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			Praise for Sour Cherry

			 

			‘A modern fable masterpiece.’

			Chicago Review of Books, A Most Anticipated Book of 2025

			 

			‘Haunting . . . simmers with dark enchantment and Gothic menace. . . The language is atmospheric and surprising . . . the characters are inventive in chronicling nested fairy tales and unsettling metamorphoses.’

			Foreword Reviews, Starred Review

			 

			‘Atmospheric . . . a Bluebeard’s Wife-esque fairy tale horror that questions monstrosity, masculinity, romance, and power . . . deeply affecting and unsettling.’

			Reactor, A Most Anticipated SFF Book of 2025

			 

			‘Wholly original and really gorgeous.’

			Polygon

			 

			‘Haunting and unforgettable.’

			Jump Scares

			 

			‘This gorgeous book will enthral you like a spell that you cannot nor will you wish to escape. An extraordinary, hallucinatory accomplishment.’

			Karen Joy Fowler, author of Booth

			 

			‘Natalia Theodoridou’s novel Sour Cherry delivers its story – the gentle truth or reminder about what it means to be alive, what it means to feel – with razor-sharp prose and diction so precise it is impossible to misunderstand . . . Sour Cherry is diamondwork, a treasure chest filled with objects from another world but made familiar to any reader. Only a standout, talented writer can pull this off. Sour Cherry is a remarkable novel, and one I will never forget.’

			
			

			Morgan Talty, author of Night of the Living Rez and Fire Exit

			 

			‘If you love Kelly Link, Angela Carter, and Carmen Maria Machado, then Natalia Theodoridou is your new favorite author. Sour Cherry is a hell of an impressive debut. Subversive, haunting, fantastical but all too real and relevant.’

			Benjamin Percy, author of The Ninth Metal

			 

			‘A folktale, a whisper, and a dream all at once, Theodoridou’s debut is beautifully told in rhythmic, singing prose. Sour Cherry is unforgettable – one of my absolute favorites of the year.’

			Rory Power, author of Wilder Girls

			 

			‘A Bluebeard retelling of profound beauty and wisdom, Sour Cherry shows us how abuse traps people in stories that help them excuse it – but also survive. Theodoridou is a novelist with a poet’s ear and a playwright’s nose for irony. His prose is lyric, yet exquisitely controlled: every word feels necessary and inevitable. Like Angela Carter, he uses fairy tale to trace the dark undercurrents of human desire. But Sour Cherry transcends the form of the fairy tale retelling. It moves like a dance, resonates like a chorus; you wake from it as from a dream. Read it and be changed.’

			B. Pladek, author of Dry Land

			 

			‘Captivating from the first page to the last, Sour Cherry is a haunting novel that weighs in with Wuthering Heights, Jane Eyre, The Turn of the Screw and the very best of Angela Carter – but Theodoridou writes with a magnetic strangeness that is all his own. Not many can pull off what he has, bringing new blood to folktale archetypes, blending mystery with a burgeoning, inevitable dread. Heartbreaking and tender, Sour Cherry is a dark delight. It›s so damn good I›m already looking forward to reading it again.’

			
			

			Natasha Calder, author of Whether Violent or Natural

			 

			‘Sour Cherry is a song you think you’ve heard before, but never in this voice. This story knows how dreadful longing is, and how cruel hope, how loving and being loved makes monsters. With bitter irony and utter, intoxicating sincerity in every sentence, Theodoridou opens the body of an old story with a knife, and makes of it a house for you to be haunted in. A magnificent novel and, unbelievably, a debut-you must read this as soon as you can.’

			Vajra Chandrasekera, author of The Saint of Bright Doors and Rakesfall

			 

			‘Gorgeously written and stunningly good.’

			Allison Epstein, author of Let the Dead Bury the Dead

			 

			‘Unputdownable and haunting . . . In his thrilling debut, Natalia Theodoridu asks: Why and how do bad men wield power over their victims, over bystanders, over the stories we tell ourselves? How is violence justified? I didn’t want to put this book down, and now that I’ve turned the last page, I’ll be haunted by it forever.’ 

			Eman Quotah, author of Bride of the Sea and The Night is Not For You
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			Urak, asszonyságok?

			Ím szólal az ének.

			Ti néztek, én nézlek.

			Szemünk,

			pillás függönye fent.

			Hol a színpad:

			kint-­e vagy bent,

			Urak, asszonyságok?

			 

			 

			(Ladies and gentlemen?

			Here comes the song.

			You watched, I watched.

			The curtain of our eyes is raised.

			Where is the stage:

			outside or inside,

			Ladies and gentlemen?)

			 

			Béla Balázs, prologue to the libretto  for Béla Bartók’s Bluebeard’s Castle

		

	
		
			
			

			Contents

			About the Author

			Praise for Sour Cherry

			Title Page

			Copyright Page

			Dedication

			Epigraph

			(Dawn. Through the window, poor light.)

			The wet nurse

			(The sun is coming out.)

			The first blight

			(Spotlight, narrow beam.)

			The red-­haired girl

			(Direct light, white.)

			The heart is deceitful above all things

			(Beat.)

			A wolf, a lonely wolf

			(Noon light, harsh.)

			Cook, or What’s in a name?

			(Kitchen window, bright.)

			The boy, the man, the lord

			(Afternoon, softly.)

			
			

			The things we collect

			(Window light, all manners of natural.)

			Strange weather

			(Direct sunlight, remembered.)

			Tristan

			(Blackout.)

			Eunice, the first wife

			(Beat. Dim lights.)

			Summer begins again

			(Blue light, otherworldly.)

			The girls

			(Backlight, cold.)

			The second wife

			The third wife

			The fifth, the sixth

			The seventh wife

			Another wife, I don’t know which

			(Sundown.)

			The eighth wife, perhaps

			The ninth wife

			The tenth wife

			The youngest wife

			What about the villagers

			(Footlights.)

			The next wives, in pieces

			The haunted one

			(Ambient light, waning.)

			And yet, the fifth, the sixth

			The one who didn’t speak

			(I imagine a fire.)

			
			

			Maybe the next one

			(Beyond the window, a glimpse of overcast sky.)

			The Baroness

			The Baroness in the chorus

			The last wife

			(Dusk, slowly.)

			Cherry Girl

			(A lamp, all wrong.)

			Other parts that are true

			(Intense light, right to the face, imagined.)

			Cook, or What’s in a name, again

			(In the dark, something monstrous.)

			Stones

			(In the dark, a city.)

			The city

			(In the dark, nothing hurts.)

			Seasons without names

			(Almost done.)

			Why don’t you leave?

			(Just before we come to light.)

			An ending

			The summer is ended, and we are not saved

			Acknowledgments 

			Stay in touch . . .

		

	
		
			
			

			(Dawn. Through the window, poor light.)

			This is a fairy tale.

			The ghosts shift along the walls of our apartment. I correct myself: his apartment. Everything is in order, the way he wants it, the furniture luxurious but sparse, modernly eclectic: a sofa clad in green velour, the kind of wooden dining table you’d find in a monastery, a glass cabinet, this armchair. The walls are blue. For once, there is no wallpaper. The ghosts pull on the gauzy curtains instead, their mouths open and empty. This is a protest, I know. They don’t like it when I imply our stories are not true. So I try again.

			This is a fairy tale, I say, but everything I’m about to tell you is also something that happened. In another time, another place.

			Better?

			The women look at their dresses, which used to be white, before they were red. They run their palms across their own bodies. Beads fall soundlessly to the floor.

			But I’m not talking to them now. I’m talking to you.

			Here is the key, I’ll give it to you: this is a fairy tale because I need the distance.

			You fuss with my clothes, my hair, my skin. You worry over me, as if I’m not your mother and you’re not my child, our roles upended, permanently disturbed.

			
			

			I’m fine, I tell you. Listen.

			The clock on the wall with no wallpaper ticks forwards, and I try to remember how to tell time. My mind lags numb, numberless. I turn to the window for answers – what is time, after all, but an encounter with the passing of light? There isn’t much of it left. A day, perhaps: one dawn, one noon, one dusk. After our light runs out, people will come. They will open our doors. They will walk in, they will go looking, and they will find us. They will take you away, take me away, too. I glance at the closed bedroom door. The women in their frocks avert their eyes, palms before their spectral faces, No, no, don’t go there. Not yet.

			This morning, after he fled with you calling after him, terrified and confused, you asked if he’s always been a monster. You ask it again, now. The light doesn’t wait, so I must tell you while there’s still time – while I can still speak, and you can still listen.

			But how do I tell it? How do I talk about this?

			The ghost women reach, arms outstretched, and I reach, too, for what I know, for what can grow, for things passed down skin to skin, mouth to mouth. Then the ghosts speak. Start again, they whisper. This is how you do it, see? You start with milk.

			So I say: This is a fairy tale.

			It begins with a wet nurse. With Agnes, at the beginning, or close enough. This is how I imagine it, and her, not-­quite-­mother and not-­quite-­wife, the first discarded woman.

		

	
		
			
			

			The wet nurse

			They hired Agnes to nurse the child without asking for references. It should have given her pause – in the village, you lived and died by the opinion of others; without your neighbours’ good word, you were nothing. But she saw the mother from afar, when she came down to the village with a servant, looking for help: the shadowed eyes, clavicles knifing her dress. How could Agnes say no? Besides, she had milk; what was she supposed to do with it? Let it go to waste, let the child starve? She wasn’t a monster. And is there anything more enjoyable in life than being needed?

			She said yes.

			 

			She had thought she’d walk to the manor house; she didn’t have much to carry, only a bundle of clothes and her good Sunday shoes, a golden necklace given to her by her mother before her passing a few months ago, the chain so thin it felt like thread, and a book she couldn’t read, with a castle painted prettily on its cover. She had spent the entire night imagining her journey to the house: how she’d walk across the village carrying her bundle, her breasts heavy, her shoes muddy from the road, the villagers eyeing her silently and crossing themselves. How she’d go up the hill along the brambled road only carriages ever took, to haul things for the residents or ferry them to the town when the mistress felt lonely or the master had business to attend to. Agnes wasn’t sure what kind of business it was, and she never asked.

			
			

			‘They say you don’t see the mistress, but you hear her,’ a woman had said to Agnes at the market, not long ago. ‘They say there’s something wrong about her, and the house is overrun with rats and worse things, and you’d do well to stay away from it.’

			Still, Agnes had said yes. So she’d walk all the way up that hill despite the burn in her calves and the stitch in her side, and then she would pause by the black iron gates to catch her breath and take in the house, the exquisite sight of it, equal parts unnerving and breathtaking. She’d linger there a while. The high arched windows with their tinted panes would shine in the sunlight like a crown. There might be people behind those windows, looking at her, thinking about what a long way she’d come, waiting for her to walk up the path and rattle the bell to be let in.

			But they sent a carriage. It was waiting for her when she stepped out of her father’s house ready to face the village, the road, this new life. The driver flicked her an appraising gaze. It lingered a moment too long, making her shiver in her shawl. Then the horse snorted its impatience and the driver turned away. She climbed in, and off they went.

			There was no need to pause at the gates, either. The carriage rolled through unceremoniously and delivered her to the front door. The road was cobblestone, flanked by statues of lions and stags and animals she didn’t recognise, their paws gripping the ground, their faces mournful with mouths hanging open. When the horse stopped, the driver didn’t open the door for her, but the carriage remained still long enough for her to determine she should get out.

			
			

			It was the cook who greeted her at the door. A short woman, too thin for a cook, with flushed cheeks and tight, grey curls that escaped from her cap. ‘The mistress is not feeling well,’ Cook said. ‘She’s sorry she couldn’t welcome you herself.’

			Agnes extended her free hand to grasp Cook’s and also curtsied a little. ‘I’m Agnes,’ she said. Though the information seemed unnecessary, the meeting felt unfinished without it.

			Cook gave her a lopsided smile. ‘Sure you are,’ she said. ‘Come with me.’

			The place smelled of dust. Few people worked for the couple, far fewer than were required to keep such a massive house clean, warm, and not falling apart. Later, she’d hear the stories about servants falling ill, waking with bruised knees they couldn’t explain, and field hands quitting after nightmares no prayer would keep away.

			Agnes would hear all the stories, she’d tell a few herself, and maybe she would even believe a couple were true. But, for the moment, she was taken with the high ceilings, the echoing rooms, the animals stuffed and mounted on every wall. Cook led her through the corridors, her shoes tapping on the dull marble of the floor. There were paintings too – strange ones, by Agnes’s estimation, though she didn’t have much experience in art, only the one painting that hung in her father’s house. It’d been payment for the family’s single horse, given to a stranger – a beautiful young man who’d passed through the village. He’d made a good case for himself, moved her father to tears over how much he needed that horse. But he had no money, and instead had offered to paint a picture for Agnes’s father – an original, he’d called it. Agnes’s mother thought the idea was crazy, as did everyone else who heard about the offer; is it any wonder that people in the village thought her family was odd? But her father agreed to it, and so the stranger sat in the middle of their kitchen and created a painting just for them. Agnes watched the whole process from start to finish; for the two days it took to complete the painting, the stranger didn’t sleep, and neither did Agnes. She saw the mountains take form, the trees come to life, the quiet stream running down the middle of the canvas, bisecting it – and the perspective was off enough for that stream to seem as if it were pouring from somewhere high up, perhaps even the sky. By the time the stranger was done, she could have described every detail of the painting with her eyes closed. Not that anyone ever asked her to.

			
			

			The paintings in the manor house, though, were nothing like that. No quiet bucolic scenes, no faint blue mountains in the distance; they were dark, sinister, the creatures in them barely human. There was a woman with a rosebush for hair, holding an apple and gazing at the viewer with not a hint of emotion, and a curly-­haired man with an enormous mouth and tiny hands, sitting on a sleeping horse, and a creature that sent chills down Agnes’s spine not because of some such fantastical detail, but because its eyes were far too human, the face familiar.

			Finally they reached her room. It was small and plain, cold like the rest of the house, but Agnes found it cosy. She immediately liked the tall window that overlooked the grounds and the woods beyond – there were fields on the other side of the house, but she couldn’t see those – and the creaking of the floorboards reminded her of her father’s house. There was even a dresser and a mirror, and her bed seemed not too soft but not too hard either. It was perfect.

			
			

			After Cook left her alone, Agnes unpacked her things, hung up her dress, put the book on the dresser and hid the necklace in a handkerchief stuffed into her good shoes. Then she padded through the house on her own, marvelling at the strange paintings and the imposing columns that held up the ceilings. When she got tired, she went back to her room and opened the window to let in the breeze. It was a good view: the woods, the pretty garden that sprouted from the grounds. And then, out of the corner of her eye, a flash of something white, moving between the trees. She was leaning further out of the window to get a better look when she heard the baby cry. It was a terrible sound. A desperate, lonely sound.

			 

			Agnes would always remember the first time she saw the child. It was later that same night, hours after her arrival at the house – the castle, she’d already dubbed it in her mind. The mistress appeared only for a moment to greet her and hand her the swathed, squirming creature. The woman was in her nightgown, her eyes sunken, with bruised half-­moons hanging underneath them. The baby screamed, inconsolable, so Agnes took it, and the mistress disappeared as soon as the bundle left her arms. Agnes wouldn’t see her again for days, but thought of the mistress escaped her mind in that moment, because all her attention was on the baby now. His red face, his eyes so full of rage. If his tiny fists hadn’t been tucked inside his swaddle, he’d have clawed her eyes out.

			She sat in the nearest armchair with him in her lap. Cook was there, too, observing, overseeing – but Agnes barely registered her presence. She freed her breast from her blouse and cradled the child’s head, her arms sure, undisturbed by his squirming and his screams. She didn’t think of her own baby then, his cold body, his blue face, the little lord’s milk-­sibling. Instead, she leaned back on the chair and stared at the room, the animals crawling on the walls, the dust on the windowsills, the strange paintings, the floor. And then, the baby was quiet. She fit his angry little mouth like they were made for each other.

			
			

			‘What was the child’s name?’ you ask, and I pause.

			Does it matter? I wonder. Sometimes you become a character in someone else’s story and so lose your name. Sometimes, you give it up willingly. Because a name can also be a burden, a legacy and a responsibility. A curse, even – and he, for now, is only a child. So I will not give him a name. For as long as I can help it.

			 

			They were inseparable after that. Agnes would feed the baby until he fell asleep, then take him to her room and place him on her bed. She’d cover him with a scratchy wool blanket she’d crocheted herself and sit by his side to watch him sleep. At night she’d often wake up with a start, certain the little lord would be blue in the face, that there’d be a night terror sitting on his chest, suffocating him, but she only ever found him fast asleep in the same position she’d left him in. Whenever he cried, she’d pick him up and soothe him, and, when that didn’t work, she’d place him on her lap and tell him the stories her mother had told her when she herself was a child – some of which I’ve heard, too: stories of princes who did great violence to save their princesses, stories of women who suffered terrible trials to save their men. Sometimes, the men in them had wings, the women ursine ears. Often, the princes and queens had eyes the colour of the sea – but Agnes changed that, and made it so their eyes were the colour of the woods, because she had never seen the sea. What else were fairy tales for, after all, if not for showing you the world as it is and helping you survive it? And sometimes, Agnes made up her own stories, some of which she’d crafted in her mind months and months ago, thinking she’d get to tell them to her own baby. Others she concocted on the spot, inspired by the paintings in the house: about lambs that could speak, about mothers with urns for hearts, and about birds whose eggs, if eaten, would hatch inside your body and teach you the language of the winds.

			
			

			Life for Agnes took on that watchful quality it tends to do around small children, the hours no longer narrated by roosters and mealtimes and clocks, but by the needs of the little lord.

			She didn’t call the child anything, and, when he learned to talk, he didn’t call her anything either. Together they existed, a knowing between them that went beyond names.

			 

			Agnes went back to the village once a month to see her father. Her old home seemed smaller every time she visited, as if her stay at the house diminished everything else in her life, like a distorting mirror. And, each time, though it would be years before she admitted this to herself, she was glad to be back in the dusty halls of the castle, to be enveloped by its musty smell, stared down by its dark walls.

			She only met Lord Malcolm weeks after she’d started working for him. She had just returned from her first visit home. The baby was asleep in her arms, and Agnes was heading upstairs to her room when she saw a tall, thin figure standing in front of the great fireplace in the sitting room. He wore a set of keys around his waist. She took him for the groundskeeper or one of the servants, so plain were his clothes.

			
			

			Agnes watched from the doorway. At first, she thought he was crying – it was the faltering way his back shook beneath the light fabric of his shirt. But as she stood there, she realised she’d been wrong: the man was laughing at the fire. It made the keys rattle.

			‘Why are you doing that?’ she asked.

			The man turned to face her. She recognised him from the painting with the sleeping horse, though both his mouth and his hands looked normal in person. This man was no groundskeeper. His hair was curly and the same black as the child’s; so dark that, when it caught the light just right, it took on the most beautiful blue tint. The lips, too, resembled his son’s. Thick and perfectly shaped.

			‘Doing what?’ he asked back, his voice too deep for his frame.

			‘Looking at the fire like that,’ Agnes replied, now suddenly embarrassed by her own insolence.

			But the man seemed intrigued by her directness. ‘Because it’s beautiful,’ he said. ‘Because I’m in awe that a thing this powerful can be contained so. It’s man’s greatest achievement. Don’t you think?’

			Agnes thought that was the most ridiculous thing she’d ever heard – besides, she’d lit the fire before leaving for the village, and she was no man.

			She said so.

			Instead of getting angry, the man burst out laughing. A full-­throated laugh, coming from deep in the belly.

			‘Hush,’ Agnes whispered, but it was too late. The baby had already woken up and begun to cry. ‘Look what you did,’ she said.

			
			

			The man looked at Agnes and smiled. He said, ‘Look what you made me do.’

			 

			The child’s nails grew too fast. Agnes cut them every morning but at night they dug again into her breasts, carved tiny crescents into the skin of her forearms. He was always hungry, his teeth sharp like needles. All babies have sharp teeth, she knew, but not like this. Once, the child bit her so hard she had to check her flesh in the mirror twice, certain he’d torn away a piece of her. But she didn’t mind. When the baby nursed, Agnes’s head emptied of everything else, of the world and everyone in it. There was only this child.

			She understood that his need to be loved was great, and so Agnes loved him greatly. If anyone had asked whether she’d have changed anything, as I’m told people did, later, after everything – she’d have said no. She wouldn’t change a thing.

			 

			The mother was a spectre. Agnes glimpsed her white nightgown turning a corner or fleeing up the stairs. The few times she had a chance to look at the woman’s face, Agnes thought her beautiful, despite the wan skin, the downturned lips. Even on the occasions when the master invited Agnes to dine with him, claiming he enjoyed their conversations, the mother joined them only for a few minutes, and she didn’t eat at all.

			Tonight was one of those times. Outside, it was still light, a fresh spring evening, but in the dining room the air smelled stale, heavy with the scent of game cooked in red wine – venison, Agnes thought, shot and bled by the master himself. She’d just taken a sip of wine when the woman entered the room. The drink burned the roof of Agnes’s mouth, made her gums grow numb, coated her teeth with a sour film.

			
			

			The woman was still in her nightgown, her hair loose and greasy. ‘I’m late,’ she said, but her husband waved her words away.

			‘You can never be late, my love,’ he said. ‘Agnes was keeping me company.’

			She turned to Agnes, alert for a moment, and Agnes felt as though she’d been caught stealing. Blood rushed to her cheeks. She couldn’t meet the woman’s gaze, so she looked down at her hands instead.

			The moment was gone quickly, the alertness too. The mother sat down, elbows on the table, one hand supporting her head, lips sealed tight. She stared at her food, and she stared at the child, and at the woman who cared for it, and at her husband, who didn’t speak another word.

			When his wife left, the master leaned back in his chair and his shoulders fell; in disappointment, yes, but also, Agnes thought, in relief.

			A few moments passed quietly, the little lord’s calm breathing the only sound in the room.

			‘What’s wrong with her?’ Agnes asked, in the direct way she’d come to understand the master appreciated.

			He remained silent for a long time. Agnes thought she’d been mistaken, that he was angry at the bluntness of her question. But, when the man stood and approached, it wasn’t to punish her or send her back to her room. Instead, he touched her shoulder gently so she would stand, and led her to the window overlooking the garden, the stone fence, the cultivated land beyond.

			
			

			The man’s body felt large next to her. He smelled of wine and straw. She wanted to touch his beard but didn’t.

			‘What do you see?’ the man asked.

			She looked; the garden was fierce and green, with tangled brambles and flowers that didn’t keep to their beds. The stone fence sported moss – dead yellow and grey. The field was green too, dotted with red. So much red.

			‘Poppies,’ she said.

			The master nodded, smiled.

			‘This land turns corpses into flowers.’

			 

			When the child was weaned, he could already walk on two strong feet, pull at the weeds in the garden with two strong arms and pluck them from the earth’s fist. Agnes imagined she’d be dismissed now that her milk was no longer needed, but nobody told her to leave. She could choose to leave herself. To go back to – what? What was there for her in the village? Not even a stranger who came, who loved her for a night, who painted, who left. Not even a blue-­lipped baby to call her own.

			So she stayed. Let her milk run dry. Gradually she understood she was to be the child’s minder, though nobody told her as much. Besides, the mother seemed so helpless around the child, and he was so attached to Agnes by now – did she really have any choice in the matter? It seemed natural that she would stay.

			They slept in the same bed often, the boy curled up against her, seeming both softer and more angular than Agnes expected his body to be, his fingers grasping her arm so tightly her flesh bruised. He smelled darkly of the forest; not the clean scent of trees, but the musky tang of their insides.

			
			

			The child grew and his face remained as lovely as it had always been – though, sometimes, when she looked into his eyes, Agnes saw a shadow there, a hard thing her stories said might nestle in the eyes of a monster. But she was only a girl from a village. What did she know of monsters?

			She oversaw the boy as he played in the field, whipping the tall yellow stalks with a birch stick she’d cut for him and watched him peel carefully with his short fingers. She loved to witness the boy in nature; he’d run to the pond and throw stones at the ducks, laugh first and then frown, as if surprised by his own violence. They spent hours in the fields and meadows. She would carry him on her back and he would point at the sky or an insect or the flowers, and she would tell him all their names – because it seemed important for him to know the names of things, even though the two of them needed no names for each other.

			One day, she’d taken him to a nearby stream to wash his face, and he’d splashed too close to the jagged rocks. She yelled at him to come back at once. But he didn’t listen to her, kept inching closer and closer to those murderous rocks, which could shred his tender flesh to ribbons. She got so angry, she wanted to make him obey, wanted to punish him. She waded into the water herself, grabbed him by the chin, and said, ‘Stop!’ She wanted to shake the little beast, to make that darkness in his eyes disappear. She squeezed his chin and shook him hard, once, twice. Three times.

			He didn’t fight. He simply stared at her with the calm of a man, the petulance of a little god, and, for the first time, Agnes grew afraid of him. But a breath later he was nothing but a boy again, hanging from his minder’s arm, his clothes wet, his dark curls plastered to his skull. She let him go and they lay together on the riverbank to dry in the sun. He played as if nothing had happened between them, walked his fingers all over her bare arms, pretended they were dancers doing pirouettes and grands jetés.

			
			

			 

			Then it was lambing season, and the little lord made his first friend: a white thing that smelled of milk and wool. He loved the lamb. He could tell it apart from all the other lambs by its bleat, by the way it tilted its head slightly, which gave it an appearance of shyness unusual for a lamb. He held it in his arms tenderly, careful not to hurt it, burrowed his face in its soft wool, fed it milk from his palm. They ran and jumped together in the grass and, when they both tired, he placed it on top of him as he lay with his back to the ground and his face to the sky.

			She would never forget the little lord’s first friend. When, later, people would come to her and say he’s evil, nothing but a well of pain and pestilence, she’d want to say, how could he be? And hold up that well-­loved lamb as proof.

			 

			But it was clear to Agnes that the boy needed the company of children, too. He had lived almost a decade on this earth without another boy or girl to call his friend. His father chastised Agnes when she brought it up. Said that, for people like them, friends were a weakness, and the boy was needy enough as it was. But in the end he relented. He arranged for a group of children to come to the house once a week. They’d arrive in a carriage his father sent to the village and spill out like screaming demons dressed in their best. As soon as they set foot on the fabled land of the big house on the hill, they’d scatter in the garden and in the field as if their time on earth was running out and they needed to make the most of it, know all of it with the soles of their feet.

			
			

			At first, they didn’t include the little master in their games. When Agnes saw him standing in a corner, looking longingly at the other children playing games so foreign to him they may as well have been speaking their own private language, she nudged him and urged him to join them. But he retreated into the house, where the children were not allowed unless it rained, and then only in a corner of the great room. So she scolded the children and admonished them to include him, or else, she said, they would never be allowed back. That earned her nothing but a red-­faced growl from him, but the threat worked. The children had simply been too shy of his wealth, she told herself, intimidated by his high breeding, the enormous walls that enclosed his life, all so unlike their own. But after a few scraped knees and copious amounts of dirt under their fingernails, they recognised him as one of their own.

			By the time the children were sent back to their homes, the boy glowed with a wild joy, and, when he lay exhausted across Agnes’s lap, he moaned – it was undeniably a moan, a thing he felt so deeply it pained him.

			‘I love the children,’ he said. ‘I love them all.’

		

	
		
			
			

			(The sun is coming out.)

			The ghosts interrupt. They object to the way I tell the story.

			What do you want? I ask them. Am I being too kind to him? Too lenient with Agnes?

			Do you need me to say he never loved anything?

			These are not things the ghosts have answers to. Their words are rehearsed, their names borrowed like their costumes: an Ophelia, her hair still wet from the river. An Isolde. A Phaedra, thinking of bullish love. Even a Medea, heart-­stricken, aphasiac, dreaming of a chariot eclipsing the sun. And yet, they question my choice to tell this like something that happened hundreds of years ago. Not now. Not in the twenty-­first century.

			I look down, at my own clothes. Sweatpants, a torn shirt. Slippers left by the bed, and I don’t dare fetch them from behind that door. So: feet bare on the wooden floor. What costume is this? What role?

			The ghosts talk all at once, trying again. But on this homemade stage of ours, I’m the one who must play composer, director, light designer, must speak all the roles myself.

			Will you be quiet? I plead with them. Only for a minute, just so I can come up with the right words.

		

	
		
			
			

			The first blight

			A couple of summers later, the crops suffered with blight. Nobody thought much of it at first; such things had happened before, after all. They happened all the time. Except other ills followed, stranger things. The cattle stopped giving milk; ewes stopped birthing. Everywhere in the village, the fruit darkened and fell off the trees. The sight of them knotted a lump in Agnes’s throat. The air stood still, and, when the wind blew, it was laced with a smell no one could quite place – something repugnant, something rotting and old. One night, the house shook and the ground split open. The earth exhaled a cloud of dust. The stone wall that circumscribed the property crumbled.

			Men of knowledge from the city were summoned to provide the master with an explanation, but their remedies for the crops and the livestock offered no relief. While the village suffered, Lord Malcolm’s household survived on their hoarded goods, their storage rich and bountiful beyond imagining. The mistress wept for the lost animals, the blighted land.

			The children kept coming to play with the little lord, though in smaller numbers – some mothers clutched theirs close and refused to let them go to ‘that wretched house’. But some still came, and this was all that mattered to Agnes. As she helped the last of the children into the carriage at the end of one day, the driver, Robert, held her gaze and touched her fingers, told her it would be all right. She pulled back her hand, gave him a cutting look. The little lord eyed the suffering crops with his jaw clenched, as if staring down an adversary.

			
			

			 

			And then, suddenly, before the end of summer, Robert’s prediction came true and everything went back to how it had been before. The animals livened, the ewes’ bellies swelled with new, healthy lambs, the trees bore fruit so big their branches bowed to the ground, and fresh grass carpeted the fields, green and thick. But the lump in Agnes’s throat refused to budge, no matter how she coaxed it.

			Most of the children came back, resumed their play. One time, Agnes saw them all gathered around a patch of tall grass. They were looking down at something, peering at it intently. Then, one by one, they took turns bowing to the ground. Agnes thought maybe they’d found a strange animal – something venomous that they shouldn’t be touching but would surely, undoubtedly, touch. She ran to stop them; when she reached them, she saw they were all gathered around the boy, who was kneeling in the grass. One girl told Agnes to leave him be, in a tone that made her sound too grown-­up, almost reverent, and the others fell into silent nods of assent. After a moment, the little lord stood and let them drape his shoulders with their arms. He smiled. He looked fine, only startled, as if he hadn’t expected the other children to embrace him so, and also grateful, as if he hadn’t thought he deserved it.

			Agnes never did figure out exactly what had passed that day, but she placed this exhibition of affection towards her charge in the same category she put the fecund land, the green-­again grass, the swollen bellies of the ewes.

			
			

			Lord Malcolm thanked the scientists for their delayed miracle, and made a large donation to the church for good measure. He was not particularly religious, but he was a practical man, and Agnes liked that about him: he held on to what he thought was right but was not too proud to change his mind, or have it changed.

			 

			Then, the dogs.

			The master had no special fondness for any of the animals he kept. They were tools, all of them – the cattle definitely, the horses, too, and even the three hounds he took hunting. These hounds were meek, obedient things that adored their master and the boy with a wide-­eyed ferocity that could melt your heart. They never made a sound, except when their master needed them barking over a fallen bird or a stag shot through the neck.

			But on the nights before the accident, the dogs howled. Agnes thought they felt that something was not right with the world – animals can sense that sort of thing, can’t they? They screamed for hours. The master went out first to scold them, then whip them, and then, when he gave up, it was Agnes’s turn to go out to their kennel and bribe them with treats and petting hands. She walked by the flickering light of an oil lamp. The wind brought with it the memory of snow, though the weather had not yet turned – it made her skin bloom into gooseflesh.

			When she reached the door of the barn, she didn’t understand what she saw. The dogs, yes, and in front of them something else, shadowy and unfamiliar. She blinked and held her lamp higher: it was the child. How had she not known him? He stood in front of the dogs, his hands on their heads, speaking to them. Agnes gasped. The boy was slick with something that looked like blood.

			
			

			She ran. She knelt next to the boy, handled him all over to check for the bleeding wounds she’d glimpsed – his head, his back, his belly, his legs his arms his eyes his neck his neck—

			There was no blood, no wounds. It had been nothing, nothing, just the uncanny workings of the night. The boy submitted himself to her furious inspection silently, staring at her with his forest eyes.

			‘Are you all right?’ Agnes asked him, her words almost drowned by the whining of the dogs.

			Again, he spoke no words, but turned his gaze to the beasts.

			‘What were you doing to the dogs?’ she asked, and she’d meant to say “with”—with the dogs, not to them, because that sounded strange, didn’t it? What could a boy have been doing to the dogs he so loved?

			The boy lifted his long-­nailed hand to her face and caressed her cheek carefully, while Agnes braced herself for pain that didn’t come.

			 

			The next day the village children came again to play with the little lord. They spilled out of Robert’s carriage as they did every time, and the boy joined them with a serious look on his face, which wasn’t unusual – he always looked a little grim, and that had worried Agnes until she accepted that his joy was not incompatible with his seriousness. Together, the children ran to the back of the house. They liked to play on the boundary between the fields and the woods, where the two kinds of territory merged, that long strip which was neither cultivated land nor wilderness.

			
			

			Agnes kept herself busy. She tried not to hover where the boy could see her, while also avoiding Robert’s inappropriate stares. She did, however, note that the man’s body was pleasantly compact, and that his face was puffy in a way that made him look always just-­woken and kind.

			Agnes swept the stone paths around the pond, then pruned the dead roses from the bushes that grew in the rock garden; the blight had robbed the house of its gardener, and she was the next best thing. As she scooped up the dried heads of the flowers and snipped, scooped and
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