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For Nicholas,

my telltale heart of heart
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ACT I


In parting from you now

Thus much I will avow—

There are beings, and have been

Whom my spirit had not seen

Had I let them pass me by

With a dreaming eye—

If my peace hath fled away

In a night—or in a day—

In a vision—or in none—

Is it therefore the less gone?

—Edgar Allan Poe, “A Dream Within a Dream,” 1849
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PROLOGUE [image: ]


Ye who read are still among the living, but I who write shall have long since gone my way into the region of shadows. For indeed strange things shall happen, and secret things be known…

—Edgar Allan Poe, “Shadow—a Parable,” 1835



I died a fortnight ago this coming Thursday.

It was a terrifically unpleasant experience—being murdered, I mean to say.

In this ephemeral Other Land, I can but dream.

I dream of my mother as she warbled before sizzling footlights, my childhood self ever watching from the smoke-dark wings. She had a Favored dress fashioned by Mme Vionnet herself, for my mother—the renowned chanteuse Rosalie Allan—was a glutton for opulent costuming. It resembled peasant attire, if obscenely wealthy whores aspired to be shepherdesses: pink and gleaming white with satin ribbons crissing-and-crossing.

“Meet Me by Moonlight Alone” and “I’d Be a Butterfly” and “Nobody Coming to Marry Me” always garnered slavering applause.


Come blind, come lame, come cripple,

Come someone and take me away!

For ’tis O! what will become of me,

O! what shall I do?

Nobody coming to marry me,

Nobody coming to woo!



Once upon a time, I had used to think nobody would woo me either.

My dream-clock spins its wild hands. My mother’s fatal illness passes in a blur, her eyes burning so brightly that I feared their fire would melt the wax of her skin.

Next I am still a child, but now Alone.

Black tree branches grasping at coach windows as I traveled with my late mother’s theatrical troupe; the distant relations who grudgingly housed me; Aunt Berenice’s afternoon frivolities and nightly stupors. The Baltimore nouveau bon ton in our parlor would sip Darjeeling from paper-thin porcelain, cheerily gossiping about the innate wickedness of hackney drivers and the efficacy of Dr. Swayne’s Compound of Wild Cherry for their winter agues.

I should scarce feel any tribulations from within a laudanum dream either, I would think.

Mark, I did say Aunt Berenice was thoroughly placid and respectable by daylight; she also suffered a passionate preoccupation with cleaning between her broad cows’ teeth, living in terror of them dropping rainlike onto her tongue. Once the fried haddock and milk biscuits and pickled beets were cleared away, after migration to the parlor, she would take a honed stick and worry at them for hours. While I was in no position to pass judgement, possessing my own bulwarks against ennui, it was a touch graphic.

“What are you frowning over, Raven?” she asked once as we sat together amicably, firelight lapping at the sherry glasses.

Maybe I was eighteen—nineteen—these matters blur dreadfully; time is a soup, myself a spoon chasing an elusive oyster.

Blinking, I glanced up from my pianoforte.

“O, it’s only this tune; I can’t get it quite right.”

“How so, my dear? To me it sounds like a lovely autumn stroll!”

“Because I don’t intend for it to, Auntie.”

It was not a September constitutional; it was my mother’s burial. My preoccupation with her passing cannot be undercalculated. Happily, Aunt Berenice had not been present.

“Poor, clever head of yours,” she commiserated.

We had been sitting for an hour, I fiddling with keys whilst she feigned to read, so blood spilled from her gums by then, a streamlet of crimson gore threading down her chin. With a fond wink, she jabbed the tiny stake back into her mouth. Fear not, Aunt Berenice didn’t appear hurt—Dr. Swayne’s Compound of Wild Cherry prevented such unpleasantness.

Blood, I did not mind. Far from it. Her numbness to the pain itself did seem rather a sacrilege.

I affixed my eyes to my instrument instead, which I adored extravagantly due to two factors: first, it was of Viennese manufacture from 1814, so the ebony and ivory were reversed, creating a black sea of potential sounds topped with petite white wave caps. Second, it was the only recourse for easing my severe Melancholia that did not involve a very sharp Little Knife.

Again, in death, I dream; again, the daggerlike clock hands whir. I’m nearly twenty-four, educated and eloquent but so reduced in Circumstances that I had taken the position of an invalid’s hired companion. At this juncture, I did not know her well.

Later, I would know Lenore with terrifying intimacy.

She stood in her estate’s attached glasshouse, studying shy stars through the ivy-draped panes. Though no lilies were in bloom, the air was thick with them nevertheless by way of Paris—the dear mad creature adored smelling of funerals.

“You’ll be in fine fettle again after soaking up some greenery,” I greeted my charge as I approached.

I should say my Friend—even if ostensibly, for an arranged price, but what rubbish! Though she was a curiosity, and then very much more, she was never my friend.

Lenore gazed back tragically. “I won’t be in fine fettle at all, not ever, you know this as well as I do.”

“Poppycock.”

“O, don’t coddle me, I can’t bear it.”

“Fiddle-faddle, then.”

“Be serious, Raven! Life is an unprepossessing landscape: a feckless field in which hopes grow and wither daily; an arid canyon in which crevices more often harbor snakes than streams; a mist-shrouded forest in which a dull misery hovers between being and fellow being, between desire and attainment, and between the sufferer and the distant hope of some abeyance of pain.”

My smile fled behind a cough. Sometimes I feared the entire English dictionary would spew forth from Lenore wholesale, ending her woes by choking her to death.

“Shall I call for Trev to bustle you about?”

Lenore narrowed filmy blue eyes, her face doll-like when bathed in moonlight. She was only nineteen, after all—five years my junior, and my Charge to protect, and did I?

My transgressions in that arena are myriad.

“My cousin will only try to cheer me!” she lamented. “I, who yearn for respite from my abject horror both of living and of dying, I who cannot be cheered.”

“Don’t be daft, Norry—I’m cheering you this moment.”

Lenore waved a tiny hand; her near-white hair glimmered in the lamplight like strands of opal, just as her cousin Trevanion’s was wont to. His eyes were still paler than hers, however—a hoarfrost color which I regret to say mirrored the gentleman’s personality.

I had studied this matter as acolytes do Scripture.

“You cheer me because you call me daft!” Lenore retorted. “Conversely, Trev harps upon my every improvement as if he can solve me by invoking a Magic Word.”

“His hopes currently reside in Aramaic, yes.”

At last, I made her laugh, a wind-chime amongst the lush flora.

Pressing on, I encouraged, “You’ve been hale as an Athenian for nearly—”

“He’s entirely wasting his efforts trying to shoot my Black Dog, dear.” A tear spilled. “ ’Tis invisible, you realize.”

“As is mine, yes.”

“He’ll resent us sooner or—”

“But that would be quite churlish,” I interposed, “and Trev is not a churl. Manifestly he is mad as a box of frogs, and distant as the Arctic, but he is a gentleman about his peculiarities.”

“I don’t want to see him!” she cried.

My dream clock’s pendulum swings: lower and lower, deathly menacing, to a night not so very long after the glasshouse.

He stood before me, shoulders heaving in protest: Trevanion. Ten years my senior at thirty-four then, a man at the very peak of his prime.

“But it’s the truth—I do wish to marry you!” he cried. “In a church if they’d have us, before God supposing He chooses not to incinerate us.”

“Don’t say that,” I moaned. “Don’t say such things, don’t say them when you don’t—”

That is when he kissed me again, of course. Fevered, frantic, in a nightmare I wished could go on forever. He tasted of the faerie grasslands beyond the crumbling walls of Moldavia—he tasted of warm blood—he tasted of a life fixated upon death, and of a death that lived beyond the Grave.

He tasted like a part of my own everlasting Spirit.

And then I went and died.

I conjure Trevanion Legrand in my dreams most frequently of all—often in his occult library, the room smelling of ambergris, fogged windowpanes, antique paper. Absinthe decanted in dried gourds, pig casings, gem-studded chalices, whatever quack-brained notion had last laid an egg in his mind. Trevanion was as brilliant as a full moon and just as lunatic, terrifying and fascinating. He was also moneyed to the point of outright obscenity, or someone would have bound him in pretty leather trappings and carted him off to the monkey house.

What good would madly untamed flaxen hair and winter’s-dawn eyes have done in an asylum? Where he could neither alarm my senses nor arouse them? Where I could not have drunk myself ecstatic on his cheekbones as he whirled his hands like cutlasses, sharply declaiming over his latest spell?

I too pored over spells, beginning back at Aunt Berenice’s—though perhaps I never needed them.

Magic always had a habit of following me, whether I willed it or nay.

I dream of every Lost Love I have cherished, and I marvel that the Dead can dream at all. Who would have expected that the deceased could conjure their own comings and goings and achings and longings? How did such a miraculous happenstance come to pass, you wish to know?

It blisters my brain that you will read this—read it and shrink away, perhaps. Or even be ashamed to know me. But I owe it to both myself and my loved ones that we all should understand how I came to be deliberately, deservedly slain. And to that end—with no intention of pausing to wax eloquent over the Puissance of Nature or the Horror of the Grave, as do many authors of tremendous imagination, heaven save us from self-indulgence, this is merely an organized journal—I must relate the saga entire.

For why should you care a bent hairpin over my death if I did not first elucidate the elements that compounded to form my Story?

My time on this globe was snuffed out.

Here is the taper; here is the vesta; here is the plain pewter holder.

Watch now what took place whilst I remained in the light.



My living name was Raven Helen Allan; this nomenclature does not appear upon my birth papers; but by the time I could form a fist, no one utilized my legal first name at all, my mother having come up with a better one.

John Allan—my father—was already so much ash blown up the chimney when I came squalling into the world. I do not mean to imply he was deceased!—how should I know?—he was most undoubtedly gone, however. Dead or yet living, I could gather no intelligence; Mum remained, well, mum on the subject.

Her silence persisted even after she contracted a terrible Affliction we called the White Plague. I wish I could spin a yarn of heroic self-sacrifice—that my mother passed rescuing an infant from a burning tenement, or contracted leprosy singing at a charitable benefit. She would have preferred that herself, I know, since drowning in bed from consumption is neither courageous nor uncommon; it was, in fact, quite sordidly pedestrian.

Prior to that, I vividly recollect traveling with Rosalie Allan and her theatrical Company. She ended songs with such queer pathos rendered in high, breathy notes! I remember audiences leaping up in adulation as if their chairs were suddenly aflame, and I remember her kissing my brow as she tucked me into snug trundle beds. Most of all, I remember the feeling of fitting with someone unquestioningly, myself the little key nestled within her lock. When I was sleepless, she whispered to me.

Hush now, Raven, she would say, as if quoting from an ancient tale my grandparents used to speak over her. Hush.

All the lights are out.

She smelled of lilac bowers and clean linen and I loved her to distraction.

It is better not to have known such sublimity, I thought in my darker humors, than to feel the absence of the Hole gouged in my heart.

Other mothers call their daughters duckling or bluebird or my little chickadee. My own employed Raven, obscuring my actual name before I ever learnt it. I was born a sleek and slant-eyed jackdaw—pale-complexioned, with my gently curling black head cocked and my blacker eyes forever questing after the blackest secrets, my roman nose elegantly tapered but charging keenly forward. My mother teased that she could not tell my pupil from my iris at birth and was the first (of many) to ask me whether I might be a witch.

For the record: I was.

“I would certainly never admit to being a witch if it were true,” I replied primly, and she laughed, absently touching the golden treble clef charm she wore unfailingly about her neck.

We traveled, we two Allans—O how we traveled, for provincial actresses are nomadic by necessity! We journeyed to Boston, its harbor suffocating on ships and yet sky-mirror blue. We sojourned to Charleston, its moss-draped trees looming like mourning dowagers with firebug jewels. We toured through Portland with its squirming lobsters and quaint redbrick streets. Nowhere was Home, for we possessed not so much as a rocking chair or even a teacup—only one another.

“Mum, are we ever to have things of our own?”

“What sort of things, Raven?”

I had no idea.

“Well,” I hedged, bemused, “things like… curtains.”

“We use other people’s curtains, dearest.”

“Or, or our own grand piano!”

“Raven,” Rosalie Allan gasped, hand to bosom in melodramatic fright. “Then dust would accumulate upon the lid—we should have to do things like the dusting. Is that the activity you want to be about when our Lord and Savior returns and the trumps sound? Dusting?”

This seemed reasonable, so we remained as rootless as sunbeams.

And yet, everywhere was Home. My mother could conjure a Delaware country estate bequeathed to the Allans by George Washington Himself out of the draftiest boarding-house closet. I cherish no sentimental memories of her slicing a cured ham at our very own sideboard, or of planting our window boxes after the last winter frost—it was all hotels, and later houses of theatrical patrons, and sometimes it was boiled beef tongue and sometimes it was striped bass with champagne sauce and sometimes it was only oysters in crusted bread.

Everywhere was Home because we were never apart.

But I divert myself from the grimmest portion of my autobiography—and matters were grim enough later. Here I am, murdered, after all.

(Of course, I did deserve to be murdered, but let us not ask horses to push carts.)

As Rosalie Allan’s theatrical fame increased, so too did her amenities. My frankly brilliant mother taught me my letters and my sums herself. There was no sour old governess to train up with frogs in her bedclothes until she learnt to do my bidding, and when I was about seven, the hotel accommodations dwindled in favor of private theatrical patronage. This, to my delight, greatly increased my peripatetic stock of cherished curtains and pianofortes and highly valuable books.

“O!” I exclaimed upon entering one such lavish residence in Philadelphia—this was owned by a jolly St. Nick of a fellow who chuckled at me for the entire month we resided there. “Mum, look how splendid!”

This produced a guffaw and a gentle tousling of my head from our benefactor.

Referring as I was to the lush drawing room—its piano’s lid as big as a tacking ship’s deck, its curtains as sinfully apple-green as Eve herself could wish—my mother laughed right along with him. The householder was a truly affable man, one possessed of an infectious geniality and perhaps thirty years my mother’s senior. His thin legs resembled the piano’s; his pristine white beard brushed his purple velvet waistcoat; beneath the waistcoat bulged a round belly; his skin was burnished to a rich bronze patina. I thought he must have been simply ages and ages working under the sun—but the entire townhouse was his sanctuary, and his chandeliers resembled star systems.

No field hand, this; it was a mystery I devoutly wished solved.

“Raven, don’t make such personal remarks, for Heaven’s sake. The kind gentleman lives here.”

Rosalie Allan introduced us; I was introduced to such an array of proprietors that I promptly forgot his name wholesale.

At the time.

“May we live here too, please?” I inquired.

The avuncular fellow clapped loudly.

“Nothing would make me happier, my child—but your mother sings for her supper, don’t you know, which requires travel! As a passionate patron of the Walnut Street Theatre, however, may I say that your approval gives me the greatest pleasure? Now, off to refresh yourselves, ladies, for supper is impatient to make your acquaintance.”

Supper, considering the lateness of the hour, was princely—at least, I recall gasping at the sight. My mother raised her right hand in a balletic motion, executing a delighted twirl. Cheeses and radishes, woodcock and glazed ham, green grapes and ice creams!

And if you pretended to be the sorceress who had conjured up a fae feast, then who suffered by your whim, after all?

I enjoyed the meal with childish abandon, and my mother and the master of the house partook with equal gusto. For a sliver of a moment, I wondered if this might be what Family was like—how would it feel not to live out of trunks and hatboxes, how would we act if there were such a place as Home?

It need not be exclusively Allans, I thought magnanimously, for I like him and will play him my songs on our piano and harmonize with Mum.

At the head of the table, the older man raised a glass.

“To honored guests! I am overjoyed to entertain such a pair of beautiful wits at my humble abode.”

“Not so humble,” my mother chuckled, arcing a grape into her mouth like a true performer (if not exactly a true Lady). I was old enough to note that her emerald silk gown, with its ballooning sleeves and entire spray of yellow tissue flowers, was not precisely demure.

“Correct—not humble with you here, my dears!” He winked. “You far outshine the place. More ice cream, sweet girl?”

Later, my mother performed a concert while our patron and I danced indecorously—one might say heedlessly—before the front room’s picture window.

This is Home at last, I theorized.

Thus I was greatly saddened to leave Philadelphia when the moon had passed from sickle to orb and back to a deathly scythe again. Its owner saw us out the door of the redbrick townhouse with pomp and circumstance; at the carriage, he elaborately bowed to my mother, kissing her hand, then repeated the procedure upon me.

“Goodbye, sir,” I said sadly.

“O, no no no!” he exclaimed. He was forever either exclaiming or questioning, posture angled forward in deepest interest. “Until we meet again, I hope?”

And so did I, very much indeed.

This scene was repeated in city after city. With fond pairs of artistic spinsters; with cosmopolitan families urging me to play cat’s-cradle with their feral offspring; with weedy, sardonic widowers. In these ephemeral Homes I learned something of my mother’s charm—how to bewitch a person almost unconsciously, through the frankness innate to genuine intellect, inborn curiosity, and amiable intent. My good-natured temperament greatly offset the crushing Melancholy that cohabited with it; more essentially, it prepared me to endure swift, severe changes in Fortune.

We were in Richmond—again, for Rosalie Allan often toured there—when the stuff of nightmares befell us.

Richmond is a city of lush islands speckling the majestic James River, of parasol-shielded American duchesses, of slaves hauling cargo, of immigrants peddling lace and buttons and wax and lead. The Richmond Theatre was thus richly appointed and richly attended to boot. My mother expected a profitable stint performing, possibly for months. Therefore, we Allans (rather than play favorites amongst our friends in the metropolis) decided to rent temporarily before flitting from sanctuary to sanctuary.

Our hotel—really a boardinghouse with an armchair-strewn parlor and hearty communal meals—was not far from St. John’s Episcopal Church. I loved the sugar-candy stained glass, the rose-and-frankincense haze from the censers; my mother would listen in raptures to the choir exclusively, but to me the entire incomprehensible Ceremony felt spellbinding. This innate attraction to mysticism made every difference when it came to the derangement that was Trevanion Legrand, but I digress; at the time, I was obsessed with nesting as my mother had never been. Open-air markets… friendly canines… and now the Church.


I’ll bring it up with Mum tomorrow, I thought daily.

We don’t need a piano!

Only the curtains, and a set of matching chairs.

And each other—always and eternally, each other.
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Because I feel that, in the Heavens above,

The angels, whispering to one another,

Can find, among their burning terms of love,

None so devotional as that of “Mother…”

—Edgar Allan Poe, “To My Mother,” 1849



“Wasn’t that simply divine?” my mother cooed as we left the evening service at St. John’s a month after arriving in Richmond.

We had lit a set of altar candles with our pennies, asking Heavenward for the stew tonight to be curried fowl. She twirled her treble clef charm, replacing it dizzied but safe against her vocal cords.

“Yes, awfully,” I agreed.

“Isn’t this transcendental?” she asked whilst we sipped cocoa on a park bench, watching the traps and the carriages and an alarmingly tall wolfhound.

“Very much so,” I affirmed, giggling as I disguised myself with a chocolate moustache.

“Could you wish for anything more?” she gushed, peacocking backstage in a Tyrian purple Desdemona gown, shortly to be smothered.

“Not really,” I said truthfully.

The next week, Rosalie Allan’s solos developed a rasp.

Her decline into feverish incapacity progressed like a hot knife through butter. My mother no longer smelled of lilac perfume; sour-sweet perspiration, bitter quinine, and mustard poultice permeated our hotel quarters.

One eventful afternoon, Madame K— (a superb specimen of Rosalie Allan’s actress compatriots, with steel-gray hair and a voice like the sweetest, lowest cello note) sat affectionately sponging her brow. The sufferer had been moaning fitfully; but now she was still, looking for all the living world like her own alabaster likeness resting with hands crossed atop her tomb.

“Little Raven,” the contralto husked. “Will you not take some of the ham at the breakfasting table?”

Shaking my head, I stared at my mother.

“Please do try, child—you’ll make yourself ill.”

“I want to be ill,” I shot back. “Then I’ll go where Mum is going.”

Madame K—’s hand flew to her ample chest.

“Raven, your mother would be shocked to hear you say such a thing!”

“She wouldn’t though,” I whispered. “She would understand.”

“Stop this at once,” Madame K— ordered, though not unkindly. “What if Rosie can hear you? Is she not suffering enough without her only daughter breaking her heart?”

This struck my childhood self profoundly.

“I’m… I’m sorry.”

“As well you should be! Now go and eat something that will bring you back to your wits.”

Dutifully, I trudged into the adjoining sitting room; my mother had insisted that we remain in our cheap but clean lodgings, and friend after Richmond friend came to nurse her in shifts. Such was the seriousness of her condition that I was thus, more or less, free to roam as I pleased. On the day I am recounting, this lack of supervision made all the difference; I stared at donated food balefully—for I wished myself no indulgence that she could not share.

If you starve yourself properly, Raven, a purposeful sacrifice, an offering… might that not be a spell of sorts?

My thick-seeming tongue itself loathed the suggested ham, the plums, the cornmeal cakes, all kept ready for myself and the next nursing volunteer, for my mother now took primarily broth. Clean cutlery was laid out for everyone; thus what would become my dark Method appeared to me as if in a vision frescoed before my very eyes.

Earlier that day, I had accidentally hurt myself: in an attempt to chase away the increasingly fetid atmosphere, I had scraped my hand in struggling with the ill-fitted window latch. For an instant—only an instant—I had forgotten everything save for the sudden shock of Pain.

Methods are a heady, almost spiritual experience. My adult self knows that they vary widely from soul to soul; some seek comfort in the dregs of a gin bottle, or in precarious towers of golden coins, or in the dark space between welcoming thighs. I also know, however, that the delirium induced by Methods ad libitum is of diminishing returns. An ecstasy fades to a joy, the joy to a pleasure, the pleasure to a pastime, and the pastime to a sick desire unassuaged by any other sustenance than doing it again.

I was only ten years old when I first raised a knife and drew a gash like the devil’s red tail across my left forearm. Seeing as I was more than likely a witch, however, I felt shockingly scanty guilt over the act.



Knowing I could neither tend the injury nor hide it, I went to Madame K— with a story about a sharp fencepost. She clicked and cooed and provided a fresh bandage and a pat on the head.

“Be more careful, Raven, do.” She pinched the bridge of her nose. “Your mother—”

“It won’t happen again!” I blurted, icy guilt gushing down my spine.

And it did not.

Not until the End, anyhow!—though I did commence wrapping food in napkins and leaving it in doorways and windowsills so that my abnegation could continue unremarked, as my mother and I were never neglected. When she suffered torments, sweating as if we were in midsummer Charleston and shaking as if she were playing wintertide Buffalo, my impotent rage was divided between a God with whom I was only peripherally acquainted and the professional associates shattering our privacy.

“Raven, I made this almond flour soup with plenty of egg yolks.” This was the backstage props manager. “So sweet and creamy!”

“No thank you.” I covered it. “But Mum took some?”

“She did! She—”

“Then thank you again,” I offered.

“Ah, splendid, you’re here!” This was a Company benefactress of long standing. “My cook outdid herself with this beef broth—”

“Did Mum like it?” I whispered.

“Several spoonfuls, it comes with her highest—”

“I’m grateful,” I managed before fleeing into the hallway.

Two Benefits were staged for the Allans once our money dried up to a stony riverbed, TO THE HUMAN HEART printed on advertisements and playbills for each. The proceeds kept our hotel squared away and paid for Guaranteed Cures: gum camphor tied in a bag and suspended over her belly, cream of tartar mixed into lemonade, quinine stirred with alcohol and a few drops of sulfuric acid. Sometimes, in this dreaming half-terlife, I cannot help but compare the techniques of my late mother’s caretakers to those of Trevanion Legrand.

Such resolute confidence, such saturated determination!

The key lies in this leech—a salve is hidden in this lead—only with bloodletting can a solution be found.

Of course, Trevanion meant bloodletting in another sense entirely.



“Raven,” my mother called me, her voice a wisp of breeze.

“I’m still here, Mum.”

I sat at her bedside, her limply cold hand in both of mine; by contrast, volcanic patches stood out on her marble face. No, not marble, not at all—it twitched and tensed and leapt and crouched and flinched in her final minutes, Rosalie Allan’s body protesting against its own betrayal. There is a toll one must pay for Life other than suffering whilst alive, and that toll is Death, in sæcula sæculorum amen.

That is why true spells—the ones that work—always require an Altar and a Sacrifice.

“Raven.” My mother’s head thrashed on the salt-soaked pillow.

“Here.”

“I love you so.”

“I love you too, Mum.”

On the table reposed a bunch of scarlet wildflowers in a white vase. I believe now that they must have been cardinal flowers—it was Trevanion who taught me botany, and that largely poisons. The flora was noteworthy for being the exact color of the thick bloodstream I had drawn across my calf that morning, a final spasm against the Inevitable.

“Please promise to be strong for me,” she gasped.

Hatefully, I could not, or not aloud anyhow—the living vines of Love twining me to my mother had entirely filled my throat. They were inside me, stifling me; were I to open my mouth, I knew I would spill scarlet petals all over her sickbed, as I doubtless would soon toss such upon her grave.

If she was even afforded one.

“You must find him, Raven.”

“Find him?” I repeated, lost.

Over my shoulder, three pairs of eyes met mine with deepest pity: the silver-maned contralto, the costume dresser, the flute player. All wept, all sent cold faraway starbeams of sorrow towards the deathbed, and Madame K— edged closer, placing weightless fingers on my nape.

“Find who, Rosie?” she husked.

My mother coughed redly.

Again.

My eyes nigh drowned in the color.

Now there were the cardinal flowers on the table—her wetly stained lips—the bitter petals seemingly in my mouth—the pain of my leg—the phantasm of doing it again.

“David.” Rosalie Allan’s body convulsed gently in her soaked shift. “Find David. David will always help you, my precious Raven, do you hear?”

“But I don’t know a David!” I cried, utterly adrift. “David… David Allan? Is he my—”

“Shhhh, hush, love.” As Mum struggled, the contralto tried to wipe her lips—I snatched the damp cloth, coveting the task. “Not… not your father. But you know him well.”

“How could that be?”

“You want his curtains.”

My mother’s smile flickered—but then all was illuminated: Mr. Faucette.

True!—know him—not intimately, but very, very affectionately I did and do. The tulip-patterned windowpanes with their rousing ceruleans and oranges and greens, the post-performance candlelit feasts, the marmalade cat who so adored soft cheese. We had stayed with Mr. David Faucette whensoever in Philadelphia, and I relished reunions with his exclamations and questions and prosperous midriff and sage beard.

“Is Mr. Faucette a relation?” Falling to my knees, I begged to know. “My great uncle or my grandfather?”

Rosalie Allan’s cracked lips parted in a rueful smile.

“No, no, my dearest little bird, he is much younger than he appears. But he is a friend of the family. Find David and he will never allow you to suffer.”

“But you, you never allow me to suffer, you—”

My own helpless sob interrupted me, flinching shut my eyes, and there; it had happened, the flowers tearing free from my lungs. If I looked, I would see my anguish scattered across the bedclothes, a gruesome fall of red spring blossoms.

Mum drew my hand to the treble clef charm she was bequeathing me, and my heart broke.

“Every day I have loved you so,” she said.

I shook my head madly—for now she would cease loving me.

“Hush, Raven,” she said as her grip began to slacken.

“Mum, please—”

“Hush, now. Hush. All the lights are out.”



Rosalie Allan was buried on the steep, steep incline of the Episcopalian graveyard.

Its lawn was rife with creeping blue wildflowers, the tiny blooms carpeting her resting place as if she herself, when still breathing, had been faerie-touched. Given the sheer number of condolers, I could well imagine this the case—nearly the entire theatrical community of Richmond attended. As I passed numbly from exiting mourner to mourner, I reflected on what my mother had left to her only child after paying the minister: her treble clef necklace, which I now wore; her correspondence, completely void of David Faucette’s address; alone.

She had left me Alone.

Seven months passed.

Rosalie Allan’s troupe considered me an unofficial Company member whilst we searched high and low for Mr. David Faucette. I recall only flashes in this emptiness. A blanket of slate sky above a townhouse, one of autumnal violet above a tavern; the foods shifting origins from land to sea depending upon geography, fried eel to lamb hash as we rattled hardily along. Thankfully I instituted one blessed ritual during this period that did far less harm than my Method. Daily, I collected a small tribute to my mother as one would gift their shrine: a shiny pebble placed on a windowsill, a golden leaf left on my carriage seat, a scrap of fabric deposited on the props table.

It was a comfort I retained for the rest of my abbreviated Life.

I continued the educational curriculum established by Mum—which was, in fine, “read everything”—and polished props and mended costumes as Madame K— et al wrote letter after letter hunting down my kinfolk. The members of my late mother’s troupe Cared for me; but they could hardly care for me.

“We’ll find you a permanent home soon, Raven dear,” Madame K— said, untangling my onyx hair with a pewter-backed brush one night in Charlotte, North Carolina. “We’ve no proper life for you, tossed from city to city on the tides of artistic success.”

“But I’ve never known any other.”

“But you will!”

“I suppose I must.”

My reply was listless.

And yet within me, an old spark—never wholly abandoned—guttered in its dying wick, flaring to life again.

I do want my own curtains.

Greedy per usual: I wanted my own china, ever-constant cabbage roses or forget-me-nots; I wanted my own closet, not a brass-fitted trunk; I wanted my own private cubby, where I could scrape my own brutal objects across my own soft flesh. So far, I had been lucky—terribly lucky and clever, too!—for my dark Method never to have fallen under suspicion. But privacy is lacking as regards touring musical revues. My heart, above which now resided a row of little whitening X’s carved with an apple peeler, went pitter-patter like that of a cornered mouse whenever I indulged myself.

It was only a matter of Time.

“There,” Madame K— said, finishing my braid with a coral ribbon. The trundle bed was already pulled out, the coverlet folded back. “We’ll sort it out soon, Raven, just you wait and trust and pray.”

If I possessed any enemies—for all that I was murdered, I own no true Foes—I would wish upon them the torment of Waiting, Trusting, and Praying. Uncertainty is a spider’s web: half the arachnid, endlessly building, and half the fly, hopelessly trapped.

Finally, letters from Allans began to reach the Company in return.

I hated this development demonstratively.

“But Raven, I tell you this cannot continue!” Madame K— protested one frigid afternoon.

In answer, I flung the nearest aloof missive from my kinfolk at—but not precisely in—the fireplace in Chicago, Illinois, the furthest we sojourned from the Eastern Seaboard. This was a donated apartment with iron balconies and tallow light; I quite liked it.

It won’t last the month.

“Mum told me to seek out David Faucette and so I must!”

“You know perfectly well we already have done,” Madame K— reasoned.

We had indeed; upon extensive investigation, we learned from his lawyer that David Faucette had shuttered his house in Philadelphia. Mr. Faucette would oversee his foreign Estate indefinitely, and our correspondence would be forwarded.

“So this is what it is to lose everything,” I whispered as Madame K— enfolded me in velvet sleeves and the chalky aroma of powder.

“No, no, dear little bird. You have you still. You are Raven Allan, daughter of the universally acclaimed virtuoso Rosalie Allan, and Rosie would tell you the same.”

Something caught my protector’s attention.

Pausing, she lifted my hand to her gold-rimmed pince-nez and peered at the back of it.

Helpless to stop myself, I began to cry.

Deep scratches stood out, my flexing tendons marring the perfect squares I had made. At first, I had intended to blame the Company cat, who—like me—meandered from companion to companion, except that I performed odd jobs, and Clawdius worked full time keeping mice out of the foodstuffs. But I had recklessly stolen a draught of brandy, so now a pristine blank board for a game of naughts and crosses was carved into my hand.

Far from shoving me aside in disgust, Madame K— only pulled me closer.

“Hush now, Raven,” she soothed. “Hush.”

All the lights are out, my mind filled in.

Though they loved me, no legality on Earth would allow them to keep me.

And thus, it came to pass that I was passed, as it were, among a series of relations who treated me with—though never cruelty—the most studied dispassion imaginable.

The opposite of Love is not Hate; it is Indifference.



One month later, I was deposited upon the first scrubbed stone doorstep, clutching my carpetbag, greeted by the first hawk-eyed butler; the following four years passed in a parade blur of cities as my kin tossed me about like a fresh-roasted potato.

Boston, Newport, Annapolis, Hartford, Jamestown, Jersey City.

Hades, Gehenna, Tartarus, Tophet, Pandemonium, Sheol.

My extended family may as well have been wearing pillowcases over their heads for all the detail I recall. Callow ghouls and disinterested phantoms: these are the memories I can yet conjure of them save for their words, which I recollect with pure clarity.

The poor little theatre brat… Rosalie would have done well to drown her like a kitten.

’Twas then I learned many colorful synonyms for the profession Actress when my mother was discussed and I was near a doorway.

“Trollop!”

“That wanton.”

“Parading herself everywhere, the filth!”

I did not lodge with my mother’s side of the family—the Hopkins clan. They were impoverished; that was that. It was Allan after Allan, forever and ever ad nauseum. One might conjecture that my younger self leapt up snarling whenever my mother’s name was maligned, but some thread in my Spirit snapped during those years; without the charity of blood, no matter how that blood coagulated in my proximity, what would I eat, where lay my head?

Meanwhile, had Mum been as passionate as some of her fellow artistes? I did not believe so for an instant. The assertions did naturally beg the question, however—was Raven Helen Allan an Allan at all?

Was I in fact the illicit daughter of Henry Kennon, apparently an ancient and preposterously wealthy textile merchant? Or perhaps Charles Gilmer, a stage manager of tremendous libido and popular renown? I could ignore even these tawdry claims because another matter of Naming already seared my soul like a branding iron.

No one would call me Raven.

They used the name printed upon my birth record. So you see, I—Raven—was scarce even present. It was simpler to vanish, on occasion marking my identity on my skin with an R. I learnt from my cousins’ admittedly excellent tutors; I wore castoff frocks and spoke when addressed; I employed my Method where no one would find the marks (thighs, underarms, under-breasts once I acquired them).

My life would change again four years later.

For it was then, in the year 1838, glory of glories, I came to live with my Aunt Berenice Valdemar, née Hopkins: my beloved late mother’s elder sister and the fulcrum upon which my adult life would turn.



When I staggered down from the hissing, undulating viper—from the monster called a train—shadows smeared like rancid soot across the platform. The Baltimore and Ohio line had not long stopped in Maryland, but the hysterically eager seaport was well awash in humanity; doubtless my fellow travelers did not mean to jostle or glare, but O, how awkward all fourteen-year-old girls feel already! The terminus itself proved an angular rotunda like a gemstone or a honeycomb, with a grand domed skylight and a prettily tiled floor.

When they’ve misplaced you, they’ll be glad… you will rot with the rest of the flotsam… When they bury you, you will wear the wrong name.

My lip throbbed from gnawing at it.

The too-familiar litany chugged like the horrid steam locomotive. It was not enough that I be cast off ad infinitum—I had to forsake stage travel now, hoofbeats familiar as my heart’s metronome, and be shipped in a machine at a breakneck speed (Eighteen miles per hour, can you imagine! I’d heard a Southern woman whisper), its hellish anatomy rife with shrieking valves and thrusting pistons.

My stomach roiled as I exited Mount Clare Station. Morose April skies overarched the street, a rusty manure hue painting the cobblestones. I had been in Baltimore often; it was unseasonably cold, no swampland vapors yet sludging over my skin. The air sang with the cries of filth-caked stevedores, the clacking of worn hackney wheels, the chatter of businessmen wearing what I as a theatre brat knew to be black silk Florentine trousers—white Marseilles waistcoats—towering beaver hats.

You can do this, and alone.

Again.

But for luck (for aching solitude—for compulsion) I pressed hard against the sinful gash on my left elbow. Standing beneath a goosenecked gaslight with my carpetbag, I tried not to recollect my Jersey City relations after they had tucked a ticket in my glove and handed me a veal sandwich in wax paper; they had sent me off to the B&O station in a hired hack, shutting the front door even before the driver pulled away.

“I was really there,” I whispered as Maryland frothed around me, erasing New Jersey like soap suds, “as I am really here.”

Squaring my shoulders, I added stridently to the skies, “I have only to prove it!”

Perhaps my defiance was another example of my burgeoning spellcasting; perhaps it was merest coincidence; or perhaps in some confluence of the two it was blind optimism begetting a tangible event.

In any case, the man assigned by Fate to ferry me to my destiny happened to be only about ten paces away.
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A sufficient analysis will show that pleasure, in all cases, is but the contrast of pain. Positive pleasure is a mere idea. To be happy at any one point we must have suffered at the same. Never to suffer would have been never to have been blessed.

—Edgar Allan Poe, “Mesmeric Revelation,” 1849



A wizened black man wearing livery, holding a sign reading RAVEN ALLAN, approached me. I nearly collapsed with relief; merely seeing the letters of my own name writ on something other than my thigh rendered me faint.

Suddenly the queasiness increased with a gush of saliva.

My emissary seemed peaceable, but his face—I quail to recall my first sight of it!—was horribly marred. A diagonal gash tore from his brow to his ear on the left-hand side; where his second eye belonged was a lightless cistern. I wondered, if I reached my fingers into the open socket, whether the hole would slam shut to test for truth. Lowering the sign, he glanced down at the kerchief in which he rubbed something. A gleaming shape appeared, smooth as a violin but spiky at its cap.

The fellow popped the polished acorn into his face, a conjuring trick I thought worthy of some forest-dwelling Puck.

“I’m s’posing you’re Raven Allan.” His mismatched eyes crinkled at their edges in a smile that did not reach his mouth. “Welcome to Baltimore.”

My small hand jutted outwards. His status eluded me; Aunt Berenice was much richer than any previous kin, and therefore this might have been her slave—unless the woodsmoke-colored man in spotless work linens was a free black servant, which was highly common in Maryland, if I recollected aright.

Or he had simply been hired to fetch me, summoned by enchanted flute!

He shook my hand with all the gravity a fourteen-year-old girl merits. Desperate for any potential ally, I blurted, “Are you meant to deliver me, or are you one of my aunt’s… one of my aunt’s?”

Expressionless, he helped me into a neat two-wheeler, setting my trunk before my green leather boots. The castoffs pinched dreadfully; I’d have to ask Aunt Berenice Valdemar for new ones soon lest I trade shoes for stilts and join a variety troupe.

“Yes’m, I work for your auntie with the horses.” Swinging a long leg, he climbed up. “My missus does the cooking, my eldest daughter the laundry and dusting, my middle daughter the sweeping and scrubbing, my youngest daughter the serving and maid work, and my son the butlering. He looks a sight better in livery than I do—plus, white folk think it awful funny when the butler’s just a sprout.”

Smiling, I allowed my shoulders to touch the seat back.

“I didn’t know she had… but are you…”

Alas!—years of existence on a social plane with carpet lint had quite stymied my knack for making friends, even with a possible redcap.

“Her property? That I am.” He flicked at the horse’s chestnut flank and we were off. “Yer aunt does add wages to the equation.”

“I meant no offense, Mr.—?”

“Best just to call me Auggie, but it’s Augustus Penn. Married to the prettiest woman you ever did see, Hestia Penn. Proud papa o’ my girls Galatea Penn, Athena Penn, Pygmalion Penn, and my son, Heracles Penn.”

“Why so much… Greek?” I wondered dazedly. “Are you very fond of the tales?”

“Yes, I am, and yes, I can read. Hardly named the Penn brood myself though, did I now,” he returned dryly.

“But why—O!” I was—having traveled with a Northern Company— ludicrously ignorant. “You were sold to my aunt, of course. I’m sorry.”

A polite scoff escaped him that I would come to know well.

“Well, I sure ain’t. Sold as one lot, all six souls, Northward to Baltimore and away from the fields? And I s’pect you’ll make a nest here too, lickety-cut.”

His acorn eye was next to me; its effect was both grotesque and, dare I say, arabesque.

“Then your former master must have been studied in the classics,” I mused.

Again, the abbreviated huff like the soft snort of a horse.

“Master Penn? He’d sooner find the bottom of a corn liquor bottle than the last page of a book. Nah, his pappy Old Master Penn was a right queer feller, just liked to lord it over the other townsfolk, muckin’ about with educating his slaves like we was dogs what could dance a jig. Whole passel o’ Penns has our letters. ’Course, the genteel landed folk thought it nigh as fashionable to give us book learnin’ as sleeping with yer muddy hunting dogs, but I thank the Lord above he didn’t give a pencil shaving.”

“The work was light enough, then?”

“Now, that I did not say.” Auggie spat over the side of the two-wheeler. “But Hestia and me, we increased his holdings in triplicate just by associatin’.”

Aghast, I took his mathematical meaning; two times three is six, meaning six Penns. I was already horrified by my own nosiness—but one question lingered.

“You listed three daughters and a son. But… isn’t Pygmalion a boy’s name?”

“I’d reckon Old Master Penn was havin’ a bit o’ sport that day,” Auggie drawled, “but likelier he didn’t give a rat’s whisker.”

He passed me a cloth parcel in which I found an apple, thick slices of bread, and a hunk of fragrant cheese.

I did not waste further space in my mouth for conversation; my one thought other than food at last was that Aunt Berenice was childless. And so I wondered—cannily, it turned out—whether living with a family of blacks, some of them my own age, was going to significantly alter my experience of society at large.



My next recollection is of standing in a jade green morning room meeting my latest—and most Significant—benefactor.

“At last! Here’s the young Raven! I’ve been simply desperate to see you again, dear girl. Here, sit down, sit—Auggie will see that your things are deposited in your room. Thank you, Auggie!”

Auggie Penn nodded, passing all my earthly goods to a shadow in the hallway; a thrill like an amiable insect scuttering down my neck struck as the door closed.

“Come, let me see you. Mercy, but don’t you resemble our dear little Rosie at that!”

My jaw slackened, as dear little Rosie was decidedly not the usual fare. The summons emerged from the depths of a blush velvet fainting couch. As for Aunt Berenice Valdemar née Hopkins herself, once I had penetrated the shadows?

Her visage proved the embodiment of her voice: in color and texture akin to a potato sack. She was also nearly as simple as one, I would later learn, compliments of Dr. Swayne’s Compound of Wild Cherry. Her mouth was froglike, but cheerful; her muddy eyes were small, but eager; her chin was weak, but confident.

I liked Aunt Berenice thoroughly and at once.

“Precious creature!” She clasped my hand in her flabby one, bejeweled with a formidable encrustation of semiprecious stones. “You’ve just Rosie’s lovely beak of a nose, though your coloring mainly comes from the Allan side—small wonder Rosie always called you Raven. Pale as snowfall, that’s a Hopkins trait, but with such exquisite obsidian eyes and hair. You don’t recall your dear Aunt Berenice well, do you, pretty bird?”

In fact I knew nothing about her save that she had a broad face, dull brown hair, the voice of a lightly scraping grindstone, and the fashion sensibilities of a scullery maid who has been handed fifty dollars and sent to Paris upon her own recognizance. The puffs of her tight-banded yellow sleeves were so enormous that if a properly commodious basket had been in my possession, I could have lit a fire under her and gone ballooning.

Then Aunt Berenice grinned at me.

Or I assume she did, for I was momentarily distracted; her mouth was awash in scarlet, and what I had imagined lip rogue proved to be slowly thickening blood.



Aunt Berenice was a vital balm to the soul of the nomad apart from the minor matter of stabbing her gums with honed wood whilst in altitudes on bottled opiates.

This preoccupation with dentistry bemused me. However, I understood urges as well as I knew the darling Little Knife I had stolen from a male cousin in Newport. The evening of my arrival, we took a light repast in the library; Auggie brought us a covered tray, lit several tapers, and vanished as I scrutinized my new surroundings.

Canaries, I registered, glancing down.

There are wonderful, idiotic yellow canaries twittering about the rim of your aunt’s china pattern; her curtains, by some glorious madness, are the same color.

My eyes gorged greedily upon the room. Book after book marched in rainbow formation across the shelves (I would learn Aunt Berenice’s decorator had indeed chosen them for color, else he would probably not have included occult encyclopedias); the few spaces of open wall were painted lapis blue, and the paper bordering the ceiling featured yellow cabbage roses on a cobalt background. We sat at a lace-draped tea table, supping upon creamy rabbit stew and gooseberry pudding.

Smiling, I raised my spoon to my kin across the table. Grinning madly—nay, graphically—she returned the gesture. Aunt Berenice’s silver quickly rendered her pale soup pink via repeated dippings from mouth to bowl, but blood-tinged supper was not nearly so distressing to me as it should have been.

“Now, sweet little Raven!” My aunt sipped her sherry; frowning, she reached into a pocket in her capacious dress, pouring a few drops from a dark glass bottle into the crystal. “You must feel entirely at home here—Rosie and I were always devoted, even after marriages separated us. Hers was the earlier by far, and I was in positive paradise over it. ’Twas only logical that she should have been wed first, as she was always so very much prettier.”

She announced this without the thinnest filament of envy, only the batting of eyelashes so encrusted with petroleum jelly and coal dust that my aunt might have been a professional coloratura.

It warmed me right down to my ill-fitting boot soles.

“I was driven to distraction when I heard news of my little sister’s death, Raven; you have my deepest apologies.”

“You… did not know of her illness, then?”

I ripped a piece of bread and buttered it.

It’s safe to assume you did not, since we lived off of charitable benefit concerts.

“O my dear, I knew nothing, but then Rosie wouldn’t have appealed to me—I was eking out a wretched pittance recording shipping manifests, mending clothes to afford beef twice a week. That is how I came to meet my poor Richard Valdemar!”

My thankfully silent anger was quelled. “Uncle Richard was a wealthy man, then?”

Chuckling sadly, she streaked her napkin cherry red.

“The very idea! He was only a junior clerk; we made quite the set of church mice in our dockside hovel. Then the lovely fellow went and threw our meagre lot in with the rope manufactory. With so little capital, he waited for the perfect opportunity and then…” Aunt Berenice snapped her fingers in triumph. “That’s Richard’s portrait, just there—every morn, I wake up thinking my noble prince is still on this Earth, for all it’s been a year now.”

She led my attention to a painting of a man resembling an opossum, if opossums had more pronounced overbites. I thought that Aunt Berenice and late Uncle Richard had been very well matched in looks.

Aunt Berenice is barely out of Mourning herself; small wonder that you’ve only just discovered her.

“Would it trouble you to tell me how he died?”

“He drowned, dear.”

My eyes must have positively annexed my features.

“Poor Richard.” Her blood-rouged lips trembled. “I used to call him that, you know, as a pet name, because of dear old Mr. Franklin?”

Nodding, I made whorls in my soup.

“Well, a very late ship had come in full of hemp and manila for the ropemaking, on a horrid fog-shrouded night in February. In brief, poor Richard was in the worst of the gloom counting inventory when he fell straight into the Baltimore River.”

“No!” I exclaimed.

“O, yes! They tried to fish him out by sound—but he swiftly sank under the waves.”

Aunt Berenice sniffled outright. Worse, she did her level best to hide it, not display it like some trophy of martyrdom.

My young heart ached for her.

“Rope, dear. Our blessing—and our curse!” she mourned.

Formulating a properly sober reply to this proved difficult, however.

“O Raven!—between my sister and my husband, I admittedly avoid mentioning the Valley of the Shadow of Death lest it plunge me straight into tears. But I have your dear little blackbird self again now, don’t I, Raven? There! And it’s a lucky thing that my physician prescribed Dr. Swayne’s Compound, or I think I would have crumbled to pieces altogether.”

As she poured another few drops of liquid opium, and I gazed upon the now half-empty bottle in dawning horror, I understood that Aunt Berenice had once been a lively—if tasteless—woman of humor and tenacity, without eyes glittering like paste diamonds; I had once been a child of wit and warmth, without scars decorating my body like Christmas tinsel.

“I loved poor Richard so, Raven,” Aunt Berenice concluded. “He was the very apex of my felicity.”

Her vocabulary fascinated me, and of a sudden I was desperately curious.

“Aunt Berenice—”

“O you must simply call me Auntie, you really must, do,” she simpered.

For what felt aeons, my heart had been waxen as a candle sans wick—inert and useless—it melted subtly, a pleasant ivory drip scalding my breast.

“Auntie,” I experimented, alive with Hope.

“Well done, precious little bird!”

“Auntie,” I repeated, aglow, “you and my mother… that is to say, my grandparents…”

“What about them, dear?”

“You were both impoverished, I know that, but—your wording, your accent—you both speak like rich people! Spoke, that is, in Mum’s case.” I stammered.

Sighing, Aunt Berenice folded her gore-smeared napkin.

“Dearest Rosie didn’t tell you about me, so I take it she never told you about our parents either. Did she?”

Unexpectedly, my eyes brimmed.

The dam had been in place for so long—so very long!—that I had never noticed the cracks, the way the relentlessly cruel water had sloughed off layers of stone like peeling back human skin. My deceased mother’s masklike face floated before my mind’s eye: she had resembled a stone ode to a goddess at her interment, draped in funereal purple donated by the Company’s devoted costumer.

She is faraway in a Richmond graveyard, and all you have left are this necklace and this Coat of Many Scars.

Exclaiming, Aunt Berenice dashed gracelessly round the table.

“She never told me anything really,” I gasped. “Nothing! Not about you, nor my father, nor Mr. Faucette—”

“O you poor, poor creature, I simply cannot imagine! A moment, Raven… who is Mr. Faucette?”

I told her; she smiled wryly.

“Rosie was always deft at making friends, wasn’t she, my pretty bird?”

Quaking, I nodded.

“Go on, dear—I interrupted you. You were saying that Rosie wasn’t very, ah, forthcoming.”

“Not about family! Nor your situations before you lost your fortune!” I cried. “You—you were both educated, and then you lost everything.”

“Raven, dearest—”

“Her voice was trained, that’s expensive, there’s so much I don’t know, I miss her so desperately, I even asked the Allans when they were civil ones but they didn’t care, and all I want is to underst—”

I would have continued this admittedly overdue hysteria for some few weeks were I not just then crushed against Aunt Berenice’s none too stingy bosom. Bizarrely, it already felt quite natural; she smelled of vanilla, and of bitter herbs, and if I eliminated the tarry aroma from the equation, perhaps I did remember her. Perhaps, in my infancy, I had loved her.

I could not say.

“Hush now, Raven.” She stroked my hair once, twice. “Hush.”

My lungs ceased to function.

“All the lights are out,” she whispered, finishing the incantation.

So it did come from your grandparents, after all.

“I wish I had found you earlier,” I murmured.

“As do I, my dear!” Aunt Berenice cooed. “I’ve certainly the means for it now, after all. Simply gobs of money!—we shall never want for a thing.”

This proved untrue.

“Baltimore’s all the rage for rope, my precious niece—O and sails, naturally, and timber I suppose, maybe biscuits?—is it called hardtack?—but anyway I’d not the slightest notion you were with the Allans of all the nasty people, not until those last scoundrels sniffed me out and asked me for funds, the very idea. Instead, I demanded my niece’s delivery and here you are!”

She pulled away gently to squint at me; I squinted back, amazed.

“As for your darling mother,” Aunt Berenice continued, “she considered the past merest mulch! Rosie dedicated all her vast energies to tending the flowering dogwood of the present, like you, and see the beautiful results?”

Patting my head, Aunt Berenice resumed her seat.

“Your grandparents, then! We are merchant class, you see, my blackbird.” She tapped a knife playfully against her plate. “No palaces, no inheritances—only hard work and good luck. Your grandfather was a British soldier who found middling success in the East India Company; he fell in love with an American debutante during her year abroad, and Edgar and Annie Hopkins elected to live with her parents in New York.”

Edgar and Annie, my greedy brain shrieked.

“We were well off as children—very much so, you brilliant creature—but the textile industry changed dramatically. By the time your grandparents both contracted catarrh and sent us away for safety’s sake, we were paupers!” Aunt Berenice took a sip of Dr. Swayne’s direct from the bottle. “I was very fortunate in marriage where Love was concerned, and I’d prefer to have Richard back than riches. If only your mother’s match had been so lucky.”

My ears buzzed like a hornets’ nest.

“Was hers unfortunate—other than the obvious?”

Aunt Berenice set her grisly spoon aside with a theatrical sigh, which apparently ran in the family line.

“Your father, dear, was a wildly charming, black-haired and black-eyed rake, I am deeply sorry to report. John Allan had a yen for spirited divas like my sister, and I mean that in the general sense. Not the particular.”

My heart stuttered.

You suspected as much.

“He plied her with very real hothouse flowers, you see, and very well-made false jewels, and practically no sooner than they had eloped, John had vanished. O don’t look so downcast, Raven, please, it was all so very long ago.”

“Not to me!” I screamed.

Silence followed, graphic as an amputation.

You idiot child.

Dropping my spoon with a frightful clatter, I seemed to hover outside of myself—as if watching a play in which I starred and my Aunt Berenice performed a supporting role, staring at me in hurt stupefaction. As I watched my newest life unravel, I recalled all the ways I ought to have known better and all the countless accumulated times various Allans had quite literally suggested drowning me like a sack of still-blind kittens.

She’ll send you away, you pathetic unwanted changeling, and then where will you be—other than sharing space at the bottom of the Baltimore River?
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Keeping these impressions in view, I was cautious in what I said before the young lady; for I could not be sure that she was sane; and, in fact, there was a certain restless brilliancy about her eyes which half led me to believe she was not.

—Edgar Allan Poe, “The System of Dr. Tarr and Prof. Fether,” 1856



Aunt Berenice chose a gentle frown as punishment; I would have been less surprised had she strode calmly up and slapped me in the face.

“Of course it’s perfectly raw to you still! And if I recall aright, your father did give Rosie one beautifully genuine gift other than your precious self.”

“What?” I asked, limp with relief, supposing the letter or the pressed flower bud long lost.

Her eyes flitted to my neck. “Are you wearing a golden treble clef charm, little bird?”

My hand flew to it; the appendage often possessed its own cognizance when it came to that charm.

Your mother’s fingers acted just the same.

So your father’s love was a lodestone, then—both heavy and magnetic, I thought.

But the new tears in my eyes when I glanced at my aunt in affirmation mingled sweet with the bitter.

“Mum… Mum never even said how she met my father?”

Aunt Berenice flourished her spoon like the leader of a celebrated marching band. “John Allan met Rosalie Hopkins at a matinee performance of Gluck’s Orpheo et Euridice and was quite, ah, overcome. They eloped to… goodness, Newburyport, Massachusetts, I think. Your mother wrote to me when he vanished. You were mere months old, dearest.”

It hurt to move my lips; but Pain was my Familiar, after all.

“How did she take it?”

“O, Rosie was heartbroken—you stayed with me for over a twelvemonth in my single moldering room! But your mum knew I couldn’t keep the entire household in oat cakes and goat’s milk, not even with her sewing piecework alongside me as she nursed you. So she struck out on her own—well, in your company, dear, obviously, but you didn’t speak English yet.”

“They lied.”

“What was that, Raven?”

“The Allans,” a viper hissed through my teeth. “They all blamed her ways for my father’s disappearing—they lied.”

My aunt flashed a mordant smile. “They implied she was something of a free spirit, I suppose?”

“It wasn’t implied—it was obscene.”

“Those anemic reprobates,” she sniffed. “The Allans haven’t a drop of artistic blood in the entire family line. Old money and all that genteel breeding nonsense, while we are traveling actresses who elope, and spinsterly drudges who marry shipping clerks, and bright young jackdaws with adventurous upbringings. My own grandfather was a tenant pig farmer. It’s disgraceful. I delight in it so!”

An ivy-vined bas-relief door panel slid open.

“Ah, Pym.” My aunt yawned extravagantly. “Raven, this is Pygmalion Penn—Auggie’s second to youngest. Why, you’re rather of an age! Pym, may I present my niece Raven Allan, returned at last to the fold—my cup runneth over, it spilleth simply everywhere!”

Pym being my contemporary ought to have been more interesting than the fact she was flagrantly beautiful.

It was not.

“I’ll get a rag, then,” Pym proposed before winking at me.

She had a gingersnap complexion mottled with tiny speckles, and irises the warm amber of tiger’s eye stones. Pygmalion was emphatically pear-shaped, wearing navy calico with a servants’ white collar and cuffs: her wide hips plunged into a wasp waist where her apron tied, torso flaring to a small bosom and roped arms; I sensed she was the shadow who had soundlessly carried my trunk upstairs.

“My dear, I’m too happy over my niece for teasing to affect me!”

“Gods have mercy.” Her lips thrust forward, which I soon learned meant curiosity. “How do you find our home, Miss, as returning to folds goes?”

“This fold is a lovely yet unfamiliar one,” I replied shyly, “so you’ll have to take charge in showing me the way of things.”

A peal—no, no!—a squeak of laughter burst forth.

She snatched up my hand, pressing her lips to the thin skin separating her from my metacarpal bones.

What the devil?

I sank against the upholstery as she strode round the table, planting another kiss on my aunt’s damp brow.

Aunt Berenice folded her napkin. “We’ll take our coffee in the music room, please.”

“But then I’d have to air out the music room.” Pym tossed intricately braided hair that had been half-piled into haystack heap.

“O! Yes, Pym, you’re quite right—just bring it in here!”

Pym saluted Aunt Berenice military-style, kissed her again—on the cheek, this time—kissed me plumb between my eyes, and exited.

“You see?” my aunt chuckled, a dribble of blood eking out the side of her mouth. “Just like family.”



At length, Aunt Berenice’s head began drooping into her laced coffee and an older colored woman appeared, introducing herself as Hestia Penn. She proved as comely as Auggie found her through Love’s eyes—as dark-complexioned as he, dressed in dot-patterned brown cotton, and with her hair twisted into neat, fluffy balls.

“Welcome home, Miss Raven!” she greeted me. “Has your aunt done gone and tired herself?”

Standing, I offered her my hand; she grasped it once, warmly.

“Thank you, yes, I—I didn’t know quite…”

“She overexcites, then forgets how much she already had.” Hestia Penn shrugged. “Mrs. Valdemar?”

Aunt Berenice mumbled; Pym entered with a silver platter for the coffee service, puffing a half-sigh that greatly resembled Auggie’s at the sight of her mistress.

“I’ll tend to all this,” Hestia suggested. “You just git Miss Raven settled.”

“Splendid!”

Pym bussed her mother on the nose.

I was struck with violently irrational jealousy that she could do so; unaware, she tucked my hand into the crook of her elbow.

“Tally-ho, Miss
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