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  For my wife, Sherry -

  You have been my companion

  through every trial and every triumph.

  I am grateful for you, always.
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ACT I






Chapter 1: Bath

Eliza arrived in Bath on a morning that smelled of limestone and laudanum, though she did not yet know the second.

The coach had left London at four o’clock the previous day and had not improved with travel. She was seated inside, but in the cheapest place: facing backward, knees nearly touching those of a military widow in grey bombazine who had spoken to the clergyman’s wife for the first three hours and to Eliza not at all. The widow had glanced at her once, at the trunk, which was small, and the gloves, which were mended, and the posture, which was correct, and returned to the window with the efficiency of someone cataloguing a minor item.

One could be invisible in several ways. There was the invisibility of insignificance, which was comfortable. There was the invisibility of scandal, which was not. Eliza had lived inside the latter for eighteen months and had discovered that it did not make a woman disappear. It made her conspicuous by the effort others took to look away.

Now, as the coach descended toward Bath, the city assembled itself below like a theatre arranging its scenery. Pale stone rose in crescents and terraces from the valley floor. Steam from the baths drifted above the rooftops in thin columns, as if the city itself were breathing out something it wished to expel. Sedan chairs moved along the lower streets in orderly procession, and the spire of the Abbey stood above the whole arrangement with the composure of a thing that believed itself necessary.

Bath presented itself as a hospital with a subscription book. A city of warm springs and warmer recommendations, where the ill were made well by obedience and the well were made better by being seen to obey. Eliza had read enough to know that the waters cured gout, melancholy, and the inconvenience of having opinions. She had not yet learned which of these Margaret had been sent to cure.

The coach passed a military hospital on the approach road. Through the ground-floor windows she saw officers reclining in cane chairs, their faces turned toward the light with the patience of men who had agreed to be repaired. Bath healed soldiers. Bath healed women. Bath healed everyone who consented to sit still and stop describing what had happened to them.

At the White Hart Inn, the coach emptied itself of passengers and parcels. Eliza waited, because waiting cost nothing and being last avoided the small competition of the doorway.

No one met her.

She collected her trunk from the coach’s roof rack, refusing the boy’s assistance not from pride but from economy, for a sixpence saved was a sixpence that might purchase another week. She asked directions of the inn’s porter, who studied her a moment longer than the question warranted before pointing her toward Abbey Green.

She carried the letter in her reticule, folded along creases that had grown soft from handling. Margaret’s hand, or what remained of Margaret’s hand in the wavering script that had replaced her customary precision. She had received it at her lodgings in Clerkenwell six days ago, had read it standing in the passage with the landlady’s cat winding between her ankles and the sound of the printer’s press from the floor below rattling the boards beneath her feet.

The letter had broken a silence of fourteen months. In that time, Eliza had written three times to Blackthorn and received no reply. She had written once to Margaret’s sister in Hampshire and been told, in a hand that was not the sister’s, that Mrs. Fairrowe had been removed to a situation more suited to her present needs. Removed. As one removes a woman whose testimony became inconvenient the moment the courtroom doors closed. Situation – a word that could contain a drawing room or a locked ward with equal courtesy.

Now she was here, carrying a trunk she could lift with one hand and a letter she could not set down.

The name Fairrowe preceded her. She knew this because she had watched it happen in London: the slight alteration in a shopkeeper’s face, the careful enquiry about whether she was related to “the Blackthorn matter.” She had learned to answer carefully. Yes, she was related. No, the matter was concluded. The answer did not satisfy, but satisfaction was not its purpose.

The name had reached Bath before the coach. It would reach Hawthorne Close before Eliza did.

She did not yet know what Bath sold to those who could afford neither recovery nor privacy.

* * *

The lodgings were near Abbey Green, on the second floor of a narrow house whose landlady had the particular gift of inspecting a trunk while appearing to assist with its conveyance. Mrs. Bryce was a small woman with clean hands and a clean apron and the manner of someone who had been disappointed by lodgers before and intended to be disappointed again on her own terms.

“The room is at the front,” Mrs. Bryce said, leading Eliza up stairs that creaked with candid regularity. “You will have the use of the grate and one candle per evening. Coals are additional. Meals are not provided, but the cookshop on Church Street is adequate and not dear.”

The room was small and sparsely furnished: a bed, a chair, a writing table beneath the window where the light was sufficient for close work, and a washstand with a cracked basin. The window looked down upon Abbey Green.

Eliza set her trunk upon the bed and unpacked with the efficiency of a woman who had learned to live within a small circumference. Two dresses, her writing case with pens and copying nibs, Johnson’s Dictionary, and a packet of letters she placed in the drawer and did not linger over.

She sat on the edge of the bed and counted her money. Forty-seven shillings. Her London employer, Mr. Ames the printer, had advanced her three weeks’ wages against the copying work she would complete in Bath. Mr. Calder, the bookseller on Milsom Street, had been recommended as someone who engaged copyists. If Calder would have her, and if the work was steady, she could sustain herself for three weeks. Perhaps four, if she ate carefully and did not fall ill.

She drew Margaret’s letter from her reticule and spread it upon the writing table.

The hand was Margaret’s, but altered. The letters tilted where they had once stood upright. The pressure varied: heavy at the beginning of each line, fading toward the margin. The sentences were short. Margaret’s sentences had never been short.

The waters are doing me good. I should be glad to see you. The waters are doing me good.

I am lodging at Hawthorne Close. They are very attentive.

No address for reply. No mention of when Margaret had arrived, or who had arranged her lodging, or who was paying for the waters that were doing her so much good.

She folded the letter and returned it to the reticule.

A knock came at the door, her neighbour from across the landing, a Mrs. Graves, the wife of a retired naval officer, who presented herself with a plate of biscuits and the determined friendliness of a woman who required company as a matter of constitutional health.

“You are visiting a relation, I expect?” Mrs. Graves enquired, settling herself into the chair without invitation, as one who had long since decided that chairs in other people’s rooms were an extension of public amenity.

“I am,” Eliza said. “An aunt.”

“Everyone in Bath is visiting a relation,” Mrs. Graves replied with satisfaction, as though the entire city existed to confirm her experience of it. “My husband came for the gout. I came because the gout required a wife. And now we are both very well, which I attribute to the waters and the regularity of the promenades. You will find Bath a pleasant city, Miss Fairrowe. So long as one does not trouble oneself with questions.”

Eliza thanked her and accepted a biscuit.

“Your aunt is lodged where?” Mrs. Graves asked, with the air of a woman for whom geography was the most reliable form of social intelligence.

“At Hawthorne Close.”

The name produced a small, satisfied nod. “A very respectable establishment. Dr. Ellsworth attends there personally. My husband speaks highly of him; he consulted him once about a nervous complaint, and Ellsworth put it right within a fortnight. A man of great conviction.” She paused. “The ladies there are well looked after. You need not worry.”

The phrase was offered as comfort. Eliza received it as architecture: another wall, built from good intentions, closing around whatever Hawthorne Close was.

“I am sure of it,” she said.

Mrs. Graves departed. The door closed softly behind her.

Somewhere above the Crescent, in a house she had not yet seen, Margaret was being attentive. Or attended to. The distinction might have been trivial in any other city. In Bath, Eliza suspected, it was the distinction upon which everything turned.

* * *

The Pump Room opened its doors at seven o’clock and did not close them until the last subscriber had been persuaded to leave, which was a form of hospitality that resembled patience and functioned as commerce.

Eliza walked the public circuit the following morning. Bath arranged itself in tiers: the public rooms at the base, the lodging houses along the middle terraces, and the private establishments, including, she supposed, Hawthorne Close, on the quieter streets above the Royal Crescent, where the air was better and the scrutiny less casual. A city that sorted its inhabitants by how much privacy their ailments could afford.

At the Pump Room, the mineral water was warm and tasted of iron and something sulphurous. Eliza drank her glass because the subscription had cost threepence and because the act of drinking in a public room established her as a participant in the city’s routine, which was the first step toward becoming unremarkable.

Near the fountain, a young woman of perhaps twenty drank her own glass with an obedience that was visible in the set of her shoulders. Beside her, a companion, older and watchful, who monitored the drinking as one monitors a clock. The young woman finished. The companion nodded. They moved on. The whole transaction had the shape of a prescription being administered.

Eliza set down her glass and walked to Milsom Street.

Calder’s bookshop was well kept, the shelves orderly, the air carrying the smell of new paper and binding glue that Eliza associated with work and therefore with safety.

Mr. Calder was thin-faced, with ink stains on his right hand and a manner that combined professional efficiency with the caution of someone who had survived several shifts in public taste. He received Eliza’s letter of introduction from Mr. Ames and read it with the attention of a man measuring credit.

“You copy botanical plates,” he said. It was not a question.

“And medical texts,” Eliza said. “Mr. Ames will confirm my hand is accurate and my turnaround reliable.”

“Your hand I can judge for myself.” He produced a sheet of foolscap. She copied the Latin names of three species of fern from a botanical text on the counter. He examined the result with a loupe.

“Clean,” he said. “Fast enough. You will do.” He paused. “Fairrowe. You would not be related to the matter at Blackthorn House?”

“I am,” Eliza said.

Calder waited. She offered nothing further.

“Bath is a small city, Miss Fairrowe. What one does here is known by morning. What one says is known by evening.” He produced a stack of botanical plates requiring precise annotation. “I pay two shillings per plate, settled weekly. I shall need twelve by Friday.”

“You shall have them.”

The Blackthorn name had been weighed and set aside. Not forgotten, but placed on a shelf where it could be retrieved if necessary. Eliza collected the plates and stepped back into Milsom Street.

She was nearing Abbey Green when a sedan chair passed her, moving uphill toward the quieter streets. Its curtains were drawn, but not entirely. A gap at the edge permitted a view of the interior.

A woman’s hand.

Pale. Slack against the chair’s leather seat. The fingers curled inward, not gripping, not resting, but held in the loose fist of unconsciousness, or of a sedation so complete that the distinction no longer applied. The hand did not move as the chair swayed. The hand was being carried, as a parcel is carried: without its own volition, toward a destination it had not chosen.

The chair moved on, climbing toward the streets above the Crescent. Toward the places where privacy was purchased and silence was part of the prescription.

She did not follow. A woman in a sedan chair with her curtains drawn was ordinary enough in a city of invalids. The slack hand might be exhaustion. It might be sleep.

And yet the image remained: the pale fingers curled against dark leather, the absence of will in the hand’s posture, the chair ascending toward the place where the city kept its quietest patients.

Eliza walked home. The botanical plates pressed against her ribs through the folio, and she welcomed the small discomfort because it was a thing she could account for.

The hand she could not.

* * *

The candle had burned to its second mark by the time Eliza spread Margaret’s letter upon the writing table for what she understood, without self-deception, was not a re-reading but an examination.

The room was quiet. The botanical plates were arranged along the edge of the table, twelve sheets awaiting her pen. She would begin them in the morning. Now, she had other work.

She read the letter as she had once read the locked rooms of Blackthorn House, not for what they contained, but for what they concealed by the arrangement of their contents.

The hand first. She held the paper at an angle to the candlelight. Margaret’s customary hand was upright, precise. This hand tilted to the right, as a hand tilts when the wrist is unsteady, and the tilt worsened toward the end of each line, as though the effort of crossing the page depleted something that the beginning of the next line did not fully restore.

The pressure varied. The first word of each sentence pressed hard enough to score the paper on its reverse. The final words faded, arrived at the margin like a woman arriving at the end of a corridor and finding herself too tired to open the door. It was the pattern of a body whose capacities were being managed from outside.

The sentences. Fourteen sentences in a letter of fewer than ninety words. Margaret’s characteristic sentence had been thirty to forty words long, built with the confidence of a woman who trusted subordinate clauses to carry weight. These sentences were short in the manner of sentences whose author could not sustain them. They began. They offered a simple thought. They stopped.

The waters are doing me good.

The sentence appeared twice. Eliza noted it the way she would note a repeated brushstroke in a counterfeit painting: not as emphasis but as error. Margaret did not repeat herself. Repetition was the province of people who had forgotten what they had already said, or of people whose available thoughts had been narrowed until the same thought was all that remained.

I should be glad to see you.

Should. Not shall. Not would. The subjunctive of a woman who was not certain her gladness would be permitted.

They are very attentive.

Eliza sat with the sentence and let it do its work.

Attentive. Margaret had used the word at Blackthorn, but always in the active voice: I have been attentive to the accounts. Margaret attended. Margaret watched. Now Margaret was the object, not the subject, and the word that had once described her authority described her confinement.

She had not been invited to write back. The letter gave the name of the establishment but no instruction for reply. The omission could mean that Margaret assumed Eliza would come in person. It could mean that the letter had been composed under observation and that adding a return instruction would have revealed its true purpose to whoever stood at Margaret’s shoulder while she wrote.

Eliza pulled a fresh sheet of paper from her writing case and made a list. She had learned this at Blackthorn: that what the mind cannot yet form into argument, the hand can sometimes organize into sequence.

Present: wavering hand. Short sentences. Repeated phrases. “Attentive.” Laudanum indicators (Mrs. Graves’s description of Dr. Ellsworth; the sedan chair). The name of the establishment.

Absent: date of arrival. Name of who placed her there. Mention of Blackthorn. Mention of Sir Jonathan. Instruction to write back. Address for reply beyond the house’s name. Any expression of unhappiness. Any expression that is not reassurance.

She studied the two columns. The present was a performance. The absent was a confession.

Margaret had written this letter as a woman writes who knows her correspondence will be read before it is sent. Every sentence had been composed for two audiences: the reader who would seal and post the letter, and the niece who would receive it and recognize, in the gap between what was said and what was withheld, the shape of what could not be said at all.

Margaret had not invited Eliza to Bath. She had signalled her.

The candle guttered in a draught from the window, and Eliza cupped her hand around the flame until it steadied. She folded the letter along its familiar creases, returned it to the reticule, and placed the reticule in the drawer beside the packet of older letters she did not examine.

She prepared her copying materials for the morning. These small preparations steadied her, as they always did. The work obeyed her hand.

Tomorrow she would find Hawthorne Close. She would determine whether Margaret’s letter was a request for comfort or a warning dressed in comfort’s clothes.

She extinguished the candle. The Abbey bell struck eleven with the measured authority of a clock that has never been asked to account for what happens in the hours it measures.

If Margaret could have written freely, the letter would have been longer, franker, and addressed to the Eliza who had once stood in a corridor at Blackthorn and told the truth. The letter that arrived was shorter, stranger, and composed in a hand that was not quite Margaret’s own.

Which meant that Margaret had written not when she chose to, but when she was permitted to. And if the letter was permitted, then its contents had been approved.

She was not arriving uninvited.

She was arriving expected.




Chapter 2: Hawthorne Close

The streets narrowed as Eliza climbed above the Crescent. The buildings here were set back from the road, their facades unmarked by shop-fronts, arranged with the serene blankness of faces that do not wish to be read.

Hawthorne Close closed the road. The lane ended at the building’s facade as though the city had walked in this direction and been persuaded to stop. Four storeys of pale limestone, well-maintained, with iron railings along the ground floor and curtained windows on every level. The curtains were uniform in colour and drawn to the same degree, as if the house had been dressed by a single hand.

The front door was heavy oak and opened inward, admitting one person at a time. The windows diminished as they rose – tall on the ground floor, smaller above, narrow and heavily curtained on the third floor, shuttered dormers on the fourth, as though the house reduced the world’s access to its upper occupants in proportion to its height.

Eliza climbed the steps. The brass knocker was in the shape of a closed hand. She lifted it and let it fall.

The door was answered promptly by a maid in a plain grey dress with a white cap, who received Eliza’s card with a glance that assessed the paper’s quality and the name printed upon it in the same efficient instant. “If you will wait, miss,” the maid said, and led her into a receiving room that occupied the front of the ground floor.

The room was bright. Two chairs faced the door – not the window, not each other, not the fireplace. The door. Whoever sat in this room was positioned to be seen entering and leaving. A small table bore cut flowers maintained at the precise point between fresh and wilting that suggested constant replacement.

Eliza did not sit.

She heard the front door close behind her. The sound was heavy and total. Bath vanished, replaced by an interior silence that was not emptiness but absorption, the air faintly scented with lavender and something medicinal beneath it.

From somewhere above, a door closed. Not shut. Locked. The heavy turn of a bolt in its housing, metal meeting metal with the quiet authority of a mechanism that performs its function so frequently it no longer requires force. The sound was followed by silence, and the silence had the quality of a thing that is routine.

Mrs. Aldcroft appeared within five minutes, entering through an interior door that Eliza had not observed until it opened. She was a woman of perhaps forty-eight, well-dressed in a dark blue gown that carried no ornament beyond a small cameo at the throat, and she moved with the measured hospitality of a person who has learned to manage anxiety by converting it into welcome.

“Miss Fairrowe.” She extended her hand. Her grip was warm, firm, and brief – the handshake of a woman who understood that touch could be offering or assessment and chose to make it both. “Your aunt has spoken of you with such affection. I am so pleased you have come.”

Her face was pleasant. Her eyes were steady. Her smile arrived with the punctuality of something that had been prepared.

“I hope my aunt is well,” Eliza said.

“She is much improved. Dr. Ellsworth is very pleased with her progress. The quiet here has been most beneficial – we find that the removal from familiar surroundings is itself a kind of treatment. The mind requires rest, Miss Fairrowe, just as the body does, and rest is so difficult to obtain in the situations from which many of our ladies have come.”

Removal. Treatment. Rest. Situations. The words were delivered with the warmth of a woman discussing the comforts of a guest house, and each one landed in Eliza’s understanding with a second weight that the speaker either did not intend or intended precisely. Improved. Margaret had been forthright, fearful, and ultimately honest. She had never been a thing requiring improvement.

“I should very much like to see her,” Eliza said.

“Of course. We receive visitors on Tuesdays and Thursdays, between two o’clock and four. You have arrived on a Tuesday – how fortunate.” Aldcroft smiled. “Shall I take you to her? She is in the sitting room. She has been expecting you.”

Expecting. The word again. Eliza followed Aldcroft through the interior door and along a corridor that ran the length of the ground floor. The corridor was clean, well-lit by a window at its far end, and lined on both sides by doors – all closed, all fitted with locks on the corridor side. Not on the inside. On the outside. Locks that could be turned by someone in the corridor, not by someone within the room.

Aldcroft walked ahead without glancing at the doors she passed, in the manner of a woman who does not need to check what she has already secured.

It was not an inn. It was not a hospital. It was something that borrowed the courtesy of the first and the authority of the second.

“Here we are,” Aldcroft said, and opened a door with a key she drew from her waist. “Your aunt is just through here.”

* * *

Margaret was brought to the sitting room by a woman who waited at the door after delivering her, as one waits after delivering a parcel whose receipt must be confirmed.

The sitting room was on the first floor, furnished with the calculated warmth of a space designed to reassure visitors. Two chairs and a small sofa. A window that looked down upon the walled garden below. The fire had been laid but not lit.

Margaret entered. Or rather, Margaret appeared in the doorway, paused as though the act of crossing a threshold required a decision she was not entirely confident of making, and then walked in with the careful deliberation of a woman who had relearned the mechanics of movement and was performing them with the concentrated effort of a student who knows she is being watched.

She was thinner. The face that had once carried the composed authority of a household manager was drawn along its bones with a sharpness that was not illness but reduction.

Her dress was neat. A day-dress of fawn-coloured muslin, high-collared, properly fastened, except for one button at the wrist, which was undone, and which the Margaret of Blackthorn would have noticed and corrected before reaching the door of any room in which she was to be seen. She had not noticed. Or she had noticed and had lacked the will to close it.

A button. A small thing. Eliza’s throat tightened, and she turned the sensation into a greeting.

“Margaret.”

“Eliza.” The word arrived slowly, as though it had been retrieved from a room farther back in Margaret’s mind and carried forward with effort. Then warmth, a warmth that was real but filtered, arriving through something heavy, as honey arrives through a cloth. “How well you look.”

They embraced. Margaret’s arms were thinner than Eliza remembered, and her grip had the quality of something attempting firmness and achieving only duration. She held on a moment longer than courtesy required, and in that moment Eliza felt the tremor in her aunt’s hands. Not the tremor of cold or of age, but the fine, continuous vibration of a body whose chemistry had been altered and whose muscles had not yet learned to compensate.

Margaret stepped back and studied Eliza’s face with an attention that flickered between clarity and distance. Her pupils were slightly contracted. Not the wide darkness of exhaustion but the narrow points of something introduced.

“You have come all this way,” Margaret said, and the sentence ended where it began, circling back on itself without arriving at the gratitude or the question it should have contained. “Sit. You must sit.”

They sat. The escort remained at the door, positioned just inside the room, her hands folded and her eyes on the middle distance with the studied inattention of someone who is listening by appearing not to.

“The waters are helping,” Margaret said. “Dr. Ellsworth is very kind.” She said this the way one says a prayer one has memorised in childhood, the words correct, the meaning no longer connected to the words, the voice carrying the sentence forward through habit rather than conviction. “The other ladies are pleasant company. The garden is very fine.”

“When did you arrive?” Eliza asked.

The pause was too long. Not the pause of a woman who must recall a date, but the pause of a woman deciding which answer has been approved. Margaret’s eyes moved toward the door, where the escort stood.

“Some weeks ago,” Margaret said. “The time passes gently here.”

“And you are comfortable?” Eliza asked, because the question was expected and because it would reveal, in the manner of its answering, whether Margaret could still distinguish between what she felt and what she had been instructed to feel.

“Quite comfortable.” The phrase had the rehearsed completeness of a line delivered by an actress who knows her part but has lost the character. “Mrs. Aldcroft is very attentive. I sleep soundly.”

Composure. Not the old kind: the self-possession of a woman who governed her household. This composure had been applied to Margaret like a bandage over a wound that no one wished to see.

“Margaret,” Eliza said, lowering her voice. “Who brought you here?”

The clarity returned – sudden, sharp, almost painful after the dim courtesy of Margaret’s performance. Her eyes met Eliza’s with the recognition of a woman who has been waiting to be seen and is not certain whether being seen is a rescue or a danger.

She opened her mouth.

The clarity held. One second. Two.

Then it receded, and the composed face returned. Whatever the chemical was, it did not permit sustained rebellion. It allowed flashes. Then it reasserted itself.

“It was arranged,” Margaret said. Her voice had flattened. “After Blackthorn, it was thought best.”

“By whom?” Eliza pressed. She kept her voice low. The escort at the door had not moved, but the quality of her attention had sharpened, as a sleeping animal sharpens when a sound reaches it that the sound’s maker did not intend.

Margaret’s hand trembled. She placed it upon the arm of her chair and held it there, as though the chair might steady what she could not. “Please,” she said. “Do not make it worse.”

Do not make it worse. Not: there is nothing wrong. Not: I am well. The sentence acknowledged the thing that was already bad and asked only that it not be made worse.

The escort cleared her throat. The sound was small, precise, and practised, the clearing of a throat that had cleared itself at this interval many times before. “The visiting hours will conclude shortly, Mrs. Fairrowe,” she said to Margaret, not to Eliza, as though Eliza were not the visitor but the weather, and the decision about when to come indoors was Margaret’s to make.

Margaret’s hand found Eliza’s. Her grip was firmer than her speech, firmer than the tremor should have allowed, as though whatever the drug suppressed in her voice and her eyes had concentrated itself in her fingers, which held on with the fierce, compressed determination of a woman who has one gesture left that is entirely her own.

Then she released.

“You must come again,” Margaret said. The composure was perfect now. The sentence was steady, the smile in place, the posture upright with the visible effort Eliza had noted when she entered. “On Thursday.”

Eliza rose. She thanked Margaret for seeing her. She said the words that visitors say when they leave and will return, and the words tasted of the same performance Margaret had been giving all afternoon.

At the front door, Aldcroft said: “Your aunt has improved remarkably. We find that the removal from familiar surroundings is itself curative. The quiet does its work.”

Removal. Eliza stepped through the door into a city that was still there, still bright, still made of stone that pretended to be clean.

* * *

Aldcroft led her through a door at the corridor’s end and into the walled garden, offering the tour with the gracious ease of a woman showing a prospective tenant the better rooms. “So that you may see where your aunt takes her air,” she said. “The ladies walk here each morning. Dr. Ellsworth considers fresh air an essential element of the regimen.”

Regimen. Not routine. Not habit. Regimen: the word of a physician, borrowed by a proprietress, and deployed with the confidence of a woman who has learned that medical vocabulary is a key that opens certain doors and locks others.

The garden was enclosed. A gravel path circled a lawn of close-trimmed grass. Climbing roses grew along the far wall, their stems ornamental, the width of a finger, snapping under the weight of a child.

The walls were limestone, smooth and twelve feet high. Eliza measured them against her own height and against the height of the bench and found the arithmetic conclusive. The stone had been dressed, smoothed of any projection that might serve as purchase. No gate was visible from the garden side. No door. No opening of any kind.

It was not a garden. It was an enclosure.

Two women sat on the bench. One, grey-haired and heavy in the face, stared at the roses with such sustained emptiness that the staring appeared to be the only activity left available to her.

The other was younger. Dark-haired, sharp-featured, with an alertness that did not match the garden’s calm. Her eyes were on Eliza. Not on Aldcroft. On Eliza. The look was not curiosity but assessment, the rapid, guarded intelligence of a person who lives inside a regime and has learned to evaluate every new element that enters it.

“We are very proud of the garden,” Aldcroft said. “Mrs. Palmer spends an hour here every morning. She is much settled.”

Settled. The word of a liquid that has ceased to move of its own accord.

A maid stood at the garden’s edge, holding no book, no sewing. She watched the two women on the bench with the undisguised attention of someone whose occupation was the watching.

Eliza walked the path, letting her eyes move along the wall in the manner of a woman admiring the garden’s proportions.

Then she saw it.

High up. Near the junction of the garden wall and the house’s rear facade, at the level of the third floor. A narrow ledge, perhaps a foot wide, running along the interior face of the wall from a window to the wall’s upper edge. A service ledge, probably, a remnant of the building’s construction. Not visible from the garden path unless one looked up at precisely the right angle.

The ledge connected a third-floor window to the top of the garden wall. From the window, a person could reach the ledge. From the ledge, the wall. From the wall, whatever lay beyond. The route was narrow, precarious, and invisible from below. It was an escape route. Or it was a route along which someone could be moved.

“Miss Fairrowe?” Aldcroft’s voice arrived from behind her with the mild concern of a woman who has noticed inattention and wishes to redirect it. “Shall we go in? The afternoon is getting on, and your aunt will want her rest.”

Rest. The tisane at four. The room that locked from the outside. The evening that sealed Hawthorne Close until morning. The women rested whether they wished to or not, and the resting was the product the house sold to the families who had decided their women needed it.

“Of course,” Eliza said, and turned from the wall, and walked with Aldcroft back through the door and into the corridor and through the house to the front entrance, where the heavy oak door was opened for her and the street appeared again like a country she had forgotten existed.

She descended the steps. The door closed behind her with a sound that was not loud but total, as though the house had completed a transaction and was now attending to its next piece of business.

On the pavement, in the late-afternoon light, Eliza stood and looked at the building’s facade. Four storeys. Curtained windows. Geraniums. A brass knocker in the shape of a closed hand.

The word the house’s vocabulary would never use – the word Eliza’s mind supplied with the cold clarity of a key turning in a lock she had not been meant to find – was confinement.

Who had authorised Margaret’s confinement? On whose certificate had she been admitted? Had Margaret seen it, or had it been signed and filed in a room she would never be permitted to enter, by a physician whose word she would never be permitted to question?

Hawthorne Close did not punish. It prescribed.

And the prescription was silence, and the dosage was increasing, and Margaret was inside it, growing quieter by the day.




Chapter 3: The Lodgers

Eliza returned on Thursday at two o’clock, and the house received her with the efficiency of a thing that had never doubted she would come.

While she waited in the receiving room, a young man in a clerk’s coat was turned away in the corridor. “I have correspondence for Mrs. Portman,” he said. “From Mr. Bramley’s office.”

“The house manages correspondence on behalf of its lodgers,” the maid replied. “You may leave the letter with Mrs. Aldcroft.”

The clerk surrendered. On behalf of. The phrase could mean “in the service of” or “in place of,” and in this house the distinction had been eliminated.

The maid led Eliza to a common room on the ground floor. Two women occupied it. One – elderly, hands folded – had the exhausted patience of a person who has waited so long that the waiting has become the substance of her days.

The other was Mrs. Helena Portman – a woman in her forties, handsome rather than pretty, whose posture carried an authority the room could not suppress. She held a book open on her lap but was not reading it. She was watching the door.

“You are Miss Fairrowe,” Portman said. It was not a question. “Margaret’s niece.”

“I am.”

“Sit, if you please. The maid will be back in a quarter of an hour. She is attending to Mrs. Palmer’s luncheon, and I have learned to count her absences with some precision.”

Eliza sat. Portman closed the book – a volume of sermons, conspicuously pious and almost certainly unread – and leaned forward with the controlled urgency of a woman who understands that clarity must be compressed if it is to fit within the intervals the house allows.

“I am not melancholic, Miss Fairrowe. I am inconvenient. There is a material difference, though you will find that Dr. Ellsworth does not recognise it.”

The sentence was delivered with the polish of something rehearsed and the bite of something meant. Eliza received it without interruption.

“I am here,” Portman continued, “because my husband’s family wished me to be here, and because Dr. Ellsworth provided the medical authority their wish required. My husband and I are separated. I am litigating my dowry. The litigation is proceeding favourably – or it was, until I was placed at Hawthorne Close, where my correspondence is collected each morning and returned each evening with seals that have been broken and re-set by a hand that is not my own. I cannot write to my solicitor without the letter being read. I cannot receive letters without the contents being known.”

Placed. The word again. It appeared in every account of every woman in this house, passive and final, as though the women had not walked through the door but had been deposited there by a force they could neither see nor resist.

“The seals,” Eliza said. “You are certain.”

“I have tested it. I pressed my seal with a small imperfection – a nick in the wax, positioned at the four o’clock. When my letters were returned, the nick was absent. The seal had been lifted and replaced. The effort was competent. The effort was not, however, made by someone who expected the recipient to check.”

“You are the woman from Blackthorn House,” Portman said. “When you accused the magistrate, did anyone believe you at first?”

Eliza’s hands tightened in her lap. “They did not.”

“Then you understand what I am facing. At Blackthorn, you had a magistrate’s authority against you. Here, I have a physician’s. The effect is the same. A man with credentials declares a woman’s perceptions unreliable, and the declaration carries more weight than the perceptions themselves.”

“What do you intend?” Eliza asked.

“I intend to leave. Legally, properly, by compelling the authorities to examine the terms of my confinement. I have been drafting a letter to a Bath solicitor – Mr. Edward Bramley, in Queen Square. Not through the house’s post. I keep it beneath my mattress, which is a child’s stratagem but has the advantage of being beneath the notice of women who manage keys rather than paper.”

“I have never seen my certificate,” she said, and her voice dropped. “The Madhouses Act requires one. I have never been shown it. I do not know if it exists, or if it contains an examination I was never given. The law is clear. A certificate must be produced. Mine has not been.”

“If I can get the letter out, I can compel a hearing. Bramley will petition. The court will demand the certificate. Either way, I will have escaped the house’s control of my correspondence, and that is the first door I need to open.”

“Mrs. Portman,” she said. “My aunt’s correspondence – has it also been read?”

Portman regarded her for a long moment. “I cannot say with certainty. I can say that every letter I have seen collected from the rooms on this floor has been taken to Mrs. Aldcroft’s office before it is posted. And every letter received is brought to the same office before it is delivered. What happens to the letters in between is a question I cannot answer, because I am not permitted in that room.”

Footsteps in the corridor. Portman straightened, her defiance disassembling itself in the time it takes a door to open.

“Come again,” she said lightly. “I should very much like to hear about London.”

The maid entered. Eliza rose and allowed herself to be guided from the room.

In the corridor, she passed Aldcroft’s office. A thin line of light beneath the closed door. If Margaret’s letters had been read before posting, then the letter Eliza received had been approved. Margaret’s cry for help had been vetted by her keeper, and the keeper had decided it was harmless, or useful, or both.

Eliza’s arrival had not merely been expected. It had been authorised.

* * *

The corridor was empty for the space of perhaps ten seconds after the maid turned toward the service stairs, and in those ten seconds the dark-haired young woman from the garden bench appeared at Eliza’s side as though she had been waiting in a doorway for precisely this interval and had timed her emergence with the precision of someone who has mapped every absence in the house’s surveillance.

“Miss Fairrowe.” The voice was low, rapid, and stripped of the social padding that polite introduction requires. “I am Anne Threlkeld. We have not been introduced, but I know who you are and you need to know who I am, and we have perhaps two minutes before someone comes.”

Eliza turned. Anne was younger than she had appeared in the garden, twenty-two perhaps, sharp-featured, her eyes moving continuously from Eliza to the corridor behind them and back.

“You were in the garden,” Eliza said.

“I am always in the garden. They put us in the garden because the garden looks like freedom and visitors believe what the garden tells them. It is not freedom. It is the only room without a ceiling, and they have ensured it does not need one.”

“I was confined for refusing a marriage,” Anne said. “My father engaged Dr. Ellsworth. The examination lasted twenty minutes. Ellsworth determined disordered nerves brought on by obstinacy. I have been here four months.”

Obstinacy. A character flaw in women, a virtue in men – converted, through a physician’s signature, into a medical condition requiring confinement.

“He believed them because believing them was cheaper than listening to me,” Anne continued. “Defiance in a daughter is a more uncomfortable finding than nervous disorder, because nervous disorder has a cure and defiance does not.”

Eliza heard footsteps at the far end of the corridor. Anne heard them too. Her posture did not change, but her voice dropped further, and the urgency compressed.

“The routine. Listen. Tisanes at seven, ten, and four. Each one contains laudanum. The dosage is not measured by Ellsworth; it is prepared by Mrs. Aldcroft, in the treatment pantry, from a single bottle she keeps locked. Correspondence collected at nine, returned at six. Garden walk at eleven, supervised. Evening confinement at eight. The doors lock from the outside. Any deviation is reported to Ellsworth, who increases the dosage.”

She paused. Her breath came in short, controlled draughts, as if breathing too deeply might provoke the agitation the house was calibrated to detect.

“The more you resist, the more they medicate. The more they medicate, the less you can resist. It is a wheel, Miss Fairrowe. It does not require cruelty. It requires only consistency.”

“The tisanes,” Eliza said. “You are certain they contain laudanum?”

“I am certain because I have tasted it. The bitterness is unmistakable. And I am certain because when I refused the four o’clock tisane on my third week, I was given a stronger preparation at seven the following morning. I was unable to stand by noon. I have not refused since.”

Her hand shot out and seized Eliza’s wrist. The grip said what her words had not: the terror beneath the defiance was real and constant.

“Do not let them see you asking,” Anne said. “They watch the corridors.”

The footsteps were closer. Anne released her. Her face reassembled itself instantly into the neutral expression of a lodger exchanging pleasantries.

“Good afternoon, Miss Fairrowe. I hope your aunt continues to improve.”

The maid appeared. “Miss Threlkeld. Your room is ready.”

Anne turned and walked toward her with the compliant pace of a woman whose compliance was the daily tribute the house extracted in exchange for not increasing the dose.

If the dosages increased with resistance, how high had Margaret’s been raised? Margaret, who had spent a year in silence. Margaret, whose clarity surfaced and submerged on a schedule that was not her own.

What had Margaret done to earn it?

* * *

Eliza spent the remaining hours observing.

Four women were visible in the public rooms. Portman with her sermons. Mrs. Palmer in her corner. A fourth woman, thin and pale, addressed by Aldcroft as Miss Cavendish, sat embroidering a cushion cover with stitches so regular the work appeared to be producing itself.

A small disturbance: Portman lifted a shawl from Miss Cavendish’s chair. “This is mine.” Miss Cavendish’s fingers tightened on her needle. “You ought not to have left it where anyone might take it.” The compressed hostility of women confined together long enough that small objects had become theatre for larger grievances. Portman took the shawl. Neither woman spoke again.

Above them, footsteps through the ceiling: two sets, their rhythms distinct. One heavy and slow. Another quick but constrained, the pace of someone walking a short distance, turning, walking back. Pacing.

The house held more women than the ground floor displayed.

At four o’clock precisely, a maid brought a tray. Four cups, each bearing a small paper label affixed to the handle.

The labels did not bear names. They bore numbers. Room three. Room five. Room seven. Room eight.

Each woman received her cup with the absence of resistance that comes when compliance has become reflex.

Margaret took hers without looking at the label, without looking at the maid. She drank. The tisane smelled of chamomile and of something beneath it, bitter, darker, the smell of a thing the flowers had been employed to conceal.

She set the cup down and looked at Eliza with the eyes of a woman who has just ingested the substance that will, within the hour, draw the curtain between herself and the world, and who drank anyway, because refusing was worse.

In the common room, Portman examined a returned letter, running her thumb along the wax seal. Her thumb stopped at a particular point. The nick was absent. The seal had been lifted and replaced, confirming what she already knew.

The maid collected the empty cups. Margaret’s was empty. Palmer’s was empty. Cavendish’s was empty. Portman’s was empty, though Eliza had not seen her drink.

* * *

In the final minutes of the visit, Eliza found ninety seconds.

The escort stepped into the corridor to speak with a maid about the evening meals. Eliza had been counting the intervals all afternoon, and this one was the longest.

“Margaret.” She spoke low, quick. “Who placed you here?”

Margaret’s eyes changed. The clarity surfaced, the same sharp awareness Eliza had witnessed on Tuesday. The pupils contracted. The mask dropped.

Margaret opened her mouth. The word formed. Eliza could see it: the jaw moving, the lips shaping what would have been a name.

Then the word did not come.

The effort was visible: in Margaret’s eyes, which were bright and pleading, in her hands, which gripped the chair until the knuckles whitened, in the line of her neck straining forward as though the word might be reached if only the body leaned far enough toward it.

The clarity receded. The composed face returned.

“It was arranged,” Margaret said. The same sentence as Tuesday. Word for word. The drug dispensed it like a key, not to open a door, but to close one.

“By whom?” Ten seconds. Perhaps fifteen.

Margaret’s hand trembled. “Please. Do not make it worse.”

The escort returned.

Margaret’s posture stiffened. Her hands folded themselves in her lap. The woman who had strained toward a word she could not speak was replaced by the woman who was comfortable, who was settled, who said the waters were helping.

“You must come again,” Margaret said. “On Thursday.”

Eliza rose. She thanked Margaret. She walked through the house and out the front door.

She walked three steps from the threshold before she stopped.

The chemical curtain that fell between Margaret’s understanding and her voice three times daily had reduced her capacity to communicate the truth to ninety-second intervals. And even in those intervals, the drug permitted two seconds of clarity before pulling her back under.

Margaret was drowning. And she was drowning so slowly, and so quietly, and in water so warm, that the house could call it bathing.
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