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Prologue

May 1899 
Liverpool, England

The moment before the curtains were raised, when Ava stood in the darkness – heart thudding, palms damp – was the moment she felt most alive. She could feel her fear, bitter and bright beneath her skin; though here, in the shadows, she let it surge. Let it thrum through her veins like quicksilver, until it heightened her senses, turning every murmured whisper, every movement from the audience into a cue she could follow. 

Her mother had always said waiting for the act to begin felt like waiting an age for the first day of spring, but for Ava, the darkness was her chrysalis. It was where she left all her doubts, all her worries locked behind a door in her mind. When the curtains finally drew away and Bertie bathed the stage in light, Ava emerged as if she were someone else entirely, her arms spread as wide as wings.

‘Tonight,’ Ava said, her voice low and commanding as she stepped towards the crowd. ‘You will watch memories dance before your eyes as though you were there. You will see your loved ones as clearly as you see the person beside you, as clearly as you see me, now, upon this stage.’

She tried not to search the crowd for Jem, or her brother – for they would be in the front row. Instead she listened for her cue – for the audience’s reaction would tell her how hard the next part was going to be. Mesmerism wasn’t sorcery, and nor was it mind-reading. Mesmerism was all about the power of suggestion.

‘Who wishes to be my volunteer?’ Ava asked, sparking a wave of whispers to ripple through the room. 

Hands lifted in the golden haze of the auditorium, and Ava’s gaze snagged on her brother at last.

And the empty seat beside him. 

She felt something twist in her stomach – Jem wasn’t there. Why wasn’t Jem there? It took everything she had to ignore those questions, to ignore the sweat that’d begun to bead at her temples as a young woman was chosen to come forth. She focussed on the woman instead – her unsteady steps as she climbed up to the stage, the way her fingertips pinched at the fine material of her skirts.

‘Tell me what it is you wish to remember,’ Ava said, giving the woman an encouraging smile.

‘M-my sister.’ The woman’s voice was tremulous, and high with nerves. ‘I want to see her, the way she was. Before she got sick. It was so long ago now – and I was so young when she passed. I don’t remember much of her at all.’

‘Then we shall reunite you,’ said Ava, sitting and unclasping the thin, brass chain from her pocket.

Perhaps Jem is ill.

Perhaps he forgot?

When she’d seen him yesterday, he’d been … different. Quiet, when he was usually quick – his answers clipped, his expression clouded. She’d put it down to nerves – about meeting the company tonight, about announcing their engagement. About stepping into her world.

But what if it was something more than that? What if—

Ava heard Lillian – the mercurial theatre manager – clear her throat from the wings, and turned back to the young woman.

‘Focus your gaze on this watch,’ Ava said, recovering herself. ‘And I shall count back from ten. When I arrive at one, you will be in a state akin to sleep – although unlike sleep, I will be able to guide your mind, and your memories will take a form much more solid than dreams.’

As Ava began to count, the woman’s gaze followed the watch – but unsteadily, slipping from it to look at Ava, or down at her own hands. Ava kept the rhythm of each swing as steady as a metronome, though now her fingers trembled upon the chain.

‘Six.’

The woman shifted a little in her seat, and her eyes slid away – towards the dark mass of the audience. Heat pricked up Ava’s throat as her gaze tracked, too, to the empty seat beside her brother. She could feel it now, the tightrope she walked upon each time she set foot on this stage – and she could feel the fall that would await her if she failed.

Ava leaned towards the young woman, her voice low enough that only the two of them could hear it.

‘Follow the watch,’ Ava said. ‘And only the watch. Only then shall we see your sister.’

Finally, the woman’s gaze began to swing with the pocket watch, back and forth, back and forth – and Ava continued to count, until she reached one.

For a long, aching second, the woman merely sat there – her eyes still open. Then, finally – her eyelashes shivered closed, the resistance draining from her with a slow, reluctant sag of her head.

Ava’s throat ached with the sheer relief of it – and she felt the wild fear that’d thrummed in her chest begin to loosen as the audience began to gasp and whisper. Ava tried not to hear them, tried to focus instead on the young woman before her, to pretend as though it were just the two of them in a darkened room, and not on a stage.

‘I want you to think of your sister,’ she whispered, placing a hand upon the young woman’s shoulder. ‘A place that was special, just for the two of you. Can you do that? Try now – and tell me what you can see.’

‘Snow,’ the woman had whispered – her eyes closed, her lips curled upwards. ‘Ice.’

Ava imagined she could see the scene, too. It was a memory of when winter had swept into the city like a silent breath, glittering the cobbles and freezing the small lake in Sefton Park. Back to a time when this woman and her sister had run – breath misting before them – to lace their ice-skates, and slide about on the ice, catching the snowflakes upon their tongues.

Ava could almost see how their cheeks were flushed – wind-bitten and warm – as they raced from the cold air back into the warmth of their mother’s house.

Because no one wanted to recall sad memories. All they wanted was to see moments like this – these golden moments – to relive them. To capture them, and keep them forever.

That is why her mother had done what she did.

That is why Ava had wanted to follow in her footsteps after she had passed.

And now …

Now, when the curtains closed – Lillian was waiting for her in the wings, her eyes bright and curious.

‘I think you are ready,’ she said, tucking a pale strand of hair behind Ava’s ear. ‘To take the lead act. To perform under her name. Your mother’s name …’

The Memory Binder.

Her mother’s act – and it would finally be her own. Years of work would come to fruition. 

And yet all she could think of was Jem’s empty seat. 




Chapter One

September, 1899 
Liverpool, England

If the last three months had taught Ava anything, it was that ruin doesn’t always come with thunder. Sometimes it creeps in, silent and slow – building little by little until suddenly you are surrounded by it. 

Ava rested her head against the train’s window, watching the raindrops speckle the glass. A single droplet wasn’t enough to blur the grey-green countryside rushing past outside the window, but once they split and spilled – gathering other droplets in their wake – they became a current, transforming the landscape into a thousand, fractured lines.

That’s how it had felt for her, too. For Jem’s empty seat on show night had been a droplet. Lillian’s insistence that she take on her mother’s act had been a droplet.

And what Jem had said when he’d come to her doorstep that night had been a droplet, too.

Even now, sitting here, she flinched from the memory. She’d been ready to chide him for missing the performance – for not even sending a note to the theatre – but he’d looked so dishevelled, so utterly defeated, that the words died on her tongue. His hair – spun with threads of gold from the summer’s heat – had stuck to his face, but it was the smudge on the crooked bridge of his nose that had drawn a small smile from her; for she could imagine him at the apothecary, pinching powdered charcoal into delicate, glass bottles. Her first instinct had been to reach up and clean it away, but he’d recoiled from her touch, stumbling backwards on the porch steps.

‘Don’t. Please.’

She’d faltered a little at that, but Jem was often like this – warm as the summer’s sun one moment, and clouded the next. She’d learned as a child to take his sullen moods in her stride, and now that she was a woman grown – and they would spend their lives together – she tried to treat them as one might treat a shower of rain.

Safe in the knowledge that even the heaviest deluge would not last forever.

‘Guess what,’ she’d said, trying to inject as much warmth into her voice as she could. ‘Lillian wants me to take on my mother’s act. To become the Memory Binder. Isn’t that marvellous? She believes I am ready.’

Jem had kept his gaze upon the floor, his brow knotting. ‘Ava. Listen—’ He’d removed his hat, pinching fretfully at the brim. ‘I came to tell you that I … I can’t do this.’

Stupidly, foolishly, she’d assumed he was talking about meeting the rest of the theatre company, announcing their engagement to the world, and she’d laughed. ‘All you need to do is exchange some pleasantries with Miss Lillian. She won’t like you of course, but then she doesn’t like the idea of any of her performers having a life outside the theatre.’

‘Not that, Ava. This. Us. I can’t …’ His frown deepened, and finally he looked up. His clouded blue eyes meeting her clear, grey ones. ‘I can’t marry you. I’m sorry.’

I’m sorry.

It felt as though she had heard those words often in the months that’d stretched between that moment and this one. It’s what she’d said when she’d frozen up there – on Lillian’s stage – just a week after Jem had broken their engagement. It’s what she’d said to Oliver as she’d packed her bags, and left.

And she suspected she would say it again before the day was out.

‘Liverpool, next stop,’ announced the conductor, gripping the backs of the chairs as he walked from one end of the carriage to the other. ‘Next stop, Liverpool.’

And she felt her heart sink to her stomach.

Ava hadn’t realized how much she’d missed Liverpool until she stepped from the train and felt the salt air sting her nostrils, felt the briny taste of it upon her tongue. It cut through the coal smoke of the station, the scent of over-warm bodies and stuffy compartments, sending strands of blonde hair whipping about her face. The train wheezed then, and she heard the distant reply of a ship in harbour, the thudding bellow of its horn. She’d tried to forget what home smelled like, what it felt like, but now it sank beneath her skin, adding to the humming tension that had chased her since Preston.

Three months had passed since she’d last stood at this station, her bags packed. Now she was back, and the thought of following the dark sea of hats away from the hissing train, the soft clank of cooling metal, made her want to step back into the carriage and slam the door shut. For while she had missed Liverpool, had missed the tide that ebbed and flowed beneath the city, she had not missed everything.

She’d not missed the press of people around her, jostling her as she stepped out beneath a silver sky. She’d not missed the crush of traffic, the constant rattle of carriages as horses thundered back and forth upon the stone roads. She’d not missed the weather either, for though the wind was warm it clawed at her, dusting her with a fine spray of rain that made her breath wisp in her throat, and sent her scuttling back beneath the sandstone arches of the railway station. 

And she’d certainly not missed Jem.

So then why was her first thought as she stood, watching the sunset smoulder over the city, whether she would see him again? Whether she would find a reason, any reason, to walk past Manchester Street, and the small apothecary that sat there, to see whether Jem and his mop of copper hair, his crooked nose, stood behind the counter?

Ava stuffed her hand into her pocket and pinched the thought away sharply, turning her attention instead to the crowd of people, trying to pick out her brother’s stocky silhouette. Oliver had said he would come and collect her, but as the rain turned from a fine mist to fat droplets and doused the fiery sky above her, she wondered whether he had forgotten.

She paused then, her gaze snagging upon another figure, illuminated only by the ebbing dusk and the soft glow of the station’s lamplights. It wasn’t her brother – he was too tall for that, and lean as a willow whip; not to mention that he was doing what her brother would never do: standing quite contentedly in the rain.

He must be mad, she thought, as she watched him tilt his face upwards, as though he would drink the raindrops from the sky. But it was not mad that rippled through her mind as she watched him remove his hat, ruffling the wetness into his dark hair. It was another word.

Free.

‘Sorry! Sorry.’ Oliver’s voice was loud in her left ear, and Ava jolted. Pushing his bicycle, his blond hair was slick against his forehead, a raindrop sliding off the end of his nose. ‘I didn’t forget. It’s just harder with this—’ He brandished his left arm, bandaged from his elbow to his fingers, and held in a sling close to his chest. ‘And these.’

He pulled a sodden bouquet from the bicycle’s basket. The flowers weren’t tied with string, nor wrapped in newspaper, and so Ava wondered whether her brother had simply plucked a bloom from every garden between here and Park Lane. She felt her throat constrict as she reached for him – crushing the blooms between them as she hugged him, gripping him tightly.

Oliver’s free hand patted tentatively at her back. ‘… Ava?’

‘I missed you,’ she said, trying to stop the tears from welling into her eyes. ‘I really missed you.’

She felt her brother’s laugh rumble through her chest. ‘If you missed me so much you might’ve written more.’

He was trying to wriggle from her grip – but she held him all the tighter, for though staying had felt unbearable after everything had happened, leaving him had felt awful, too. There weren’t enough words to try and explain how she’d felt as though she’d carved herself in two when she’d left Liverpool, and how she could feel herself splitting again even now – and so she pressed it all into her embrace instead, hoping he knew, hoping he understood.

When she stepped back, she saw the flowers he’d bought her were crumpled. 

‘You only give gifts when you feel guilty,’ she said, her gaze flicking to her brother’s face. ‘But why should you feel guilty?’

‘What do you mean?’ Oliver pushed the stems into her hand, plucking up the largest of her suitcases. ‘I haven’t seen you in almost three months! And thanks to someone not answering my letters—’

‘Remember when you spent your entire wages buying Pa that new pen … ?’

‘Because his old one was ancient—’ Oliver said, his voice strained as he tried to balance the bicycle and contort the rigidly rectangular suitcase into the soft, wicker basket. ‘Practically biblical.’

‘Not because you accidentally charred the nib of his old one atop the stove and then tried to hide it from him … ?’

Oliver huffed an exasperated breath through his teeth. ‘I didn’t expect the Spanish Inquisition for a handful of flowers.’

‘Think of this as three months’ worth of questions, condensed.’

‘Perhaps if you’d written more you wouldn’t have to bombard me now. Tell me this at least: did you find what you were looking for? In Edinburgh?’

Ava’s eyes flicked back to where the man had been. He was gone now, a carriage rattling past the spot where he’d stood, casting a puddle of rain across the cobbles.

‘In a way,’ she said softly.

‘“In a way”?’ Oliver repeated, conceding defeat with the largest suitcase, and plucking up her smallest bag instead. That fitted snugly inside the bicycle’s wicker basket, and he turned a triumphant smile back to his sister. ‘In what way? Did you find work at the theatre there?’

Ava pursed her lips together. ‘I’m not sure the theatre is for me anymore, Oliver.’

He made a face. ‘Because of one poor review?’

‘It was more than one, Oliver.’

‘Still, it’s no reason—’

‘I lost my nerve up there,’ Ava said, her voice coming out a little louder than she’d intended. ‘I froze. And there was an entire audience of people there to see it.’

Oliver wrinkled his nose as though that were a trifling worry – and not a career-ending mistake. ‘All the same, people still talk of you, you know. The act? “The Memory Binder”.’

Ava gave her brother a flat look. ‘I’m sure they do.’

‘I imagine Lillian would have you back. Even after—’

‘I don’t want to work for that woman again,’ Ava said sharply – and her mind stamped the thought down with: and I never shall. The Mersey would have to up and leave Liverpool before she agreed to that. ‘In fact,’ she continued. ‘I’ve made the decision to put the whole thing quite behind me.’

Oliver raised one, questioning eyebrow. ‘The whole thing?’

‘Mesmerism,’ Ava said. ‘Memory work. All of it.’

Oliver’s expression slackened. ‘What—? Why? ’

‘I just believe it’s time to turn my attention to something new.’ 

She ignored the bewildered look upon her brother’s face, and gripped the bicycle’s other handlebar, to help steady it. Oliver had broken his dominant hand, and so they would both be forced to try and walk the thing home with their off-hand, which no doubt would make it zig and zag all the way.

‘But it’s your gift,’ said Oliver. ‘It’s your passion. And you’re good at it! And … and …’ His eyebrows furrowed. ‘And what about Pa?’

Ava felt the old tick of something in the pit of her stomach, a clockwork spoke long quiet that had begun to coil again. She turned her focus to the sky instead, and the heavy clouds pulling inland.

‘How is Pa?’

Oliver tilted his head up and frowned. ‘Bad.’

‘How bad?’ she asked, curling her cold fingers more firmly against the handlebar.

‘You’ll see soon enough,’ said her brother quietly. ‘Now come on. The rain looks like it has eased.’




Chapter Two

Their home was the last in a row of sagging brick houses east of the docks, serenaded night and day by the circling caw of seagulls. 

The minuscule herb garden her mother had kept between the garden gate and the front door was now a thorny tangle of weeds, and the lamp that hung by the front bore no candle, only a sad pool of wax. 

Oliver stopped at the black iron gate, blocking Ava’s path with his bicycle. ‘Go easy on him,’ he said, pushing sodden strands of hair from his forehead. ‘Please.’

‘And will he go easy on me?’ She looked at the house, at the dark windows, and wondered whether her father had already gone to bed. That wouldn’t be surprising, seeing as he hated homecomings almost as much as he hated goodbyes, although the fizzle in her stomach told her that it was disappointing.

It had been months since they’d seen one another.

Oliver shrugged, and Ava huffed a half-breath through her lips as she followed him up the three stone steps to their front door, wondering what level of ‘bad’ she would find behind it.

At its best, ‘bad’ meant her father sat in his armchair, and nursed the same bottle of amber liquid for nigh on a week. At its worst, ‘bad’ meant he would forget to eat, forget to wash, forget to pay rent.

But as she stepped through the door she realized that this … this was something else.

The windows had been boarded up.

Here, in the hallway, and then again in the sitting room, though the cardboard wasn’t thick enough to block out the light entirely, and little threads of golden lamplight crept in from the edges. It was, however, enough to swathe everything in a pallid gloom, turning the cheerful yellow settee her mother had loved into a gloomy grey, the matching yellow curtains almost brown.

‘It’s the noise again,’ said Oliver, coming to stand in the doorway. ‘He says it’s waking him up.’

Ava blinked in disbelief. ‘So his solution is … this?’

It wasn’t just cardboard blocking the windows – her father had taken the yellow seat cushions from the settee and pushed them up against the glass. They were held in place by two precariously balanced dining chairs, which he’d stopped from sliding back against the hardwood floor by dragging the curiosity cabinet over and wedging the chairs in place. The overall effect was precarious chaos that looked ready to topple any moment. 

‘And you didn’t think to stop him?’ Ava said, stepping back into the hallway – where her brother was dragging her bags inside. ‘To talk some sense into him?’

‘Yes of course I—’

‘Or even say “Pa, just to check, but have you lost your senses”? You thought, what? Leave him to it?’

She marched past him, checking the kitchen, the scullery. Only the kitchen still had light coming into it, from the high, narrow window along the southern wall. No doubt because Oliver had threatened to stop cooking altogether if he wasn’t able to let a thread of air into the place.

‘Now just hold on a minute here,’ said Oliver, following her and dumping her coat unceremoniously over one of the chairs. ‘You haven’t been here for months. You have no idea what has been going on.’

‘Because you mentioned none of this in your letters!’ She turned to him, feeling the worry that had whittled her down on the train transforming into something prickly, something hot. ‘Only page upon page about how much you despised working at the theatre, just as you hated working at the rug shop, the telegraph office, and the coopery. Not once did you say: “Oh, and by the by, Pa has turned the house into a crypt.”’

‘Yes, well,’ Oliver blustered. ‘I thought perhaps you would have enough to worry over – what with Jem, and—’

His name was like a hot poker to her skin, and she felt her cheeks flush. ‘I did not leave because of Jem.’

She’d left because it had all been too much. A failed engagement was mortifying enough, but a failed career, a humiliating exit from the stage atop that? She couldn’t fathom how one dragged oneself up from such depths – and she hadn’t tried. She’d chosen another path instead, and told herself there was purpose to it. Meaning to it.

And perhaps there had been, in the end. Although not the sort she’d been seeking.

She watched her brother pause, heard him huff a sharp breath through his teeth. ‘I know how much Jem hurt you. And I know how much the theatre rattled you. And—’ He reached to rub his good hand against the back of his neck. ‘I suppose I thought I would be protecting you if I could just fix this myself.’ She watched the muscle in his jaw flicker. ‘But I couldn’t even do that. Instead, I had to go and break something else. Because that’s all I ever do.’

He looked down to his arm, to the sling, and to Ava’s surprise she saw wetness welling in his eyes.

‘Your arm will mend,’ she said. ‘It was just a bicycling accident.’

‘I’m not talking about my arm, Ava. I’m talking about … everything.’

‘Not everything is broken, Oliver.’

‘Isn’t it?’ He turned to look at the precarious stack of furniture against the windows, and she turned to look with him, and felt something within her twist. 

In the first few months after her mother had passed, she’d wanted to do something similar. Wanted to shut the world out entirely, and exist in the darkness – for that was how everything had felt without her mother. Dark. Endlessly so – and senseless. 

Somewhere within her, that feeling was still there – though each year that passed leeched some of its power. But time had not helped her father. It held no sway on his grief – that much she could see, now. 

He still mourned her as though it were yesterday. 

‘When did this begin?’ she asked softly.

‘A few weeks after you left. So … June’

‘And now it’s September,’ she muttered. ‘Where is he?’

‘Upstairs. But Ava—?’

‘I know,’ she huffed. ‘Don’t be too hard on him.’

Ava lit a candle stub to carry up, watching her shadow pass the blank spaces on the wall where her mother’s paintings had once hung. She could still picture them as she walked up the creaking steps, the blue-yellow petals of an iris, neat pencil lines showing through oily green paint, like the veins on a leaf. Now, the wall was bare, though the stairs still creaked in all the same places, and she winced as the third-to-last gave a great, yawning bellow.

‘I’m asleep,’ called her father’s voice through the doorway. 

Ava padded to the door, resting her forehead against it. ‘You talk rather coherently in your sleep, Pa.’

‘Yes, well. Someone was clomping around downstairs.’

Ava closed her eyes, the warm candlelight flickering behind her eyelids. ‘Why have you put cardboard upon all the windows?’

‘Because I couldn’t find wood slatting cheap enough.’

Ava had thought the house rather coffin-like already, and she dreaded to think what it would look like with wooden beams nailed into the wall.

‘And what does Mrs Moss think of all this? You know – our landlady? The one who owns the house you are turning into a mausoleum?’

There was a silence from behind the door. ‘She’s been in Manchester the past week with that damned club of hers.’

‘And when she comes back?’

‘She won’t notice.’

Ava straightened, feeling the exhaustion begin to tug at her. Considering Mrs Moss’ favourite business was knowing everyone else’s business, Ava found that rather unlikely. ‘Aren’t you going to come and greet me?’ she asked softly. ‘I haven’t seen you for months.’

‘You’re the one who left,’ her father said. There was no malice in his voice, no venom, but she felt his words like a paper cut – the painless swipe, and then the sting.

‘Well I’m back now,’ said Ava. ‘And I missed you. Don’t you wish to hear what I did in Edinburgh?’

There was no reply from behind her father’s door. Nothing but silence.

‘How did it go, Ava?’ she asked herself, lowering her voice into a crude impression of her father. ‘Did you reinvent yourself, as you wished? Did you get a job at the Empire, and rise to stardom there instead of here?’

She cleared her throat. ‘I suppose you already know the answer to that, for you’d have seen it in the papers, otherwise. Although I did manage to find Ma’s mentor – you remember her? The French lady?’

There was nothing but silence from behind the doorway, and she shook her head, the wood pressing into her forehead. ‘I thought perhaps if anyone could help me become even a fraction of what Ma was, it would be her. But things did not work out quite as neatly as that.’

She felt her breath catch in her throat.

‘Well, I suppose I should get to bed,’ she croaked, patting one hand against the wood. ‘Always nice talking to you.’

And then she turned, and padded her way back down the stairs, past the empty spaces on the wall, the places where her mother’s spark had been, and feeling the chill that hung there now instead.




Chapter Three

The day dawned bright and brilliant, the clear blue sky and cold wind threatening to freeze the puddles that had formed overnight. Damien Carter scowled up at the blinding sunshine, pulling his coat closed at the neck. What he wouldn’t give to curl up in a dark room and sleep, but instead he was walking towards Liverpool’s docks, last night’s rum still thudding in his veins, his coat still damp and heavy from standing out in the rain.

The beauty of being in a new city for only one night was that there was so much possibility, and so few consequences. He couldn’t trick someone into gambling away sums like that every evening – for that would raise suspicions. But for one night? He could blow in like an autumn storm, leave a trail of empty pockets behind him, and by the time anyone had even thought of looking to claw their coin back, he’d be gone.

Of course he was careful. His rules saw to that – and out of principle he only ever cheated those who cheated others. They hadn’t earned the coin filling their pockets, so why shouldn’t he relieve them of their ill-won gains? If deceit were a circle, then he was at the heart of it – spinning that same wheel, over and again.

Urgh.

Just the thought of spinning made his stomach clench. He needed to board a ship and be rocked back and forth by the waves like he needed another hole in his boots, but Damien had been through worse. In just seven days he’d be in New York City, and a whole new life would begin to unfold around him. One where he didn’t need to move from place to place.

One where his father would never find him.

There was a queue when he reached the docks, which surprised Damien, for the boarding time on his ticket read twelve o’clock, and it was only eight. He’d planned to steal an hour of sleep, and perhaps a morsel – but people were already climbing up the gangway of the great ship, dragging leather bags and canvas sacks, and so Damien reluctantly joined the snaking line of passengers shuffling forwards, eyes on the churning mass of water.

The river looked hungry. Muddied waves sucked greedily at the ship’s dark hull and slapped against the landing stage – turning the wooden walkway black. Damien disliked open water, even when it wore its intentions as plainly as the River Mersey, and he tried not to focus on how the walkway swayed with each smacking wave, nor how his own heart swayed with it. 

When he finally reached the front of the queue, Damien handed his ticket to the large, unsmiling man in the ticket booth. 

He glanced at it briefly, and then slid the ticket back to Damien.

‘This one’s in dry dock,’ he said. ‘Departure is delayed. Next!’

Damien frowned. ‘Doesn’t look like it’s delayed to me. Looks like people are getting on it.’

‘That’s the Persephone,’ the man said, his white moustache wobbling. ‘The Aurelia has engine problems.’

‘So then put me on the ship that’s leaving,’ said Damien.

The man’s watery blue eyes narrowed. ‘You see this?’ He tapped at the ticket. ‘You see this price? You only get it if you book a specific departure, on a specific day, for a specific ship. The reason it’s so cheap is because it’s non-transferable, Mr …’ The man looked at the ticket and then up at Damien. ‘Mr Wozniak.’

‘But that wasn’t the plan,’ Damien said, feeling his skin become clammy. The plan was to be in Liverpool for a night, and then leave for New York. 

‘Excuse me?’ a woman’s voice trilled from behind him. ‘Some of us here have the right tickets.’

‘And some of us need to learn some patience,’ Damien muttered, though he kept his gaze on the man in the booth, who had begun to knead his bushy grey eyebrows with knuckles the size of ham joints. ‘When is the Aurelia due to sail?’

‘She’s not likely to be sea-worthy until February,’ the man said.

‘February? Is that a jest? I buy a ticket for September, and you tell me I can sail in February?’

‘As I said, Mr Wozniak, you bought a very specific ticket—’

‘Which was not cheap,’ Damien said, trying to wrestle his frustration into something more useful. ‘Do I look like a man who wastes his money?’

The man’s gaze flicked across Damien’s fine, silk hat – fingered from the train station the day before – and the ‘garnet’ pin shimmering at his throat, and his stony demeanour wobbled.

‘No, sir, you do not.’

‘Then we’re agreed. You’ll transfer my ticket to that ship. First-class.’

The man swallowed a little. ‘I should state that the Persephone is bound for Boston, and not New York.’

‘Wonderful,’ muttered Damien.

‘And that a first-class ticket at the very last minute …’

‘Would be hard to come by, yes, yes,’ Damien said haughtily. ‘But you will do it, lest you wish your bosses to hear of it.’

The man licked his lips. ‘I’m not authorized myself to make such a transfer––’

‘Then I shall wait, while you fetch whoever is authorized,’ said Damien, ignoring the sigh of disbelief from the woman behind him as the flapping door of the ticket booth opened, and the man waddled from it.

‘We shall be late now!’ the woman behind him said, her voice shrill. ‘I travelled all the way up from London for this steamship, I’ll have you know.’

Damien turned. She was older than he’d imagined, and dripping in jewels – from the diamond brooch pinned to her hat, to the coil of pearls twinkling at her throat.

‘Madam,’ he said, turning his voice silken. ‘I promise you, the ship will not leave without you.’

She huffed an impatient breath through her lips. ‘I should hope not.’

‘Please accept my apologies for the delay.’ He ducked her a short bow, giving her his most charming smile – and watched as some of her terseness dissolved.

‘I suppose it’s not your fault,’ she said primly, a flush rising on her cheeks as he pressed a kiss to her fine, leather gloves. He suspected the lumps he could feel beneath the leather were a set of sapphire paperweights masquerading as rings. ‘They really should have notified you in advance if there was a problem with your ship.’

‘Thank you for your patience with me, madam,’ Damien said, turning back as the white-whiskered man reappeared, followed by a spindly fellow with beady black eyes.

‘When I heard Mr Wozniak had cause for complaint, I had to come at once,’ said the spindly fellow. His mouth was pinched, his brown hair receding rapidly beneath his hat, and he peered down at Damien questioningly. ‘For Mr Wozniak is one of our most regular travellers. Spends a small fortune with us.’

Damien felt the man’s words like a bucket of cold water down his spine. This wasn’t good.

‘But of course you’re not Mr Wozniak, are you – sir?’

He said the word accusingly, and in that moment Damien saw the beginnings of what he liked to call ‘the shift’. It happened when the person in front of him saw the real Damien, or a flicker of him, behind whatever he had cloaked himself in. Today he’d been playing the role of a well-to-do young man, thanks to the ruff of fur on his coat’s collar, and his fine leather gloves. One glance at his now clean-shaven face, his round, silver spectacles and his nearly clean brown hair, and people tended to make assumptions. Assumptions that often got him moved to the front of queues, or let into establishments that were technically member-only. 

But you take one of those things away and suddenly he was just a man again – a man who couldn’t afford his own ticket, a man who wasn’t worth another moment of anyone’s time. 

A thousand stories conjured themselves in Damien’s mind all at once. He could pretend to be Mr Wozniak’s brother, perhaps. Even a cousin? Damn it all, he could have played his butler, were he not wearing such finery. He knew the cravat pin had been a mistake.

‘I am his business associate,’ said Damien smoothly. ‘Mr Wozniak is sending me ahead to New York, and gave me his ticket while he settles matters here.’

‘A business associate?’

The man’s expression grew taut as he studied Damien closely – a little too closely for Damien’s liking.

‘Tell me, sir. What business is Mr Wozniak in?’

Damien fumbled, trying to stretch his memory back to the inn in Leeds, and the wide-bellied man who had sat opposite him. They’d spoken about his business, he was sure of it – but what was it? Oil? Railroads? Liquor?

‘You know Mr Wozniak,’ said Damien, showing the man a perfect set of teeth. ‘He has his fingers in many pies.’

A curtain drew across the man’s expression. ‘I suggest you write to Mr Wozniak, and have him accompany you. Then I shall be happy to put you on the first ship to New York.’

Damien pinched at the bridge of his nose. His head felt like a thousand tiny drummers had taken up home behind his eyes, and were now thudding out a battle march. 

‘Mr Wozniak does not have time to travel to Liverpool, and play nanny. Listen, I have a ticket.’ He waved it emphatically. ‘And I will not move until it has been transferred for today’s departure.’

The man gave him a flat look. ‘You have a ticket in another’s name, and without their express authorization, I cannot allow you on this ship.’

‘But I need to be in New York,’ said Damien firmly. ‘I need to leave England.’

‘So do most of the people here,’ the man snapped. ‘So please, step aside.’

‘Mr Wozniak will hear of this,’ Damien lied – clutching at the last straw he possibly could. ‘And he’ll take his business elsewhere.’

‘And I shall deal with that complaint personally, if it ever comes,’ said the spindly man, his smile all teeth now. ‘In the meantime, if I catch you at these docks again with another man’s ticket, I will call the local constabulary. Do you understand?’

Damien lifted his chin, a perfect tableau of confidence – though he knew he had lost this particular fight. ‘A good day to you then, sir,’ he said, tipping his hat at the man before turning.

The woman behind him was now wearing one of the most infuriatingly smug smiles he had ever seen.

‘Excuse me,’ he said, brushing clumsily past her as he moved from the line. ‘So sorry.’

‘Such impertinence!’ the woman scoffed, stepping forwards to the ticket booth.

Damien squared his shoulders, determined to walk tall past the snaking queue of people, and back towards the belly of the city.

A city I was meant to leave. A city I can’t stay in.

As soon as he could, Damien turned off the main street – crowded as more and more people flooded towards the docks – and ducked into one of the narrow alleyways. He pressed his forehead to the brick, squeezing his eyes shut, and let the feeling that had threatened to choke him on those busy street spill out in shallow breaths.

With his eyes closed he could be anywhere, and he tried to cling to the familiarity of the darkness around him, squeezing his hands into fists so tight he could feel the sharp press of his nails into his palms.

His father’s voice came to him then, as it often did in these moments, his scratched tone: Bad things beget bad things.

Damien should have known something would happen. He should’ve suspected that it would all go wrong. But he had been in tighter binds than this. 

He put his hand in his pocket, pulling out the fine, jewelled bracelet he’d slipped from the woman’s wrist.

This simply gave him more time to prepare – more time to gather coin, and build up a nest-egg to start a new life with – a thought that might’ve proved more comforting if it wasn’t swiftly followed by: So long as you’re gone before he can catch up to you.

Damien stepped back, spots of black dancing across his vision. 

And then he saw it.

For pasted onto the brick was a poster – a woman’s face etched in thin black ink. Someone had glued it rather shoddily, the flapping corner folding her delicate features in half. Even reduced to lines and paper, the woman was fair, with light hair curled beneath a plain, black hat. The artist had captured her with her chin lifted – almost in challenge – and she stared out at him with eyes so pale he wondered whether the ink had run. 

But it was the final line that caused him to stand there, watching the poster flap backwards and forwards, watching the wind try and tear it from the brick, her beautiful face creasing and un-creasing each time.

Unlock your mind.

Unlock your mind.

Unlock … 




Chapter Four

It took Ava a moment to blink the sleep from her eyes, to remember that she was back at her father’s, back in her truckle bed. For a moment she’d expected to find Madame Morell leaning over her, her lips pinched into a line.

Ava sighed, rolling onto her back to stare up at the ceiling and the damp stains that spread their dark tendrils from the window to the opposite wall. The last time she had lain in this bed she hadn’t slept at all. Instead she’d drawn her thorned thoughts until her fingers were black, and the sky outside the window had gone from blue, to indigo, and back again.

Frowning, Ava reached down, fingertips tracing the mattress seam delicately, feeling for the smallest sliver of a gap. For she had left it here, and … yes. Her fingers bumped the bundle of pages, covered in soft leather.

Her notebook.

She turned the pages and saw only questions – hundreds of them, captured in the soft line of his jaw, the crease that appeared between his eyebrows when he frowned, the dimple in his cheek when he smiled. A thousand, spiralling questions, all without answer, formed from all the spooling thoughts that had chased her away from Liverpool; drawn and redrawn as though if she asked enough questions she could deduce the answer.

Why did he change his mind?

Why did he stop loving me?

She glanced at the grate, at the glowing embers. It was hard to look at these drawings now. Hard to look back at the longing, the hope that she’d etched into each shadow, each smudge. 

She’d planned to give this to him. She’d hoped – in some foolish, naive way – that he would see how much she loved him and apologize. Tell her it’d all been a mistake and that he did want to marry her, after all.

She was glad now that she hadn’t.

She turned to a new page, one unmarred, unblackened, and sucked in a breath before fetching her charcoal. Her hand moved quickly, tracing the shape of the cobbles, the way the light had pooled, and there, in the centre—

The man from the train station. His face tilted upwards, to drink the rain from the sky.

When she was done she looked back at the fire for another long moment, before slipping the notebook back under the mattress instead.

Oliver was already bent over the stove when Ava padded into the kitchen, stirring buttered eggs in their cast-iron pan. He turned as she entered, eyebrows lifting slightly. ‘Did you not sleep?’

‘I slept,’ said Ava, wincing as she pressed her fingertips into the bunched muscles at her neck. ‘Though I swear, that truckle bed has spikes instead of springs.’

He snorted. ‘You might be better on the settee.’

‘The one with all its cushions stacked against the window, you mean?’

She couldn’t see her brother rolling his eyes, though she could hear it in his voice. ‘I thought perhaps we’d move the cushions back first. What do you reckon?’

‘I reckon we do more than that,’ Ava said. ‘Mrs Moss will have kittens when she sees the house.’

‘Can we please worry about that after breakfast? Lay the table, will you?’

Ava opened the wooden cabinet behind her to fetch the plates – not the fancy ones they kept behind the glass but the chipped ones in the cupboard below.

And then a knock came at the back door.

And they both froze. 

‘I thought Pa said she was in Manchester,’ said Ava – for there was only one person who knocked upon the back door.

‘She’s supposed to be there for another week,’ said Oliver – unmoving.

‘Perhaps if we don’t open it, she’ll go away?’ Ava whispered, hopefully, at the same moment as the handle turned, and Mrs Moss swept into the kitchen, her enormous carpet bag clutched beneath one arm. 

Ava had always read about women being described as ‘forces of nature’ in novels, and never quite understood what that meant until she’d met Mrs Moss – for no matter the day, no matter the occasion, when Mrs Moss blew into a room, you felt it. She was dressed head to toe in black as always; from her dahlia-trimmed hat down to her neatly stitched leather shoes, though the time for full-mourning garb had long passed. Mr Moss had died the year before Ava’s mother Adeline, some four years ago now.

‘Most people use the front door, you know,’ Oliver muttered.

‘Most people aren’t your landlady,’ said Mrs Moss stoutly, pressing a kiss to Ava’s cheek. ‘How was Edinburgh, my dear? What brings you back? Oh, and have you seen what’s happened to the house – my house? What your father has done to the windows?’

Ava – somewhat stunned by the sheer volume of questions – decided to focus on the safest possible thing.

‘Is that … a new hat?’

Mrs Moss frowned for a moment, reaching up to touch the faux-silk flower upon the bonnet. ‘Do you like it? My niece bought it for me. You remember Miss Collins, of course? Oliver?’

‘Miss … Collins?’ Oliver turned – the wooden spoon dangling from his good hand. ‘What was it she did again? Assistant to the Queen? Or …’

Mrs Moss blinked at him. ‘She’s a governess, Oliver. As I’ve told you a hundred times.’

‘Ah, no – I remember now. She just speaks as though she’s high and mighty.’

‘Don’t be clever, Oliver – it doesn’t suit you,’ Mrs Moss said flatly, turning her attention back to Ava. ‘I thought I could bring her to one of your shows! Wouldn’t that be lovely? We could make a night of it, the four of us. Oliver and Miss Collins, Arthur and I?’

‘That might be hard,’ Oliver said, turning back to the stove. ‘Seeing as Ava—’

‘Hasn’t been past the theatre yet,’ Ava said quickly, for she didn’t need Mrs Moss berating her for her decisions alongside her brother.

‘All in good time,’ Mrs Moss said, taking a seat at the kitchen table. ‘Now then – Oliver? Tell me – how fares the job hunt?’

Her brother shrugged. ‘I’m still sending out applications.’

‘Well, I saw Mr Bramwell when I went to fetch my bread,’ Mrs Moss said. ‘You know – the baker? He’s still looking for an apprentice.’

‘I don’t want to be a baker,’ said Oliver. ‘I want to work in a restaurant. As a chef.’

‘I still remember when you wanted to become a cooper,’ Ava reminded him.

‘Barrel-making was never my dream, I just did it for the money.’

‘Like the theatre job?’ Ava asked – giving her brother a meaningful stare. ‘Which you quit?’

‘I didn’t quit the theatre. I was fired, because I can’t work there with a broken arm.’

Mrs Moss tilted her head to one side. ‘Well, we can all have dreams, my dear. But they’ll never come true if you don’t leave the house. As I’ve tried to tell Arthur a hundred times.’

‘I leave the—’

Ava gave her brother a meaningful look, and shook her head. It was never a good idea to answer back to Mrs Moss – least of all when the house looked like a mausoleum. ‘When is your niece arriving?’ Ava asked instead, trying to steer the conversation back to safer waters. 

‘Hopefully next month,’ said Mrs Moss, unpinning her hat with the utmost care. ‘If the show isn’t ready, I thought perhaps I’d sign her up for one of your private sessions, Ava. Wouldn’t that be lovely? She so wanted to see you on stage before, but by the time she’d made it here for a visit, you’d already upped and …’ She paused, licking her dry lips. ‘Moved.’

Ava wondered whether it was the broken sleep, or the rising heat in the kitchen, but her thoughts felt sluggish and slow. ‘Did you say, “private sessions”?’

‘Yes, dear,’ said Mrs Moss. ‘The interviews?’

Oliver turned back to the eggs and began stirring them intently.

‘Oh, but Mrs Moss, I’ve …’ Ava wondered how best to put this, now that she would be forced to say it. ‘I’ve quite given up on my memory work.’

‘You have?’ asked Mrs Moss, clearly unbalanced now, for she was blinking rapidly. ‘Well, someone ought to go and pull these handbills down, then. For they’re pasted all over Liverpool.’

She rummaged through her bag and fished out a thin, slightly damp sheet of paper, handing it to Ava.

Her own face stared back at her, or rather, a line drawing of it, and above in black, bold lettering were the words ‘The Memory Binder’.

‘I found that one near the docks,’ said Mrs Moss – taking a seat at the table beside her. ‘But they’re all over the city.’

‘Are they, indeed?’

Ava glared at her brother’s back, for he was suspiciously quiet. ‘And how did they get there, I wonder?’

Oliver took the eggs off the heat, and turned back to her, his good hand clutching the elbow of his broken one. ‘I put them up, Ava. I thought I would be helping you. I didn’t know you’d given it all up – because you never wrote to me.’

Ava could feel her breath starting to catch in her throat. ‘I see. So this is my fault?’

‘Partly, yes! What could you possibly have been doing that rendered you too occupied to scratch out a note that said: “Good day Oliver, I’m still alive, in case you are worrying – oh, and just so you know, I’ve given up my life’s work.”’

Ava opened her mouth, and then closed it again. ‘You had no right to make this decision for me, Oliver.’

‘Well, I’m quite glad I did now,’ he said, pale eyebrows furrowed. ‘Because giving it up is foolish. You’re too good at it.’

‘Hear hear,’ said Mrs Moss. ‘I thought you were just wonderful when I saw you on stage myself – and that poor young woman’s story still brings a tear to my eye. As someone who has lost someone myself—’

Ava gritted her teeth together. ‘Then I must be foolish,’ she said, her voice low and dangerously measured. ‘Because I’ve made my decision.’

‘Why?’ Oliver pressed. ‘Because of what some silly critic wrote in the Herald?’

Ava felt his words like a sizzle of heat across her face. ‘It wasn’t just—’

‘Don’t be like Pa, Ava.’ Oliver looked at her, his blue eyes serious. ‘Don’t hide from the world just because it knocked you down. Learn to hit back, instead.’

She opened her mouth to reply, but not a single word came out. For what could she say to that? He was right. She was hiding. That was the promise she’d made to herself after Edinburgh: to be more careful. More cautious. To put less of herself out into the world.

But she didn’t say any of that to her brother, and his worried eyes. Instead she stood, taking the pan and spooning portions of eggs onto the plates.

‘You should’ve asked me,’ she said.

‘You would’ve said no,’ countered Oliver.

‘For good reason!’ Ava looked back at the handbill on the table. ‘Tell me what you have you promised these people, so that when we cancel the interviews—’

‘We can’t cancel them,’ Oliver said, snatching the poster up.

‘Why not?’

‘Because they’re today.’

Ava felt as though the world had slowed for a moment, and been replaced with only the angry th-thud of her own heartbeat roaring in her ears. ‘Say that again.’

‘They’re today,’ said Oliver, his tone more tentative now, as though he knew she was just a hair’s breadth away from throwing the eggs – and the pan – onto the floor. ‘Ava, it had to be today. If it’d been any later you’d have seen them around town, and it wouldn’t have been a surprise.’

She looked at him as though she would spear him with her gaze. ‘Oh, I think you’ve achieved the element of surprise rightly enough,’ she spat. ‘Then you shall be the one to turn them all away at the door, Oliver – for this is your doing.’

‘No, Ava.’ He sat down, looking to Mrs Moss for support. Wisely, Mrs Moss busied herself rummaging around for something in her carpet bag. ‘I shan’t do that. Just as you shan’t give it all up.’

Ava narrowed her eyes.. ‘Why not?’

‘Because …’ Oliver said slowly. ‘Because you think the best solution to life’s problems is running away, and hoping they will disappear. Well they won’t, Ava. They don’t. And I shan’t make them disappear for you. If you wish to quit – then you shall tell those women yourself.’

Ava put the pan down with a thud, staring at the half-filled plates, at the blue pattern in the ceramic, scratched and scrubbed until it had faded. That was how she felt, too. Washed-out. Weakened. And it didn’t matter that months had passed. It didn’t matter that she’d been away.

Because now she was back, and it felt as though she’d never left. As though all of these feelings had simply stayed here, waiting
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