did,’ the Proctor answers mildly. ‘We do not speak of that night, out of kindness to those who would sooner forget it. Or if we must, we call it by some gentler name. We talk of when the barley was brought in, or—’

‘When the barley was brought in?’ Robin stiffens, the poker jerking and swaying in her grip. ‘You want me to lift this smock up and show you my back? You want to see where the skin still comes away in tatters? You think that happened when—when the fucking barley was brought in?’

Her agitation brings on a fresh fit of coughing. She bends her head to her shoulder, fighting to keep the poker upright in her hands.

‘Indeed,’ says the Proctor, seeming not to notice the foul word. He has edged away from the table, and he follows her movements as if puzzling out a conjuring trick. ‘Or when the blossoms came, since we see the softer weather returning.’

Robin can no longer answer. Her coughing has eased, but she is breathing in quick and ragged gulps. She folds against the wall, a strand of discoloured drool clinging to her chin. The Proctor steps forward lightly, and she hardly resists when he wrests the poker from her shaking hands. He deposits it neatly into an empty scuttle.

He stoops, spreading his hands on his knees, to study her streaked and haunted face. He shakes his head gently. ‘Such a spirited creature,’ he says. ‘And all to the good, but it is not yet the time. Perhaps you will come to see it, though. It is not what we are taking away. It is what we are offering.’

He hooks an arm under her and braces her at his side. Robin is limp, and can take only shuffling and uneven steps, but she does not resist as he guides her towards the door. Nightingale moves aside quietly, but she keeps close enough to miss nothing. It is just as well, for the Proctor’s voice drops to a whisper as they pass.

‘Better it happened here,’ he says. ‘For if the Dean had heard, well, I should not like to think. All the same, it will not do. You will think it a cruelty, but the falconer does not hood his hawk out of malice. No, there is really no other course. The oubliette, my dear. We must show you to the oubliette.’

It is the afternoon of the next day when Robin returns. She is brought to the schoolroom during one of the Chaplain’s lessons. The Proctor is with her, shepherding her with murmurs and nudges to her seat. She does as she is bid, but she is ashen and speechless, her limbs as slack as a doll’s. When she has taken her place, the Proctor watches her for a time, making delicate adjustments to his spectacles. His expression is regretful, or that is how he chooses to appear. Nightingale thinks he is satisfied.

Robin is not called on during the lessons that follow, and at supper time she is missing from the wardroom. Nightingale finds her in the dormitory, slumped and vacant on the edge of her cot. Robin is facing the wall, her gaze unfixed, but when Nightingale comes in, she looks away to the windows. The days are getting longer, and outside the evening sky is washed with colour. Lemon and milky rose, deepening to iodine.

But Robin isn’t looking at the sunset, just looking somewhere else. Now Nightingale faces a difficulty of her own making. She does not shun the other girls, but she talks to them only when she must. It seemed the best course until now. They so rarely say anything useful. Was she to spend hours as they did, pinning up each other’s hair and whimpering about their mamas and their market days and their cats that could near enough sit up and talk?

But in keeping apart, she has placed herself at a disadvantage. Robin has been to the shadow chamber, to the oubliette. Whatever she suffered, she is party to a secret, and there is nothing Nightingale now prizes above secrets.

‘Would you—’ Nightingale says, but it is all she says. She sees it is useless even before she speaks. Robin flinches at her first indrawn breath. There is no rancour in it, no malice. She flinches like a child who has not yet woken from the dream, like a child who still sees the monster.

Nightingale falls silent. Perhaps the girl she once was would have found a way. Would have known how to draw the other girl close, how to lay a hand over hers or stroke her neck just so. How to uncover her own hurt just enough, her own heart.

She drifts from the room. It is later, lying awake, when she sees her mistake. She could not comfort Robin because now she is the monster from the other girl’s dreams. She is a creature sprung from some other shadow chamber, and she has no heart to uncover.

When sleep will not come, Nightingale walks the halls. At night there is only the nurse to keep watch, and the nurse has a fondness for gin. Passing the schoolroom, she goes still. A shape at the window.

‘All right.’

Finch. His voice light and indolent. His voice natural.

She edges into the room, keeping her back pressed to the near wall. He is slouched against a window frame, watching her idly.

‘What?’ he says. ‘I ain’t going to bite. Who’d you think I was waiting for?’

She threads her way between the benches, halting when she is near enough for whispering. They have met here three times in as many weeks, but it hasn’t altered her habits. She takes a moment to look him over. His hair is coming back, and his marks are now settling into scars.

‘Getting handsomer, ain’t I?’ He tips up his chin. ‘And look at you, full of the joys of spring.’

Nightingale says nothing as she goes on with her examination. She notices his bare feet.

‘Yeah,’ he says. ‘Took your advice there. Reckoned it might come in handy. Specially now.’

She looks up, and this makes him smirk. He wants her to ask. ‘Why now?’ she says.

‘Because now we got some idea where it is.’

‘Where what is?’

He gives her a skewed look. ‘Like you ain’t got no idea. The oob-let, or however you’re supposed to say it.’

‘The oubliette. And how do you—how do we know?’

‘Because that’s where they took our Robin. And she weren’t took far, was she? Got marched off yesterday and comes straight back today, no coat or nothing. So, it’s down below somewhere. We just got to find out where.’

‘But Robin isn’t—’

‘Isn’t talking? Tried your charms on her, did you? Yeah, I know she isn’t. Not to anyone. And you could hardly get her to button it before. So, we’ve got to find out for ourselves, ain’t we?’

She is distracted for a moment. Your charms. Then her left hand clenches. It doesn’t matter. None of that matters. ‘One of us has to go too. Has to be sent there.’

‘Yeah,’ he says. ‘One of us.’

She waits. It is always a kind of game, talking to Finch.

‘Yeah, don’t worry,’ he says. ‘I meant me. Be something to see, though, you swinging a poker. Effing and blinding about the barley.’

She thinks of saying something. She has done more than just clutch a fire iron. Why does she feel this with him, the urge to give up her secrets? ‘It wouldn’t work, doing the same thing again. They would know.’

‘Course they would. So, I’ll have to go one better, won’t I.’

Nightingale thinks about this. ‘They might not send you, even if you’re clever. They might just give you a whipping.’

He gives her a testing look. ‘What, you worried about me getting hurt?’

‘No,’ she says, and it comes out harder than she wanted. ‘We get hurt all the time, all of us. But if they do send you, you might come back like Robin. You might stop talking.’

He looks down, thumbs the ripple of scars above his knuckles. ‘You worried about that? Me not talking anymore?’

But she leaves










































































































OPS/images/common.jpg





OPS/images/cover.jpg
The Naming of the Birds

Paraic O'Donnell





OPS/images/log.jpg
WCEN

WEIDENFELD & NICOLSON





OPS/xhtml/nav.xhtml




Contents





		Cover



		Praise for The House on Vesper Sands



		Title Page



		Contents



		Epigraph



		I. When the Blossoms Came



		Chapter One









		II. Speak Their Names



		Chapter Two



		Chapter Three



		Chapter Four



		Chapter Five



		Chapter Six



		Chapter Seven



		Chapter Eight



		Chapter Nine



		Chapter Ten









		III. The Knife and the Wound



		Chapter Eleven



		Chapter Twelve



		Chapter Thirteen









		About the Author



		Copyright













Page List





		1



		2



		3



		4



		5



		6



		7



		8



		9



		10



		11



		12



		13



		14



		15



		16



		17



		18



		19



		20



		21



		22



		23



		24



		25



		26



		27



		28



		29



		30



		31



		32



		33



		34



		35



		36



		37



		38



		39



		40



		41



		42



		43



		44



		45



		46



		47



		48



		49



		50



		51



		52



		53



		54



		55



		56



		57



		58



		59



		60



		61



		62



		63



		64



		65



		66



		67



		68



		69



		70



		71



		72



		73



		74



		75



		76



		77



		78



		79



		80



		81



		82



		83



		84



		85



		86



		87



		88



		89



		90



		91



		92



		93



		94



		95



		96



		97



		98



		99



		100



		101



		102



		103



		104



		105



		106



		107



		108



		109



		110



		111



		112



		113



		114



		115



		116



		117



		118



		119



		120



		121



		122



		123



		124



		125



		126



		127



		128



		129



		130



		131



		132



		133



		134



		135



		136



		137



		138



		139



		140



		141



		142



		143



		144



		145



		146



		147



		148



		149



		150



		151



		152



		153



		154



		155



		156



		157



		158



		159



		160



		161



		162



		163



		164



		165



		166



		167



		168



		169



		170



		171



		172



		173



		174



		175



		176



		177



		178



		179



		180



		181



		182



		183



		184



		185



		186



		187



		188



		189



		190



		191



		192



		193



		194



		195



		196



		197



		198



		199



		200



		201



		202



		203



		204



		205



		206



		207



		208



		209



		210



		211



		212



		213



		214



		215



		216



		217



		218



		219



		220



		221



		222



		223



		224



		225



		226



		227



		228



		229



		230



		231



		232



		233



		234



		235



		236



		237



		238



		239



		240



		241



		242



		243



		244



		245



		246



		247



		248



		249



		250



		251



		252



		253



		254



		255



		256



		257



		258



		259



		260



		261



		262



		263



		264



		265



		266



		267



		268



		269



		270



		271



		272



		273



		274



		275



		276



		277



		278



		279



		280



		281



		282



		283



		284



		285



		286



		287



		288



		289



		290



		291



		292



		293



		294



		295



		296



		297



		298



		299



		300



		301



		302



		303



		304



		305



		306



		307



		308



		309



		310



		311



		312



		313



		314



		315



		316



		317



		318



		319



		320



		321



		322



		323



		324



		325













Guide





		Cover



		Table of Contents



		Start Reading











