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The sky was marmalade, and the many eyes of Ropner Hall splintered and reflected it back on itself in all its blazing glory. Ropner’s grounds yawned and the river stretched around them like a noose. It was a squat beast. Stony and stern, immobile but immortal, important because it is the only constant. And the story begins here, with the sugared sky, in the depths of Ropner where Petra decided to let herself be fucked by the footman.

 

Ann always felt, always knew, that fucking was for pigs. It was dirty and involved too much skin and was coloured a screaming pink or an evil dripping brown. ‘It feels good and it dun’t hurt anyone,’ Petra had said. ‘Except for if he tried to ram it up where he shouldn’t. But if you tell her, I’ll come for you in the night. I’ll cover your head with your blanket and stick pins where I know your eyes are and curse you to be a mute like Rachel.’

Petra was going to burn in hell.

That stupid bitch’s skin would fissure into leather slices of pork crackling and even the tiny hairs on her arms would twist into burning orange worms. Petra would roast until there was nothing left but chalky ash that would draw itself back into her shape and burn all over again for all eternity. (God willing.)

Ann and Petra shared a room. It was cramped even by the standards of the servants, their thin beds abreast and almost touching. The peeling ceiling sloped sharply to kiss the headboards, and at night when the stub of their candle was snuffed and Mrs Hardy, the housekeeper, had locked them in, the room was pitch black.

Ann didn’t know where Petra got it, or even when; none of the servants ever left the grounds. Still, she knew Petra had a second key made or stolen because that was how the footman got in.

The footman was Scarecrowfootman; tall and thin with yellow hair thatched over his head like straw. He had a crooked look, with gaps in his teeth that he whistled at the women through, and a slouch about him as well, as if he had been pecked in the field for too long and the frost had got to him and all his straw was spilling out. He was odious and lecherous and foul. All his badness had taken to his skin like a hatchet and disfigured his face with pockmarks. Ann hoped, very sourly, that it hurt him. That his skin itched so furiously that he would one day be overcome with the urge to scratch and scratch and scratch until he bled to death. That unpleasant beast tramped along the servants’ garrets every night. The vile creature would steal out his secret second key and twist open the heavy door Mrs Hardy had only just locked to leak into Ann and Petra’s room like gas and soil it all over with sin.

The first time it wasn’t so much the sounds that woke Ann, but the air; clotted with clouds of condensation that pressed on her. The air that turned the room sticky with sweat and wet, heavy breaths. The tangled sheets on Petra’s bed twisted around flesh that writhed in the shadows. Their words, sordid and sinful, were no louder than the brush of the sheets, but they seemed to drip and hiss and sizzle before settling like silt on her skin. Ann lay awake through it all. She held herself completely still so she could feel all the darkness around her and say to herself, This is death. Here I am dead, I have died and I am dead and when they are finished, or in the morning when Mrs Hardy unlocks the door, they will find me perfectly cold and stiff and then they’ll be sorry. They’ll kneel by my corpse all clean and noble in death, and cry into pressed lace hankies, sobbing and clutching one another and lamenting about how careless they had been, how, oh, if only it was them instead. And then they will put me gently into a pristine white tomb that I can look down upon from heaven with all the other nice clean angels who all have clean fingernails and pearly teeth that you can count.

That was a fancy, of course. She knew, in actuality, should she die, they would likely less than blink at her, before putting her corpse in a horrid hole in the woods where maggots and beetles would nibble away until the river water poured out from her dead eyes and mouth. That’s the kind of dirty wicked people they all were. Why couldn’t they fuck somewhere away from her, in amongst the scraping bark of the woods or the dank rat holes in the servants’ stairway? Or just not at all. Because now every morning she had to scrub off their sin from her skin. With that lump of lard soap and the brush with bristles so unyielding they may as well have been iron nails.

Start with the shoulder because that’s near the heart, where sin cobwebs most easily, and scrub with passion. Hate was bad unless justified, so her hate for Petra was allowed. Petra who slacked at her work, Petra who spoke ill of the house, Petra who made eyes at the men and accepted their returning looks and remarks with all the openness of a devout worshipper, Petra who was growing fat with sin, Petra who had eyes too close together, which perhaps was the most offensive thing of all.

Don’t forget to catch the flakes of sin clinging to elbows, and bring the suds right under knuckles and nails. Their hands had been used for instruments of sin last night; it wouldn’t do to have hers getting ideas – though Ann assured herself they never would. What want would she have to dig them into a man’s flesh? She could not understand it. Those horrid men who trampled through the kitchen, shoving their dirty limbs through the air, pausing to scratch at stained trouser seats, shovelling food in so deliriously that globs of porridge dropped from their spoons and slapped the flagstone floor she would later have to scrub. (Bastards.) And yet she saw some of the women, not just Petra, eye them with that greedy look, like they were hungry for it.

Lift up the skirts and scrub at all those burning folds of flesh too. ‘I’m doing us all a favour, Ann. If we didn’t placate them they’d be driven mad with lust and kill us all, y’know.’ She knew Petra was lying when she had said that. They all were, they had lost sight of what really mattered, what they were here for; for Ropner, and for the two ladies who lived upstairs.

Ann had never served the ladies directly, she had never seen them in the flesh, but she knew exactly how beautiful, how clean and good and proper they were, oh yes, she did. Because there was a painting, you see, on the second floor, a floor neither she nor any of the other lower servants were permitted to step foot on. A painting that could be seen from the servants’ stairwell when the door flashed open and shut to admit Petra or Mrs Hardy, or if, on occasions when Ann was feeling particularly bold, the door was eked ever so slightly open, and a desirous eye was pressed to the shivering slither of space.

The big painting, as she had named it, was magnificent in size; it straddled the entirety of the corridor wall visible through the crack. It was dark, and its paint was layered on so thick and glutinous that from Ann’s viewing point its contents were hard to make out at all. But when Ann stood at an angle just right, when the light from outside filtered through the corridor just so, Ann could see the triangular tableaux of the big painting’s subjects.

The first woman was dead centre, seated in a dark red armchair, hands cupped delicately, oh so ladylike, in her lap. Her jewel-studded head was bowed slightly in what would have been a show of meek submission if her eyes were not staring up and out of the painting; at once numb and steeped with a furiously intense emotion that Ann could not quite place.

She was Lady Charlotte, the young lady of Ropner, niece to the Duchess, and she was the most beautiful thing Ann had ever seen. Elegant and regal too; painted into a lilac get-up so pale it could almost be white. A jacket tightly buttoned from that little hollow pool of her collarbone down to her navel, where it parted itself into wide pleats to accommodate the full skirts beneath. Only royalty, only someone godly, could wear something so beautiful and still manage to outshine it.

The second figure stood to the left of the first, slightly older, slightly larger, wholly more opulent (but still tastefully so); the jewels in her hair were not dainty little gems, but shaped as butterflies and flowers, her pink skirts were held in ostentatious positions by various bows and drooling lengths of lace. The Duchess was bent towards the first lady so that her face was partly concealed from view; showing only the round globe of her cheek and small tilt of her smile. Her eyes were closed as she bestowed a gentle kiss on her counterpart’s forehead, or perhaps, Ann thought on some viewings, she was whispering something in her ear. It was hard to tell through so lean a crack, but she never dared open the door any further.

Perhaps, if she had, she would have found it easier to notice the third woman. Granted, the final figure could easily be missed. She may be standing slightly apart, observing rather than participating, her black dress may be painted so loosely it, and she, seemed to blend in perfectly with the wallpaper behind her; she may have her head tilted in such a way that her face was half obscured by shadows; but oh, she was there all right.

Behind her, in the artistically hazy background, hung another painting. The painting within the painting was an impression of a building. Even at a distance, even with its artistically vague brushstrokes, it was clear to see that the building was unmistakably Ropner itself.

She knew because of the glamour of the big painting, because of the regal nature of its women, that the two ladies of Ropner were surely good and clean and proper and wonderful, and she knew in her heart of hearts that she was theirs, and they were hers to dutifully serve and wait on, and how lucky she was to be in service to such people.

And there: with the thought of the ladies of Ropner, with the thought of their lives of order and cleanliness and purity, Ann was free from the sin of the night and could dress once more in her starched-to-stiffness apron.
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‘Ann!’

She was on her hands and knees in the kitchen fireplace. She peered up from beneath the mantel to see Cook standing over her. Close up, Ann could see the clusters of thick pustules juicing her cheeks that she liked to suppose was all the badness trying to escape from her.

‘Ann, you welt, get up when I’m talking to you.’ (Shame the badness didn’t try harder to get out.) ‘Get up!’ Cook launched a hard kick at Ann’s backside.

Ann got to her feet quietly and hated herself for it. She liked to think it was because she was too dignified to speak to the likes of Cook, but she knew this was only a lie to herself; they all scared her. She pressed her lips together to keep from breathing in all that sin and halitosis.

‘Hardy’s told you to forage with Rachel.’

A sharp thrill went through her. ‘Mrs Hardy,’ Ann whispered.

Cook laughed. ‘Don’t be such a prude and go lick her arse while you’re at it.’ Ann felt a fleck of her horrid spit arc and land on her pinafore.

IhateyouIhateyouIhateyou, she thought, as intensely as she could without speaking.

‘Pick good ones, or I’ll piss in your soup. It’s me that has to chop them, and the spindly ones hurt my fingers.’

‘I should like to break off those fingers one by one and push them into your mouth until you choke on them. Then I should like to push you in this fireplace and light it until you’re roasted like a pig, so I could serve you to the others and watch them all slice you up and eat you,’ Ann said.

Only it came out meekly, and sounded a lot more like, ‘Yes, of course.’

But what did it matter? She was the one who had been trusted with a task directly from the housekeeper, not Cook. She was the one who understood the significance of it. She understood that this was a test – no, a chance, a chance to prove herself.

Tonight I will plait my hair, Ann decided. I will plait neat furrows that knot tidily and tightly and perfectly, so that Mrs Hardy can see I am perfectly prepared to tend to my lady’s hair.

All the hatred for Cook that had filled her gave way as a huge bubble began to swell in her chest, under her cheeks, making her nearly gasp and float. She turned to leave (it would bode well to start as quickly as possible), but someone blocked her way and that huge friendly bubble deflated.

Rachel stood in the doorway, watching it all. She had marks from the last beating. A bruise on her neck and another on her wrist, and a thin, long scratch, not yet scabbed, down her face. She held out a basket in her stupid too-big hands, and Ann felt the most tempting urge to hit her.

 

The woods crept along the west side of the Hall like a dark menace, and already their autumn seemed eternal. The last of the orange leaves were clinging on to branches for dear life, and though frost threatened it never quite broached. The smell of the earth was so potent it coated Ann’s throat with its claggy richness. She stifled a cough. Had she not been so clean and good she would have liked to spit away that lump of fragrance that had lodged in her, straight onto the wet black soil at her feet. The soil that was so thick it caught in glutinous clods that smelt like rain and thunder and lightning, and so dark that the mushrooms were easy to spot, their fawny caps standing out starkly.

Rachel and Ann gathered them in silence. They did not do so side by side, but by moving around each other in wide arcs, skirting each other’s company, each glancing at the other from time to time while they gathered.

Rachel, Ann suspected, lived the most miserable life of all in Ropner Hall. She is as soft as the inside of my cheek, Ann thought with one glance, tonguing the flesh experimentally. As soft as a rabbit’s foot, she decided with another, and her eyes are so big and wet with thoughts that I’m scared for her to look back at me in case I feel them; in case she traces them onto my skin.

Rachel’s soft body sloped and curved, but bent stiffly as if something pained her.

She really was pathetic, Ann decided. No wonder she was hidden away from the other servants; always busy in Mrs Hardy’s chambers, or scrubbing and doing God knows what upstairs. Because otherwise they would never miss an opportunity to be on her with the savagery of foxes. Tearing skin and softness and spirit from her until there was nothing left but bone; nothing left of what they didn’t understand.

Stupid, sad, pummelled-to-a-pulp Rachel, whose loyalty and blind diligence was so tragic it was terrible. The perfect slave. The perfect servant. Perfect.

The sharp thrill that had visited Ann earlier returned, only this time it was crueller, mocking. Suppose . . . (Stupid thought, don’t even think it.) Suppose Rachel was chosen instead. Suppose Mrs Hardy saw how she was as dutiful as a beaten dog, as pliable as a pussy willow switch. Then it would be Rachel whose soft brown eyes filled up with the lady’s words and wishes and secrets; Rachel whose big soft hands massaged cold creams into the lady’s skin.

‘Oh,’ the lady would say. ‘What a wonderful warm touch you have, Rachel.’

‘Oh,’ the lady would sigh. ‘What wonderful meek manners you have, Rachel.’

‘Oh,’ the lady would smile. (A smile meant only for you.) ‘What a wonderful way you look after me, Rachel.’

Birds squawked from overhead in the half-naked branches; a magpie with his wife and five of his brothers watched sharply, their heads cocking this way and that, spying for worms or crumbs brought from the kitchen. Rachel spotted them and made them a funny kind of quick salute. She turned to find Ann staring at her.

Ann ducked back down quickly and resumed busying herself with the picking. She didn’t want to look at Rachel anymore. It had suddenly become wildly offensive now to be anywhere near her, to be in proximity to something so weak and meagre. Ann’s lip curled in disgust. She probably thinks I am like her, she thought savagely. She probably heard the way I spoke to Cook and thinks she has found a companion in submission and wretchedness. Well, shan’t I prove her wrong, shan’t I show her we are nothing alike, that she should be damned for comparing herself to me, and won’t she be green once I am lady’s maid? And if she tries anything, if she so much as thinks of offering her services for my position, I will kill her, and that’ll show her. I’ll kill her the way a heel stamps on a spider and squashes it thinner than air, and the ladies and Mrs Hardy will be so thankful to me for sparing them the mistake of appointing her.

Rachel made a small deep sound, like a cow lowing, and Ann straightened up and turned to face her sharply, ready to strike in the most vicious way she could. She would curse at her now and repent later. Only, what Ann saw rendered her incapable of doing anything as coherent as cursing.

Rachel was crying. She stood, swaying slightly. Her eyes were open, impossibly large, drooping with the weight of fat tears running steady courses down and over her breasts. Her palms were open and facing outwards and her mouth was dragged wide in a most unbecoming manner. That red-black frowning chasm moaned and echoed as if it belonged to someone being disembowelled. This creature Rachel had turned into was all the horror of a weeping Mary, a banshee, a spirit, an omen. Ann felt its eyes boring right into her, rummaging about her organs, sniffing and squeezing at her heart, which in this moment had surely dried up and died. And there, by Rachel’s side, reaching a blueish hand out to brush against her cheek, to cup her chin and bring her ear close to his lips, was Scarecrowfootman. He had slunk into the clearing like a fox.

Ann’s heart had stopped. Surely she was dead. Or had it just beaten so loud she was now deafened, numbed, unaware it was still crashing away against her ribs?

Could she spit venom if she hawked back far enough? She could feel it burning inside her. Wouldn’t that be glorious, for a luminous wad of mucus to propel from her throat and sail to land splat on one of his mean eyes, burning and bubbling the skin at the socket, corroding through everything to leave his face a fleshy pulp for Ann to laugh and sneer at the way he had her. (Set fire to him too, burn him slowly still alive, roast him like a pig and leave him for all the rancid things of the black mud to feast on.)

But she could not, and his straw-like limbs moved defiantly, his thin voice went on, rustling harshly into Rachel’s ear. Ann couldn’t hear, she didn’t want to hear. She watched Rachel’s skirts bubbling and foaming for an age before she realised it was his scrabbling hands disturbing them. Rachel remained motionless, defeated. Her eyes were staring at Ann but, Ann realised, no longer seeing her. The wind in the trees made a cruel mimic of a door handle rattling, of a frame creaking and groaning.

‘Stop,’ Ann pleaded to the trees.

Her whisper reached Scarecrowfootman, who paused his rooting through Rachel’s skirts to turn and face Ann. His smile opened, and his laugh echoed round all the gaps in his foul teeth. It was wide enough, his mouth, his teeth were bared enough, for him to stretch forward across the clearing and bite into her, feast on her right here, right now. Everything underneath Ann’s skin burned, and his horrible breath and horrible eyes smeared dirt and disorder over her so thickly that everything’s edges began to wobble and melt. Colours bled into all the wrong colours, and her ears rang so loudly that sound didn’t seem to exist anymore. Scarecrowfootman’s face loomed bulbous and impossibly large, its mouth wide to show her the dark cavernous space she was destined for, and slowly he raised a finger to his lips. Slowly his lips puckered into the kiss-like shape of a shush.

All her outside had peeled away, like the skin of a fruit, and the stone beneath was rotten and loathsome and sweetly furred with mould. She carried that terrible inside stone and ran from the clearing, ran from Scarecrowfootman, ran from Rachel. The woods were vast, a never-ending net of brown branches, drooling sap and rain, its loamy floor slick and bruised with drained colours, murky and rusting. Ann ran and twisted down its undulations towards the river. Conniving roots jarred her ankles and snagged her skirts.

A tree she knew rose up ahead from the sodden soil. Its facade was sturdy, but Ann knew round the other side of its trunk was a hollow mouth, open and moaning and the exact shape of her body once she folded her limbs to something compact. She curled into herself and stoppered the ugly dry mouth.

One little hollow in her ear listened for distant sounds from the clearing, and every other fibre of her being fought furiously against it, tried desperately not to hear anything at all. The guilt was right in her mouth, under her tongue and nestling in the strange flap at its root, it was bitter and arid and stinging. She was the one raping Rachel in the clearing, she was the one killing her. As good as. She should have stayed, she should go back.

She could feel Rachel’s sad eyes still on her even now.

Suppose the footman had preyed on her instead: would Rachel have saved her? Would Rachel have torn her from the footman’s grasp? Would she have? Or would she have stood back and watched him violate her? Either way, Ann knew that she was next.
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The candlelight in Ann’s room did not flicker; it was molten on the wall and Ann’s shadow swam in it. Smoky grey arms wrestled snake-like tendrils from its head and wound them into hissing submission. The shadow could not show it, but as she plaited, her bottom lip was chewed in concentration, and her eyes stared down at her legs. They did not see, however, how they crossed over the sheets, or how the downy hair bristled in the cold. Instead they saw the topography of a head transforming with knots and twists. They saw earrings flash and sparkle under the coils of hair, harmonising with jewels all laid out neat and shining (because she had only just polished them!) on the dressing table. They saw the lady’s reflection watching her work and smiling, eyes swimming with gratitude and pride. ‘Oh, Ann!’ she exclaimed. ‘It’s perfect.’

The lady would go to dinner with her hair like this, with the halo Ann had plaited, and the Duchess would gasp and clap her hands in admiration.

‘Aren’t you so glad Mrs Hardy chose Ann?’ she would say to her niece.

‘Oh, Aunt, it is the happiest happening of my life! Look too how lovingly she has tended to my gown!’ (And here she would spin, elegantly, to show her aunt just how well it was pressed and styled.)

‘Let us toast to Ann!’ they would cry, raising their crystal glasses. (No, not crystal; make them golden flutes
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Ten waking moments and ten thousand nightmares later, she had been clamped into that steely bodice and had her knee joints bent underneath the watery skirts like a doll, so she could be placed squarely into the hard-backed chair in the dining room.

It was Harvestfeast.

Charlotte did not know if she was awake or sleeping, alive or dead.

The dining room was the same as it was during luncheons. Charlotte anchored one end of the table while Aunt, positively glowing with the excitement of it all, stoppered the other. She looked like some kind of idol furnished from molten gold. Oh, how such a nice sentiment could taste so sour!

Charlotte hated her; she hated how she had great grey shadows under her eyes while Aunt had none; she hated how she was glad Aunt was sat so far away lest her own ugliness be more apparent next to Aunt’s radiance; she hated how Aunt had become a sun, while she a great ugly moon, infernally round with great chunks missing that her hatchet-like nightmares had hacked away.

She was a great stupid ugly moon, crammed into this infernal room that she was doomed to return to like a bad penny. This infernal room that was so full, it was screaming. In the place of the dolls, people – real people – were crammed in from every angle, surrounding the table, bearing in from every edge of her periphery, and music leaked in through the seams of the room.

It made her senses fumble and the edges of her nerves sting and itch. There was so much colour everywhere, so many flares and flashes from the chandelier’s twisting glass, that she thought everything might explode. Perhaps her mind had already, because the food looked fragmented before her on the table, like a stained-glass window. Panes of slimy mushrooms and swollen pods of seaweed adjacent to a shard of soup so dark red and glutinously rich, it looked horrible enough to chew. On one fragment there were rabbit feet, hair and all; another showed bloated rolls of bread sweating with yeast and thin heron legs with cracked black skin that protruded comically from their plate. And there were flies. Flies swarmed above it all, their horrible blue-black bodies with all the diseases festering on them. She could see them up close, all their putrid hair and horrid bulging eyes and corrosive vomit that dribbled over their mouths. She wrinkled her nose at them.

‘There are flies,’ she said. Her voice was swallowed by the cacophony of the room. How embarrassing, to be ignored. To be ignored at the ball at which you were meant to be the belle. How mortifying to feel so out of place and time.

‘There are flies,’ she insisted, louder, demanding. But no one seemed to notice, or hear her.

‘Say, do try the sugared lavender.’

A man sat beside her. He was very old, with an unshapely head and a napkin tied around his neck which was failing most drastically to catch the drool that tracked down his chin. It kept scrunching in on itself and cringing from his spittle. He smelt like sour milk.

‘It’s better than that stuff, at any rate,’ he said, or seemed to say at least. At this point his mouth was so stuffed with half-masticated food that his words were all slurred together, unshaped and hardly recognisable. He pointed to the flowers of lettuce blooming on a plate between them. It was so green Charlotte could hear its crunch.

‘Rabbit food,’ he garbled, and hacked a rumbling mucus cough from his throat. His face was so covered with crooked lines he looked like a crumpled piece of paper rather than a man.

She turned away, nauseated by his entirety, and concentrated hard to take in the other faces from the chaos around her (at all those wretched people who ignored her, damn them), without going completely insane. Perhaps she had accidentally eaten one of the flies, and in doing so had adopted its bulbous eyes and their view; because everything was split and scattered into a million tiny hexagons that made it hard to focus on anything.

Or, perhaps, this was what dying was like, all things getting scrambled and faded just before everything vanished completely.

She squinted hard and her vision found a young woman at the top of the table, not too far from her silly, once fat sunshine Aunt. She was sitting with a fan that she wafted lazily to keep her from going red, and used it to hide her titters with the woman next to her, who was as red as a beetroot and may as well have been the same person.

Behind her, footmen lined the walls of the dining room. All young and clean with slick skin the texture of alabaster, like they had been painted with one stroke so their poreless faces smoothed all the way to their collarbones without the interference of contours and shadows. It gave them the curious look of being half formed, like larvae.

Her vision swung and slurred, interrupted by the parenthesis of the nauseating dishes, and found another woman, sat straighter but shyer. She sipped her drink meekly, big bovine eyes downcast, and Charlotte wanted to scream. There was something teeth-gratingly frustrating about them all. Like she knew something important about them but couldn’t quite remember.

(There was something: she knew she knew.)

To her left sat an older woman, whose age was not betrayed by her skin but rather the primness of her clothes and the greys softening her black woollen hair. Her skin was almost without a wrinkle; it was radiant, in fact. She smiled as Charlotte turned to her, displaying perfect pearly teeth.

‘A positively wonderful feast this evening,’ she said. Her accent was heavier than the others Charlotte heard, her vowels weighted and flat. But she spoke in a clipped manner that was highly refined.

The centrepiece of the table was a huge brazen beast; a kind of roasted animal Charlotte did not recognise. It was huddled foetally on the vast plate, its long limbs folded underneath its body.

‘Quite,’ Charlotte replied with a tight-lipped smile. ‘How is it you arrived at Ropner today? I hope your journey was quite pleasant?’

The old woman gave another smile, and Charlotte observed the even gaps between each tooth. The little black spaces were harsh against the ivory, rudely at odds with the rest of her appearance. It gave her grin a quality that was almost crone-like. ‘My dear,’ she said kindly. ‘We’ve always been here.’

The others sitting around the table must have overheard, because they all turned their heads to look at Charlotte and echoed the woman’s tittering laugh.

Something cold and uncomfortable shuddered inside her. She tried to catch sight of their faces before they turned away again, tried desperately to identify what it was she recognised about them. It made her so mad, her fingernails could fall out.

She tried to listen to their conversation to decipher clues as to what it might be that she knew she knew, but their talk was so odious and over the top that her brain kept slipping away from it like jelly. She clamped every muscle in her leg tight, as if that would undo the knot of frustration in her belly. (Who are you, God dammit?) She wanted to scream or cry or let something evil out of her chest, holding it in made her head spin.

She ran her hot tongue over the cool wet teeth in her mouth, subconsciously counted. She missed a number and tried to count again.

‘The toast!’ came a cry.

Her teeth had all fallen out by now and she clamped her mouth shut in the fight to focus her eyes. (If only everything would stop spinning.)

Aunt stood; she held aloft a teeny-tiny thimble glass with an incredibly long stem, and her tulle billowed all around her like a lazy breeze. What a vision she looked.

(Damnherdamnherdamnher.)

‘A toast to Lottie, who I’m sure we can all see is growing so well, and who will be such a credit to the house, and to us!’ The others were standing now, too; she could feel them all rise upwards and thicken the air round her face with their stares. The spinning of her vision picked up pace and she held her breath to stop her brain from leaking out of her ears.

‘That being said, let us toast to Ropner, too; for all the bountiful goods it has supplied us with.’ She gestured to the mounds of food, the browned corpse. ‘For all the – ahm – benefits we are able to reap. And to spring, and to it allowing all to begin again: ad vitam aeternam!’

They raised their silly glasses and the woman with brown eyes and a few of the others bowed their heads like lowing cattle. ‘Ad vitam aeternam.’

It wasn’t only her vision that was swinging now, she was sure. The whole room began to spin, slowly at first so she barely noticed it (had it been spinning this whole time then?), but now it was flying past so quickly that it took all her strength to try to ignore it and not dash herself against the walls that were moving so fast they blurred. Specks of white kept popping out bright between them. A bright white speck that wouldn’t go away; no matter how she turned her head it kept appearing (there!) right in the corner of her eye. A horrible ivory ceramic, like that ugly tooth (that wasn’t a tooth, because how could it be a tooth?), or a milk jug. This was ridiculous, it couldn’t be real, any of it.

But sure enough, she was there under her skin, so it had to be.

‘Mrs Hardy.’ She spoke very boldly, and it surprised her, but then again why should it? She was used to getting her own way, after all. ‘I’m sure none of the guests desire milk this evening. You may take that jug back downstairs.’

Mrs Hardy swam up from the blurred walls and glanced down at the ceramic jug in her hands, apparently perplexed. ‘Forgive me, Miss Charlotte, but this jug holds wine, not milk.’

‘And the guests definitely want wine,’ piped up a smooth maggot-face.

‘Don’t you dare take that jug anywhere, Mrs Hardy,’ added another.

Strange giggles broke out like tiny rashes; it all itched, and she couldn’t help but feel rather that the guests were laughing at her. Only one guest didn’t laugh. The woman with the big cow-like eyes, who had bowed her head at the toast. She was looking at Charlotte now, looking at her so intensely it was as if she were looking inside her. Her mouth moved softly, silently, shaping one word for only Charlotte to see: ‘Sorry.’

The giggles of the others turned redder and rawer so that the laughter became so loud it bounced off the walls and seemed to spur them into spinning even faster.

(It was going to send her again.)

The table was spinning now, too, and all the faces began to spin together in a conglomerate blur, and the flies sprouted shelled backs and began to crawl over it all like beetles.

(She was coming.)

Beetles that crawled over white specks of ceramic and teeth and bones and out of the nose of that portrait, whose face was now painted over all the guests.

Every single one of the painted faces turned to her, their eyes blinked slowly, and with rusty scrapings they began to work the hinges of their oily jaws so their mouths slowly widened and widened. They were going to speak. Some flakes of paint peeled onto the floor. She didn’t want them to speak. Their mouths were so terribly black inside. She didn’t want to hear them. All mottled with tar or treacle. They were going to speak and then they were going to swarm over her and eat her, until there was only gummy skin left to pick from her bones. She had to leave.

(RUN!)

She stood fast, and the room at once righted itself. The guests stood to attention so suddenly it was as if she had burst into a secret they were all trying to cover up. Their faces had been returned to them and the deceitful walls stood firm and stoical like they had never spun once in their lives. Mrs Hardy stood against one, her empty hands clasped under her chin in a prayer.

Charlotte’s breathing was so fast it took her half a minute to catch it and force it into words. She stammered an ‘Excuse me’, and as soon as the door clicked shut behind her, she picked up her skirts and ran.

She was in hell. She had to be, because the air in the corridor was molten. Its heat shimmered and the walls began to wave and flap, presenting door after door, each one with a burning handle whose rattling laughed that they were locked. She had been running for hours and had tried a million doors. She would lie down and die, or if she was already dead, then she would lie down for the rest of eternity and just let herself burn to ashes if it were not for the fact she was behind her, and the house would surely send her to follow.

This house was once a dream, this house had once been as blithe and as tiresome as a cardboard doll’s house. Why wouldn’t it remember that, and collapse in on itself and die, so she could stamp her silly little shoes all over it and crumple out all the spite? Now it was so solid and real and made from bricks and mortar and all the badness it was punishing her for.

She ran and rattled door handles and ran and yanked and pulled until she nearly tore her gloves, she ran and shook the handles until one took pity on her and hissed open and she fell into its cool gullet.

The door slammed shut behind her. It was a dusty grey, so dingy she could only just see it was the servants’ stairwell. She shouldn’t be here. But it was cold and there was no spinning, no strange stained-glass windows; everything was cool and muted and in order. Oh the bliss, the pure bliss of everything being in its proper place and so obviously real! She sunk onto the lip of the door and began to pant with sobs.

Far in the back of her mind, under all the folds bleeding brine, a tiny animal voice twitched its whiskers and told her she was not alone.

‘Excuse me, my lady.’ Sure enough, a voice stammered through the blankety dust. It was a thin voice with no colour to it. Charlotte had been so jarred by feeling like prey herself that for a moment it was quite delicious to encounter something below her on the food chain.

‘Oh!’ She said. She stayed on her haunches but squinted to make out the figure on the steps below. ‘You frightened me.’

‘Sorry, my lady, I . . . I—’

‘It’s all right, I probably gave you a turn sat here all forlorn like this.’ She sniffed rather dramatically.

‘Yes. I should say, my lady.’

She squinted some more. The voice was really quite pathetic, and Charlotte wanted to see if the face matched. Perhaps it would make her feel a trifle better to look at a face uglier than her own for a while. ‘M-Mrs Hardy should not like to find you here.’

‘Yes, you’re right, I . . .’

The door shook.

‘It was the only place I could think to come . . .’

So they were hounding her still; all the beasts and demons, for the beasts seemed to be pressed against it, listening in. Breathing was harder, her eyes started to prickle with tears again.

‘To come away from it all.’

But she wasn’t away from it. Not truly; Mrs Hardy was out there conducting them all like a Fury. Or in here already, even. Somewhere in the darkness, oily eyes were staring right at her; they ripped out all the hairs on the nape of her neck.

‘All the beastly . . .’ The tears took over and throttled her.

A girl stepped out of the darkness of the lower steps and pulled a tissue from her wrist, ripped it and extended it, half-mast. Even through her tears and her fear, Charlotte noticed the girl was gristly thin, with a face an uglier mask of her own.

That made Charlotte feel better. She took the tissue delicately between her gloved fingertips. ‘Thank you. I’m sorry, I rather hoped no one would find me like this.’

The tissue had likely once been white, but now was dirtied with God knows what – it looked like a rain-soaked map of the grounds. ‘Oh.’ She scrunched it in her glove. ‘I must look in an awful state.’

The girl began to blather a steady stream of compliments, and Charlotte rose to her feet; it didn’t feel right to be smaller than something so pitiful. The girl was speaking fast and breathless, her wide eyes bulging with a sickening kind of excitement. Charlotte thought back to the flies at the dinner table, the laughing eyes at the dinner table. So familiar, all of them.

Do I know you? she wanted to ask the girl. A silly question. She stopped herself from uttering it just in time. The words crashed against a dam of tongue and teeth, and receded silently back down her throat. A bout of delicacy, from the accident, from the heat; that was all that had happened to her at the table, that was all that was happening to her now; making her recognise faces in strangers – in servants, no less.

The girl had finished her breathless blather and was looking at her expectantly. That look in her eyes. Charlotte couldn’t help but smile; those bulging saucers were so souped with admiration they practically begged Charlotte to bathe in it.

‘Ah, yes. Well in that case, I daresay you may be able to help with my hair, it must be all falling down by now.’

‘Oh no, my lady, only just so.’ Her hands were rough and deft, she made short work, and stepped back almost as quickly as she had stepped forwards. Those greedy eyes. Charlotte couldn’t help but check the servant girl’s hands as she stepped away to make sure no jewels from her hair had been concealed in them. But they were empty. Their skin was rough and worn and calloused; the sight of them made her own skin crawl beneath her silk gloves.

‘Thank you.’ She felt at her hair; it was smooth and neat once again. ‘I shall speak well of you to Mrs Hardy. What is your name?’

The girl blushed furiously and Charlotte suppressed a snicker.

‘My name is Ann, my lady.’

The urge to laugh dissipated as quickly as it had come. A cold, sick feeling had reached Charlotte’s stomach. She forced a smile. ‘That will be all, thank you, Ann.’

The servant girl nodded and made towards the stairs again, and Charlotte herself turned sharply back to the door.

The lady went back through the door, to the heart of the house, while the servant girl ascended.

 

Outside, the sky was thick with darkness, thick with clouds, thick with the change of yet another season.

Ropner blinked up at it impassively; immobile and immortal, the only constant in all of this never-ending change. Perhaps, if it were a person, it would roll back its shoulders; it would yawn contentedly, a yawn as wide as its grounds, and it would let out a satisfied belch, its belly full once more.
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