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      It begins with earth on a coffin-lid, unmoving. It begins with a woman in labor, thrashing in the birth of a girl. It begins with the doctor, his hands red. “I’m going to remove the placenta now,” he declares to the moaning woman. “Still stuck fast, inside. You fed your child but now she’s born and she can survive on her own. She will. She must.”

      Can the mother hear him? Does she answer? Are her bright golden-brown eyes open or squeezed shut against the pain that’s brought out the sweat all over her, wringing her long hair into ropes around her throat? No one will ever know.

      The scissors are slapped into the doctor’s red palm and the grinding snip of metal through flesh shears the child away from all the world she has ever known. The father can only pace and try not to stare at all that blood before he flees the room in dread.

      So it begins, then, with a being still stranded between worlds and lives. A four-limbed livid thing still waxy with vernix caseosa, not yet plumped with milk and sweetness, all ribs and fists, its skull bent sharp by its passage through a gate of bone. Its skin bright red. A bewildered thing. Screaming.

      Mother? Where are you?

      Father? Where am I?

      In ten days, this four-limbed livid thing, held in someone’s arms, blooming into something like a baby girl, will blink with dark borderless eyes at the sight before it. A hole in the ground, six feet long, six feet deep. Its father hunkers next to that hole, weeping, clutching fistfuls of earth.

      Let her go, Godwin, a kind voice will urge. Open your hands.

      I can’t, its father will cry, clutching the earth tighter. I can’t.

      Other sounds will enter the baby’s ears. The cooing of pigeons in the belfry of the old stone church. Willow trees rustling on the bank of the melancholy little river which runs south to join the Thames, and, eventually, the sea. The thud of earth on a coffin lid. The murmur of prayers, the gasp and hitch of tears. In all the mourners’ mouths, the name that belongs to the dead mother and the living child: Mary. Mary. Mary Wollstonecraft. The rustle of that child in her swaddling bands, bound and weary and curious.⁠1

      And from somewhere over the border of that country from which she has recently emerged, the child will hear a voice. A voice that is contained within her own new and wondering brain but that also haunts the air around her: pipping, tapping, testing the limits of its own future life like a chick inside the shell it will eventually burst.

      Mother, it will ask, where are you?

      Father, it will ask, what am I?

      The child will turn her head, mouth open, eyes searching for the source of that voice. And there it is, visible to her eyes alone. A thickened spot of darkness under the trees. A shimmer to the air that is not only mourners’ grief but is some kind of creature alchemized into life before her eyes, born of curiosity and rage and a terrible love for this world into which she has now leapt. It is a voice like her own. And yet it is not. It possesses itself. In a space she cannot touch. Not yet.

      This is how it begins.

      Creature and infant girl, born together. Helpless. Intent. Alive.
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          LONDON 1806

        

      

    

    
      Mary wakes and lies still in her bed, listening. If her father and her older sister Fanny have gone out, then this will be a good day to play the game. Inside the wall, a mouse chitters, then hushes. There are the scufflings of Fanny gathering her basket and lacing her boots. The front door opens, then shuts. Silence. Good. Mary and Mama, alone: that’s the game. One of them summons the other and then makes her disappear.

      Mary throws back the quilt and slips out of bed. Her brown dress hangs in the wardrobe with her stockings draped over it, shrunken as ghost-legs. Shivering, she shucks off her nightgown, drops the dress over her head, and tugs the stockings on, turning them so the worst holes don’t show. Mama’s sister, Aunt Everina, had been so censorious at Easter, peering at Mary’s and Fanny’s threadbare clothes and back at Papa, her eyebrows raised. “Believe me, I’m trying,” Papa snapped. “If you’re so worried, then overcome your old-maid scruples and take Fanny to live with you. You promised, once, and broke your word.” He mimicked Aunt Everina’s vinegary voice. “‘Her mother’s reputation will taint our school.’ Her mother? She was your sister, Everina. Mary Wollstonecraft. Say her name.”

      High on the bureau-top gleam Mama’s pewter-backed brush and comb. Mary strokes the brush down her hair, then weaves a braid and ties it with a piece of string. Papa gave this brush and comb to Mama on their wedding day, and then, several years ago, to Mary and Fanny. “Share them,” he’d instructed, turning his face away, swallowing hard. And they still obey. They keep Mama’s things safe: brush and comb on the bureau and, in the top drawer, Mama’s stays. Mary likes to slide open the top drawer of the bureau and touch the whalebone ribs, stitched into pale canvas with tiny threads, that Mama had laced around herself every morning of her adult life. Mama had complained about them – how women bind themselves with worse than Chinese bands. But Fanny is nearly thirteen; she’ll soon be armored in them, swimming away into the dark water of womanhood: the future, the inevitable, the place where you die from babies clamoring to tear their way into the world through you. The stays are a thrilling and dangerous charm, with Mama’s initials – M W – stitched in red thread just below the heart. Lucky the top drawer has a lock. A lock can protect secrets. A lock can keep Fanny here in the Polygon Building as Mary’s big sister, forever. Fanny will never abandon Mary. Even though Fanny remembers Mama as Mary never can. Even though, on a pink ribbon around her neck, Fanny wears the key to that lock.

      In her stocking feet, Mary creeps into Papa’s study. Morning sunlight washes over his desk with its stacks of paper. The new novel. The children’s tales, written under a pseudonym. Scrawled Latin exercises by the rich boys he trudges out to St. John’s Wood to tutor: “Harrow’s wasted on them, Mary,” he sighs, “would that girls could study there, you’d put them all to shame.” The essays on Various Political Subjects by the Author of Political Justice (Mary can hear the capital letters in her mind.) And bills, with the tradesmen’s angry scribble: Past Due. Last week Mary stole a sheet of Papa’s good paper to write a story of her own: Once there were two sisters, the first line reads, and a papa and a mama’s ghost. She could sit in his chair and add another line right now. But not today. Mornings alone are too rare to spend on anything but the game.

      Over the fireplace mantel hangs Mama’s bright face, bounded by its portrait frame. On the walls, books lean together like drunkards, with more books piled on top: Shakespeare, Volney, Gibbon, Voltaire, Montaigne, Rousseau, Cicero, Milton, and the Bible Papa says that rational people should use only as a key to Milton. One shelf for the books Papa himself has written (although he keeps his Memoir of Mama out of sight); a smaller shelf for Mama’s, arranged in order of publication. Thoughts on the Education of Daughters. Original Stories from Real Life. Mary: A Fiction. A Vindication of the Rights of Men. A Vindication of the Rights of Woman. An Historical and Moral View of the French Revolution and the Effect It Has Produced in Europe. Letters Written in Sweden, Norway, and Denmark. Mary has read all her mother’s books, forcing her eyes even over the parts she doesn’t understand. “That shows ambition,” Papa praises. “An excellent thing in woman, despite her unjustly lowered status in this world.” The shadow inside his words is Shakespeare, low and soft, an excellent thing: Mary studies hard so she can spot these shadows whenever they appear and make her Papa smile. Then comes the pinch across his brow: he’s remembering Mama. Who knows what those pictures of her look like, deep inside his head?

      Mary can’t know. But in this room, alone in the game, she has pictures of her own.

      She lifts the straight wooden chair from its corner and carries it across the room and sets it in front of the fireplace. It’s easier to balance now that the old Turkey carpet’s been sold and the floor’s bare. No need to fear the hem of her dress catching fire. There’s been no fire in this room for months.

      Knee by knee, she clambers onto the chair, then stands. Through her stocking-holes, the wood is cold. She plants her feet and sets one hand on each side of the portrait frame. And Mama fills her vision, completely.

      Against a backdrop of dark gray, Mama’s face floats, warm and bright. It’s pointy-chinned and broad, tilted slightly down and sideways. “Look at me,” Mr. Opie must have said to Mama, touching his brush to the canvas, “but not directly.” Thick eyebrows and bright, heavy-lidded eyes. Thick light-auburn hair – the color of Mary’s own – tumbling from under the dark green cap that can’t quite hold it in. A decisive nose, a strong throat graceful against her soft white gown. A faint flush on her cheeks.

      And, under that white gown, inside the circle of Mama’s arms: the visible bump of Mary herself. “Babies sleep inside their mothers,” Papa has told her and Fanny, “until the world is ready for them.” If you slept, you might dream. And if you dreamed, you might remember. Mary can’t remember being inside Mama. But dreams show her other things. Papa raving, screaming. Herself split open on a bed as a man with a knife unstrings her insides. A tall being, man-shaped, stumbling through an open door into the street. Mama twisting in bloody sheets. The thud of earth on a coffin-lid. You killed her, a voice rages, then, in Mary’s head. You, by coming forth into this world.

      It’s only from a distance, and only with the most casual of glances, that Mama looks like she’s smiling. At close range, Mama’s smile is flickeringly sad. You smile like that when you’re pondering something–

      (Mary kept all these things and pondered them in her heart)

      —that you can never tell anyone directly, but that a sympathetic mind might guess.

      (I’ll never live to see my second daughter. She’ll search for me her whole life.)

      Is that what Mama had been thinking?

      Her name had been Mary, too.

      You killed her. She’d be alive if not for you.

      It’s time to go inside.

      Mary trains her eyes on Mama’s painted, slightly averted ones and bends forward, pressing her heels against the chair seat and stiffening her spine. The face breaks and floats in conjoined twin faces before her eyes – four eyes, two mouths smeared across one another – but she leans closer yet and the face becomes real. Briefly, dazzlingly, it’s only skin, flushed and warm. She closes her eyes to savor the feeling. Yet to prolong any present happiness beyond its time is to lose it for good. Better to keep things in your mind, safe, for as long as you’re alive.

      She leans closer until her nose touches the canvas. Now Mama’s only a swirl of rosy creams and pinks and bits of yellow where Mr. Opie’s brush laid down the color in tiny strokes. It’s good to see how someone made a thing, because it makes you want to make a thing yourself.

      The mind is its own place, and in itself can make a heaven of hell, a hell of heaven…

      Her mind is the only place Mary can find Mama now.

      She holds her face still in front of the canvas, breathing against Mama’s painted skin as it reflects her own warmth back to her. The chair creaks. The weight of her long braid settles against her spine. Eventually she realizes, with the game’s familiar shock, that she doesn’t know how long she’s been staring at her mother’s face. It’s terrifying and thrilling, the way the atmosphere of her mind can close like water over her head and drown what Papa calls reality.

      Mary steps down from the chair and sets it back against the wall, then returns to stand below Mama’s portrait, looking up. She straightens her spine, as Mama’s books urge girls to do. If fear in girls, instead of being cherished, perhaps created, were treated in the same manner as cowardice in boys, we should quickly see women with more dignified aspects. I do not wish them to have power over men, but over themselves.⁠1

      The kitchen door bangs: Fanny’s back. Go help her, nudges a familiar voice in Mary’s head. Be good.

      Stay here, whispers the slightly-less-familiar opposite one. If you hearken too much to someone else, you’ll die. Or rather, I’ll die inside you. Which is worse.

      This is the voice Mary never ignores, no matter what it says.

      She moves to Papa’s shelves to take out Volney’s Ruins of Empire. But then a crash – worryingly large – makes her turn and hurry to the kitchen, where Fanny stoops over a sticky splatter of eggs and shells. Her sallow face swells with tears. “Oh, Mary,” she wails, “I dropped the basket.”

      The yellow-and-white mass is slimy, gleaming, and dirty at its edges, like a puddle girdled by ice. As she moves toward the drawer full of rags and the water bucket, Mary feels the cold voice speak in her: when was the last time she cleaned this floor? But Fanny already does most of the cleaning, and cooking, and marketing, since at thirteen she’s nearly grown. Fanny is Mama’s daughter too. Fanny also has to keep on in this flat powdered by dust and books and the smoke of what little coal there is. She’ll waste her life this way. But you won’t. If you look sharp.

      So Mary looks. Eggshells in their sticky yellow spill twirl across the floor: beige and speckly boats, round coracles, pale on the inside. Clinging to one shell is a brown clot that might have grown into a chick if big, kind Mrs. O’Neill in her chicken-yard hadn’t shoved her hand under the hen and drawn this warm egg away for Fanny to bring home and break. What power can make a fluffy chick from this soupy mess? At what instant can the hen, through her sleek feathers, hear the chick stir, feel the new creature’s tiny limbs rattle the shell with its first, irreversible breath? What can a chick see from inside the egg? Just its own folded would-be-wings, all packed and crammed. Maybe it can see the warm dimness around it. Sometimes the light of its known world must brighten as the warm weight it’s always known lifts up and away, as its mother stands up and is gone. Still, her going leaves that light, unblocked, for the chick to see whatever it can. And in her absence, that has to be its consolation.

      Fanny gathers the shells and drops them into the basket. Puddled yolk ropes down through her fingers. “Oh, me,” she sighs. “I’m such an idiot. A rag –”

      “No,” Mary says, “a rag would only smear it. First we need something with an edge.” She fetches the fireplace shovel from the parlor, scrapes the silky egg-strings into a heap, and slithers them into the slop pail underneath the washstand. Then she taps the shovel-edge on the rim and swishes it in the water bucket and stands it on end against the wall. Fanny looks at it and averts her eyes. “The dustpan,” she says. “I should have thought of it. Now we’ve made the shovel wet. What if it rusts?”

      “It’ll dry,” Mary says. “Don’t worry.” Suddenly she longs to be away from Fanny: her fussing, her fear, her eternal quivering on the edge of tears. You’re so cruel to be disgusted by your sister, says one internal voice. But accurate, says the colder one. Behold what happens when you let housework be the aim and measure of your days, and dependence be the rule. Sometimes she thinks that cold voice sounds like Mama’s prose, in those brown-bound books Papa let her read in his study. Maybe Mama’s growing inside her as she grew inside Mama, readying herself to burst forth. Or maybe it’s some other creature entirely. Like that dark stumbling shape in her dream, that shimmer to the air –

      “I’ll mop,” Fanny blurts. She gathers a handful of rags and dips them in the water-bucket and swabs the floor until a smeary circle emerges. Mary stands next to her and they look. Unfortunately, now it’s worse.

      “We’ll have to do the whole floor,” Mary sighs. “I’ll help you. Do you know where Papa is?”

      “He’s out,” Fanny says. “I don’t know where.” She scrambles to her feet and tucks her sleeves above her elbows and touches the rolled-up places, one and then the other.  In a boy, Fanny’s wide bony face would be handsome, her knuckly hands called capable, her thick eyebrows bold. In her face mingle Mama’s nose and Mama’s upturned lips and what must be Mr. Imlay’s brow, since it’s higher than Mama’s (but this is just a guess; there are no pictures of Mr. Imlay anywhere) with a dusty pallid sallowness all Fanny’s own. Bands of straight dim hair droop under her cap. At least she isn’t too tall. No man will ever take a girl too tall and so all-fired poor as they are, into the bargain. Everybody says that. And for once, everybody’s right.

      My poor plain sister, muses cold inward Mary, freezing normal Mary’s hand on the heap of shells. What’s to become of you?

      But Fanny has mind-pictures of Mama that Mary never can.

      Both of them have the story of Fanny’s birth, though. Years before she knew Papa, Mama met the dashing Mr. Imlay, an American, who owned treasure ships and racehorses and consorted with real live Indians in feathers and beads. She fell in love with him. Since they were living in Paris at the time, where kings and queens’ heads were being chopped off by the mob (“mob is a loaded word, Mary,” Papa frowns, “they were people seeking a redress of tyranny, by the only means that uneducated people ever get to know”) Mama and Mr. Imlay had to be careful, because, even as non-Frenchmen, they were apt to get swept up in the general confusion. (“Well, they were a mob, Papa,” Mary argues, “because humans do have reason – doesn’t Mama say it? Men and women both? – and if we choose not to exercise it, does that not make us a mob, and in the wrong, no better than the beasts?”) So they met outside the city gates of Paris to be together. That was how Fanny came to be born. But soon Mr. Imlay did not love Mama anymore even though she went to Norway to find one of his stolen treasure ships for him and took Fanny – just a baby – with her. And that was where the book of Mama’s letters from Norway came from. “If ever there was a book,” Papa says of it, “calculated to make a man in love with its author, this appears to me to be the book.”⁠2 And it had made Papa fall in love with Mama. So, technically, without that book, Mary wouldn’t be alive at all.

      But Mama would be alive if Mary had never been born.

      Last year, Papa found Mary standing on the chair in front of Mama’s portrait, crying. “She’d never want you to be so sad,” he said. He lifted her down and patted her awkwardly. “Your mother,” he fumbled, “well, she –” Behind his spectacles, his eyes grew wet. “She was so –” He straightened up, wiped his eyes, and took the book of letters from Norway off the shelf and put it into Mary’s hands and walked out of his study and left her and Mama and Mama’s book there together. Mary never let him catch her there alone again.

      But now she’s nine, and doesn’t cry so much. Papa told her last week that the ancient Pharaohs preferred girls of nine for conversation, since they were so clever and so lively. “Like you,” he says, “you are a clever girl. And I know your mother would be –” Proud, she yearned. Please say she would be proud.

      Papa hadn’t finished the sentence.  He’d gone to his desk and taken out a manuscript in her mother’s handwriting and set it into her hands. And so Mary read it: the novel her mother had been writing when Mary was born. The narrator speaks to her baby daughter, stolen by a cruel husband. And Mary’s mother speaks to her.

      Death may snatch me from you… I would then, with fond anxiety, lead you very early in life to form your grand principle of action, to save you from the vain regret of having, through irresolution, let the spring-tide of existence pass away, unimproved, unenjoyed. Gain experience – ah! gain it – while experience is worth having, and acquire sufficient fortitude to pursue your own happiness; it includes your utility by a direct path. What is wisdom too often but the owl of the goddess, who sits moping in a desolated heart –⁠3

      Moping in a desolated heart. Look at Fanny now, hauling out the bucket to swab the floor, scraping her knuckles against the boards. What experience will Fanny ever have? Mary shivers. She can’t let herself be mired in a life like that. Mama’s friend, earnest Miss Hays, always says the world is no place for a woman of feeling. Mama had feared this for Fanny too: I dread to unfold her mind, she wrote from Norway, lest it render her unfit for the world she is to inhabit.⁠4 Is this always the fate of a woman – to die in childbirth, like Mama? To wear out her life as a kitchen drudge, like Fanny? To strain, like Miss Hays, after something her own labor can never quite earn her – another book, some money, a man? But even a man can’t secure you. Papa couldn’t stop Mama from dying, or give her any other home than this flat in this cheap odd-shaped new building at the north edge of London, The Polygon, with its noises through the walls and its sloping floors and its persistent chill. In the room where Papa still sleeps, Mary’s birth killed Mama. And neither Papa nor God nor Mary herself could stop it.

      Suddenly the front door thumps and Papa’s voice runs down the hall. He’s laughing, a little out of breath. “My humble home, my dear,” he says. “Too bad a poor scholar’s not got the back to lift you over the threshold…”

      “Our home, now,” a woman’s voice purrs. “I walk in on my own. And gladly.” Then comes a smothered giggle and a silence that’s somehow moist. Mary and Fanny stare at each other. Our?

      Footsteps rustle down the passage, and Papa and the woman appear in the door. Papa’s high forehead shines, his eyes bright. Has he been drinking? The woman definitely has. She sways against him, several inches shorter but much wider; they look like Jack Sprat and Mrs. Sprat, who eat no fat and eat no lean but together manage to do more than they should. Mary blinks. It’s Mrs. Vial, who moved into the neighborhood this winter and has been simpering at Papa ever since: oh, Mr. Godwin, I’m a great admirer of your work, have you time to help my poor Puss descend from a tree? The first time, Papa had just bowed and smiled his suffering-fools smile: “Madam,” he’d replied, “even the most cursory observation will show no cat’s skeleton in any tree in London. Hunger will drive her down.” But his eyes had roamed helplessly to the quivery bosom-tops, the heap of curls too thick and dark to be real. Mrs. Vial’s small black eyes watched him steadily. “Mr. Godwin,” she’d cooed, “how I do admire a reasonable man.”

      And here she is, in Mary’s and Fanny’s (mostly Fanny’s) kitchen. Her bosom-tops quiver in her cheap gray satin dress; she tucks her hands against her stomach to hide her red, swollen fingers with their bitten nails. Her black eyes flick around the kitchen and the bucket and the egg-smeared floor and Fanny and Mary.

      “Girls,” Papa says, “you know Mrs. Vial, our neighbor.” Flustered, he runs one finger around the inside of his collar. His face gleams with sweat, although the house is cold. He’s nervous, but happy. As Papa very seldom is.

      A dreadful fear deepens in Mary’s stomach. This grinning thing is not her Papa. He’s forty-five, settled, solid, old. Can grown men be changelings? Like Puck or Ariel? The woman smiles and nudges him, and he reaches one hand behind her and grazes her wide bottom, as if by accident. But Mary knows better. Papa isn’t looking at her because he knows she cannot be fooled.

      (“Isn’t she the merry widow, then,” Mrs. O’Neill had snorted as Mary and Fanny stood next to her boxes of hens – golden-brown and sleek, burbling complaints but resettling now that they’d traded their eggs for one of Papa’s coins – and all three of them watched Mrs. Vial’s black skirts swishing down the street, her parasol bobbing. “The merry widow Clairmont. You girls’d better watch out for your father.” Mrs. O’Neill sighed. “Poor fool. She’ll be setting her cap for him and no mistake. And there’s never a man can resist a clever woman like her.”)

      Clever woman. But Mary’s clever too. She straightens and looks Papa in the eye. Tell the truth, he often says, all of it. Particularly the unpleasant things.

      Papa glances at Mary, then Fanny. “Girls,” he says, “we’re married.”

      “And I’ve brought what you might call a wedding present,” Mrs. Vial laughs. In her eyes she holds that false brightness some women think girls like. “Another sister for you.”

      She reaches behind her and jerks a girl forward. Her eyes are black as Mrs. Vial’s, and so’s her hair, which curls around her shoulders. But her dress is like Mary’s and Fanny’s: clean but worn, with a pattern of pink flowers washed to ghosts. Around one skinny wrist, a red thread bunches in braided knots. “This is my daughter, Mary Jane,” Mrs. Vial says. “She’s just turned nine, and –”

      “Claire,” the girl interrupts. Her voice is scratchy and low. “My name is Claire.”

      “We’ve had this discussion.” Mrs. Vial’s smooth voice tightens. “Your name is the one I gave you at your christening, my very own.” She flashes a gray-toothed smile at Papa.

      “Claire is my very own,” the girl retorts. “My very own name I chose myself.”

      “Mary Jane has been away at school,” Mrs. Vial explains. “That’s why you haven’t seen her in the street.” It must not be a very good school, Mary thinks, if Mrs. Vial can afford it. Yet once a skinny child in breeches had clambered over the back fence near Mrs. Vial’s house and dropped onto the street right in front of Mary, then scrambled up and darted away. That child had had dark hair like this straggling out from under a boy’s cap. Maybe that child was this girl Claire. In spite of herself, Mary feels a twinge of interest. How would it feel to tug on your cap and saunter off into the street just as you please, with no one to recognize you as anything but the person you believe yourself to be?

      Wait. The merry widow Clairmont. “Is your name really Mrs. Vial?” Mary asks.

      “Who says otherwise?” The small black eyes sharpen. The bitten red hands uncurl and circle Papa’s arm.

      “Well –” Mary stops. “People.”

      “I wouldn’t hearken to Irish poultrywomen if I were you.” Mrs. Vial’s voice is smooth. “Je n’écoute pas les commérages.”

      “Mrs. Vial was married before,” Papa explains, “and that was Cla— Mary Jane’s father, Mr. Clairmont.”

      “Then why is she Mrs. Vial now?” Mary asks. Fanny shifts from foot to foot, plucking at her dirty apron; she hates a fuss. Papa glares at Mary. Be mannerly. This is my will. And she glares back. Tyrant. You replaced Mama without ever asking me.

      “Because a woman sometimes has need to return to the name of her birth,” Mrs. Vial says, “as you may learn when you attain some maturity and common sense. Now.” Her gaze roams around the dingy kitchen and the egg-smeared floor. “Soon as I get out of this dress I’ll help –”

      “We don’t need another sister,” Mary blurts. “We don’t need you. We have a mama.”

      “Your mama’s dead, child,” Mrs. Vial observes.

      Papa’s face is white. Mary’s never seen him so angry. But a feeling’s loose in her now, heedless as a runaway cart-horse galloping down the street, reins flying. She won’t pull it in. Hasn’t Papa himself always insisted? Tell the truth. Conscience known and spoken freely is true liberty, our only defence against the tyrant’s grip. Mrs. Vial will be a tyrant if Mary lets her – that much is clear. She opens her mouth but to her horror finds she’s on the verge of tears. Crying in front of this woman is the greatest imaginable shame.

      She turns and bolts out the door, ignoring Papa’s shout, and into the street. Outside, the whole morning sparkles, the sun glittering in the windows of the Polygon. Last night’s rainwater ribbons down the center of each rut in the road. Mrs. O’Neill’s chicken-pen fence rises at her left and Mary extends her hand to rattle it along the slats. There’s Mrs. Moorcock with the bent shoulder and the drunken husband, limping outside to empty her necessary pot against a tree. Here’s the brewer’s yard with its big warm horses backing into the wagon-shafts, their muddy hooves stamping, the stableboys holding the bridles, cooing, “aren’t you a good fella.” An orange cat dashes by with a fieldmouse in its jaws. Papa won’t permit her a cat, despite the squeaks and skitters in the walls, because cats make him sneeze. Right now, Mary could happily watch him gasp for air. Tyrant, she thinks. I already have a Mama who loves me best of all.

      Just ahead stands the little stone church of St. Pancras on its hill, shaded by three big oaks that lean over the short steeple and the slate roof. The iron gate’s open – Mr. Jebb, the vicar, insists on that. Mama and Papa were married here, with just Miss Hays and Mr. Hookham and Mr. Jebb to see. Papa wrote in Political Justice about marriage as a vulgar superstition designed to enslave both men and women, but for Mama he made an exception, because Mary herself was inside her mama’s belly by then, under that white gown, inside those circling arms. In spite of any ideas Mama or Papa might have, it’s easier for a pregnant woman if she has a husband. At least in this neighborhood. And maybe everywhere.

      The church doors are shut despite the fine morning air. Mr. Jebb must be leading prayers for the few people Mary has ever seen here, the two old sisters with their black string bags and the man with the smashed-up leg and the boy with the red face who twitches and blinks. “Superstition,” Papa snorts. But Mary has seen the boy walking slowly into the sunlight after prayers, his face calm. It can’t just be superstition if something about it works.

      Mary veers left onto the narrow path, deeper into the burying-ground. Gravestones sprout around her: small marble rectangles flat in the grass (mostly for babies), tall spikes with big square bases (for gentlemen, back when gentlemen had lived in this parish), and flat upright slabs with arched tops, all gray-mottled and lichen-specked. This churchyard’s damp. Much of the neighborhood around here is damp, because of the melancholy little River Fleet that runs past the graves and on to the heart of the city. Maybe that’s why the dead gentlemen’s families sold their land to the men who built the Polygon. Wealth enables you to choose to be at the river or away from it. No rich person would choose this in-between place, neither damp nor healthy. Neither city nor country. Neither daughter nor orphan. Neither dead nor alive.

      Here at last is the familiar comforting square stone pedestal, almost as tall as Mary herself, that marks Mama’s grave. The flat top’s wide enough to sit on, tailor-fashion. But Mary would never do such a thing. Even gentle Mr. Jebb would be angry if he found her climbing on stones. Instead she leans against the rough granite and slides down to sit. She can be closer to Mama here, separated only by a few feet of earth and an inch or two of coffin-wood. Mama’s face lies down there in the dark, upturned to her on its pillow, pink and white, with its rosy rueful mouth smiling even in the dark. Surely Mama’s glad that Mary has never forgotten her. My daughter. So loyal and dutiful. An excellent thing in woman. Mary scrubs the Shakespeare-ghost from her mind and tries again. My daughter. How glad I am you’ve come to see me. Even if your faithless Papa has married a cheap and vulgar merry-widow, you never forget me. You’re the only one who really loves me. I can always count on you.

      Over the churchyard, gray clouds gather around a doubtful slice of creamy-blue sky.  One of Mrs. Radcliffe’s novel heroines would have tempests to accompany her grief, but Mary has only normal English weather: changeable clouds and the fragile, lovely, untrustworthy sun. Swallows slice the air with their spiky tails. For a moment she feels silly, moping on the ground in her ordinary neighborhood, half-listening to the clatter of the street. But then she imagines Mama leaning over her, touching her arm, smiling ironically – come on, big girl, get up – and she leans her forehead on her crossed arms and cries.

      Turning, she curls against the name that is Mama’s, and her own. Mary Wollstonecraft Godwin. Author of A Vindication of the Rights of Woman. Born 27th April 1750. Died 10th September 1797.  Then she reaches down into her mind, as she always does, to see if she can find even a scrap of memory from when she – just a week-old baby – and Mama were alive at the same time. Hold still. Concentrate. And here is Mama, tired but smiling, propped against pillows, leaning over a knot of blankets from which pokes a scrunched red face. Open your eyes! Mary badgers her infant self. But there’s no way to make time run backwards, and anyway, this can’t be a real memory, since no small baby can remember anything, surely. Yet the picture’s still there. Mama’s face, lit with happiness. Her smiling lips, her bright golden-brown eyes. The morning sun smoothing the bumpy plaster and brightening Mama’s pewter-backed brush and comb and mirror on the bureau. The red-faced baby nestled against her mother’s living flesh, warm. Mary holds herself still, barely breathing. Maybe this time, the picture is real.

      Mary must have dozed off without knowing it, because suddenly Papa is there. She opens her eyes straight into his, which are the same brownish-green as her own. He hunkers down in his long-tailed coat, clasping his hands between his knees. A little wind pries a strand of hair loose from his high bald forehead and waves it around. He hasn’t reached to touch her. Papa doesn’t often touch. But he’s come to find her. Part of her wants to roll sleepily toward him and be held. But her waking brain stretches itself and speaks: And what says his new wife?

      Mary pushes herself up straight, scraping gently against the carved edges of her mother’s name. Papa leans close, his face level with the date of Mama’s death. For a moment Mary sees him complete: the scaly top of his bald head, the red spectacle marks on his long thin nose, the frayed edges of his collar and coat sleeves, his wiry knees about to split his worn breeches cloth. He held her finger to her mother’s name when she was small, tracing the letters, teaching her: M, A, R, Y. He kept Fanny with him when another man would have sent her away. No man chooses evil, Mama wrote, because it is evil; he only mistakes it for happiness, the good he seeks.⁠5 In Paradise Lost, God told Adam it was not good for man to be alone. Surely Papa is lonely without Mama, enough to make even Mrs. Vial seem reasonable. But even though he has Mary and Fanny for company, he’s replaced Mama without asking them at all. Mary’s anger rallies itself in images. Papa’s hand on Mrs. Vial’s wide rump. His sweaty, grinning face next to hers in the kitchen. His eyes on Mary now, so sad.

      Mary hoists herself from the ground and strides away to the churchyard gate. Morning prayers have finished, and Mr. Jebb has thrown the doors open. Papa’s behind her. She should turn back to him. But she will not.

      Slowly, Mary dawdles toward home. Fanny will be there, working to clean the kitchen and to bring Mrs. Vial’s things into their house. Helping her is not a tempting prospect. At least there is Volney’s Ruins of Empire. She can curl up in the cracked leather chair in Papa’s study, with Mama’s portrait smiling down, and dare him to drag her out.

      Reaching home, Mary slips through the front door and pauses. Mrs. Vial’s laugh needles down the passage from the kitchen, so Mary goes straight to Papa’s study and reaches for Volney. No, Mama: Vindication of the Rights of Woman. What would Mama say about a woman like Mrs. Vial, cooing over a man who once called himself reasonable? What would she say about Papa, pushing Mary to take a new stepmother against her will? Here it is in Chapter 11, “Duty to Parents:” A great proportion of the misery that wanders, in hideous forms, around the world, is allowed to rise from the negligence of parents; and still these are the people who are most tenacious of what they term a natural right, though it be subversive of the birth-right of man, the right of acting according to the direction of his own reason.

      Suddenly Papa stands in the study door, watching her. At the look on his face, Mary’s righteous joy dissolves. She tries to hold her eyes on the book but cannot. A bewildering pity overcomes her. What would Mama say to her now? You are all that is left of me to console him. Was it for this I gave you birth? Mary struggles to close the gate swinging open inside her now, through which grief and guilt come charging to take her in their teeth and shake. Her chin jerks and she bends her face deeper into Mama’s book to hide it. Slowly, Papa approaches. She scrambles off the chair and runs to him, wrapping both arms around him and pressing her face against his worn waistcoat. His familiar salty lived-in smell breaks what’s left of her anger like a rotten stick. “I’m sorry, Papa,” she sobs. “I’m sorry.”

      His arms come around her, hesitant, then tighter. “I know you are,” he says. His voice sounds high and choked. He squeezes her and doesn’t slacken his grip, although under her cheek his waistcoat-cloth is wet with tears. “I know.”
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        * * *

      

      The Creature stumbles down the winding stairs of the laboratory, chasing the father who’s left him behind. The whole rickety structure echoes with his flight, the mice flinching as he ricochets against the thin lath-and-plaster and sagging floorboards behind which they nest and nurse and dream. And then he’s in the street. His skin is sticky, his eyes wide, his footsteps wobbling and unstoppable. Rags of clothing float from him like sails from the masts of a ruined ship. The door is open and he's free. No reason he should ever turn back to that room with its clutter of wires and vats and knives. He only knows the forward-urging hunger of the question that has not yet shaped itself into speech: Father – wait – why not here with me?

      For now, he’s alone in the street. There’s a hospital down the block, and a tavern nearby with attic rooms where the medical students sleep, stained and avid and exhausted. Beyond that is a great cattle market where the morning’s business of slaughter is commencing, all holloa and bawl and thud. And beyond that is some great nonhuman force the Creature can’t see although he can feel its silvery insistent aliveness, casting up a constant rushing song. Only later will he be able to name it: river.

      Under his bare feet, something slick and cold squishes in the gutter. His mouth squares to howl. Then some breeze shifts the clouds and he’s caught by the glitter of dawn sun on a window: a square of pink, shot with gold. He lumbers across the street to stand before it. Behind that glass are objects, shadowed and roosting: rectangular things, some with hard edges and some with soft, some with glossy brown coats and some with grayish-white, made of something that looks, even to the Creature’s unhealed eyes, like his own skin. A sharp hunger spikes in him and twists. If he could touch these objects, he could confirm what he suddenly suspects: they’d leap to his palm and nest there, they’d abide in his giant empty paws, and he’d feel the answering touch of something he can’t yet name companionship against his stitched-together and aching heart. He touches the square of sunlight. It coats his bruised hand with pink and gold. There’s something here he needs.

      Beneath his fingertips the glass is cold. He presses harder, but it doesn’t yield. Rage swells and balls his hand into a fist and smashes it through the glass before his tender wondering brain in its new skull has quite processed the action or the feeling. There’s blood on his hand. A scythe of glass still clinging to the frame is tipped with blood too. An obedient babble wakes in the Creature’s mind: Glass cuts me, Father. Ergo, this is blood in my veins. Ergo, I desire. Ergo, I am alive. Ergo, his hand is now inside the chilly pencil-dust-smelling air of the shop, and something’s changed. He’s reaching for the book on its stand, its color soothing the throb of his eyes in their new sockets. The book. It’s the same pale creamy blue as the sky brightening over the hospital and his father’s open door and the river keeping its own journey on into the next day and the next. Somehow this blue object will explain and soothe the whole bewildering world.

      Now the book is heavy in the Creature’s hand, firm and sweetly dusty-smelling in the stinking street. Unlike him, it has a name, stamped in gold on its cover: Works of Milton Volume I. Paradise Lost. There’s comfort in that pattern of lines and curves. The Creature puts his tongue to the blue, but there’s only a cottony nothing in his mouth, a wet dark splodge on the cover. Oh, well. The book is with him now, in whatever this is that will be his life.

      Go. Go. Father’s voice erupts in him, urging, scolding, strange. Everyone will see you and they’ll know what I’ve made. He turns from the broken window and hugs his book against his chest and stumbles toward the river, fighting the bewildering damp prickle in his eyes. He’d have liked to have wrenched open the bookshop door and lifted the books one by one, thrusting his nose into their pages, tasting and smelling. There’s no learning but by doing. Already, dismally, he can tell this is the way of things. And he will not be allowed to do his learning here.

      But now there’s a second voice with him, beating like the pulse in his fingers where they clutch the book: The world was all before them, where to choose / Their place of rest, and Providence their guide. / They hand in hand with wandering steps and slow, / Through Eden took their solitary way.⁠6 It moves in him like the blood itself in his veins and he hearkens to it and feels them bloom in him: those foreign things so suddenly always-known, those things now never to be strange again, those things called words.

      A rumble of wheels around the corner and a driver’s warning shout and then the Creature blinks and he’s somewhere else. Only later will he hazard theories about the nature of this change: a mystery that will be with him throughout the length of what he’ll learn to recognize – bitterly, brutally, wryly – as his existence. For now, he only knows that he’s not alone. For in this elsewhere-space, there is a little girl, and people who circle her, in an intricate story they share. A story of which only the Creature will ever be able to see the entire shape, somewhere in the string of days that will open one by one into what he’ll learn to call the future. Door into room into another room. Into scene, into chapter. Into story. Into life.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER 2

          

          
            Holborn

          

          LONDON 1809

        

      

    

    
      With his typical tyranny – Mary’s new favorite word to hurl at him – Papa uproots what she’s been ordered to call their family from the Polygon Building and drags them all into central London to open what Mrs. Vile grandly calls M.J. Godwin and Co., Bookshop and Juvenile Library. Mrs. Vile is Mary’s new secret name for the woman she won’t call step-mamma, sounding so much like the old name that no one can hear the insult. On a dismal day they grapple all the book-crates and threadbare linens and chipped crockery and Mama’s portrait into a hired wagon (because, of course, Papa is useless with a horse) and trundle slowly toward the great cloud of smoke that marks the City. At the border of Holborn and Cheapside, Papa halts the driver in front of Number 41 Skinner Street, a tall narrow three-cornered house that juts into the muddy road like an inquisitive nose. Cattle-bawls and shit-pong stain the air; Number 41 is just down Snow Hill from Smithfield Market, the butchering ground and martyr’s field. And, apparently, it is their new home. Mrs. Vile scans the dingy ground-floor shop with its old leaded windows and bursts into tears. “With all these little damn panes,” she sobs, “how can anyone see the books? And what is that” – she points down the block – “a hosier’s? A hammer maker’s?”

      “But it’s so cheap,” Papa pleads. “Readers will find us. My dear, we will be pioneers!”

      Mary leaves them arguing and jumps out to investigate. In the back is a cindery yard with a fire-pit for the washpot and a spindly tree of uncertain parentage. Above is a sitting room and study for Papa, and higher still are three small bedrooms that by the evening have been parceled among Papa and Mrs. Vile, Mary and Fanny, and Claire, whose complaints about ghosts Mary ignores: she won’t share her bedroom, and Mama’s brush and comb on the bureau-top, with anyone but her true sister. Staircases zigzag from corner to corner like a house in a vaguely alarming dream. In the low ceiling of the very top room – this will be Mary’s own study – there is a trapdoor to the attic, which Mary can just reach if she stands on a chair. Her own study. A trapdoor. This is how she will escape.

      By the end of the first week, Mrs. Vile has summoned the glazier (several of the little damn panes are broken, and others come loose with her vigorous cleaning) and the carpenter to build rough shelves and Mr. Johnson’s boy to bring them books to sell on credit. From a Smithfield jumble stall, Papa has bargained up a wooden carving of Aesop reading his fables to a trio of skeptical-looking children and mounted it over the shop’s door. Aesop’s nose is broken, but that’s how Papa got him cheap, “and anyway,” he declares, “what a good presiding spirit for our new venture!” The hammer-maker stops in to shake Papa’s hand, glancing around the half-empty shelves: “never mind, mate,” he consoles, “it’s early days yet!” And Mary, Fanny, and Claire have explored the attic. Under the beams and shingles separating them from the gray Holborn sky, a vast darkness stretches away, with trunks and chairs looming in their stolen candle’s light. Mary hides Mama’s carpetbag here, a thick brocade with wooden handles and a tapestry print. Like the stays that are Fanny’s now, it has Mama’s initials stitched into the lining in red. Mama took this bag to Norway, with baby Fanny in tow, to carry her letters from Mr. Imlay and the pages on which she wrote back to him. Mary lifts it to her face and breathes deeply, but no smell remains of the sea or the wind or her mother’s living body. She shuts it tight. Now her mother’s travelling bag is in her hands.

      Through the rippling glass of the single attic window, London is a mirror world, like some Atlantis drowned in an invisible flood. Ordinary streets and the quadruple spire of St. Sepulchre’s and the distant grimy dome of St. Paul’s stretch away, shimmering in that square of watery light. Does Papa ever stop in his cramped scribbling at his desk as Mary and Fanny and Claire run above him, like thoughts in an unquiet mind? Does he ever sense the obverse kinship Mary now knows between the attic-world and the world of the ordinary house, with its porridge and parents and darned stockings and responsibilities? Does he ever wonder what treasures sleep above him in the dark? She doubts it. There is much that Papa does not see and never will.

      Soon, Mary and Claire have pried open every trunk in the attic. “These don’t belong to us,” Fanny frets, picking at her hangnails, “we shouldn’t open them.” But they persist, scratching among dressforms and wig stands and stained clothing and thick canvas farthingales: “bum rolls,” Claire giggles. She levers back a trunk’s heavy lid and pries out a mass of stiffened silk, pink and white, and shakes it. “Look! This is mine.” Fanny grasps a sliver of pale green and draws it irresolutely forth, still murmuring, “We shouldn’t.” Mary’s gown is yellow, with stiff sleeves and a train that whips the dust into furrows on the attic floor. It’s thrilling, delicious, to shuck off her worn chemise and give her body into that silken grasp. She pinches the dress closed behind her and sashays toward Fanny, sneezing. “Button me,” she says, “I’ll do yours.” Fanny obeys. Then all three of them are ladies, trailing armpit-rotted silks and swooping trains torn by carriage-steps, laughing as the sad stench of strangers’ bodies flowers in the dark.

      Mary has to admit it: Claire is best at pretending. Inside the pink-and-white-striped gown, she demands to be called Queen Sophonsiba, the lover of a famous poet. “Lover?” Mary scoffs. “You don’t even know what that is.” But, of course, Claire ignores her. In a tray in the trunk’s lid, she’s found rusty tins with caked rims of pink and brown grease: Rouge de Madame de Beautie, says the label. “Beautie is misspelled,” Mary points out, “even in French, and anyway, Claire, that’s disgusting.” But Claire opens each tin and scrapes up a rim of color on her right index finger, then swipes the finger over her forehead, then her cheeks, hasty and bold as black ash-marks at Lent; Claire’s marking herself, eager to be claimed by some force uneasy yet alluring as that of God. When she sets the candle down and pirouettes away, she becomes some other creature, half-ghost, half-thing that must be woman, gripped by that invisible force luring them into the whale-deep waters where unborn children swim, fighting for air. And when Claire dances forward out of the dark, Mary stifles a shriek. Her lips and streaked cheeks near-black in the dimness, her skirts breathing roses and sweat and mildew, Claire is a messenger from the dark corner where this world bleeds into an invisible one that only Queen Sophonsiba can see, a world into which, surely, Claire will someday cross over and leave Mary and Fanny here in this attic, wary, envious, sensible, bereft.

      “Let’s light the lights,” Fanny suggests. Mary turns gratefully to the splintery crate containing rows of fragile glass candle covers, wrapped in brittle paper. Another crate contains a set of china Fanny has unpacked, laying the cups and saucers out on the trunk-lids. Only seldom can they dare to smuggle the pot and leaves for real tea up from the kitchen; Mrs. Vile keeps the keys at her waist now, fat and jingling and self-important. But she can’t see them dancing, can’t see Mary and Claire and Fanny twirling in their trailing rags, their borrowed light. An ornament, Papa had called Mama. An illumination. And with the wet sharp scent of tea cutting through the dust, their smothered laughter and footsteps, Mary dares to hope: perhaps the passage into that woman-world can be bright, not only dark.

      Claire spreads the brittle paper on the floor, flattening it with her fingers. Busy among the loud rustle of the silks, Mary and Fanny don’t at first hear her voice. “18 January 1803,” she reads. “He died very easy; and, after hanging the usual time, his body was cut down and conveyed to a house not far distant, where it was subjected to the galvanic process by Professor Aldini, under the inspection of Mr Keate, Mr Carpue and several other professional gentlemen…”⁠1

      Mary turns, pressing both hands against her skirts. Galvanism: she’s heard this word. Some vital fluid, which can’t be seen or touched without pain, is made to pass from one body into another. A fugitive image dashes into her mind – the carter’s boys, at it with the city girls against the walls, pumping – Horrid. And, besides, that thing – electricity? – is not something made by man or in a man’s body. It is, Papa says, the same thing as lightning-storms, summoned in America by Mr. Franklin with his kite. Electricity: a lithe white bolt of something crossing any space it chooses.

      “What are you talking about, Claire?” she interrupts. “What is that story?”

      “Murderer,” Claire says with elaborate casualness. “Thomas Forster. Drowned his wife and child, it says up here –” she runs her finger under the words – “and then got hanged and they tried to bring him back to life.” She wets her lips and bends her face closer to the page. “M. Aldini,” she reads, “who is the nephew of the discoverer of this most interesting science, showed the eminent and superior powers of galvanism to be far beyond any other stimulant in nature.” She stops – what does the word mean? But she can’t admit ignorance – then struggles on: “On the first application of the process to the face,” she reads, “the jaws of the deceased criminal began to quiver, and the adjoining muscles were horribly contorted, and one eye was actually opened. In the subsequent part of the process the right hand was raised and clenched, and the legs and thighs were set in motion.” She glances at Mary and Fanny, and grins. “Mr Pass, the beadle of the Surgeons’ Company, who was officially present during this experiment, was so alarmed that he died of fright soon after his return home.”

      Fanny shrieks like a trapped mouse and covers her ears. “Stop it, Mary Jane,” says Mary deliberately. “You’re scaring her.”

      “Claire,” Claire snaps. “My name is Claire. It’s always been.”

      “No, it hasn’t,” Mary retorts. “You changed it yourself. You know what Mrs. Vile calls you.”  She’s just let out her secret name for her stepmother – Mrs. Vile – but it’s close enough to the real sound for Claire not to tell the difference. And anyway, it isn’t right for her to make Fanny cry. Papa worries about Fanny. “She has her mother’s tendency to melancholy,” he murmurs to Mrs. Vile. Poor housekeeping Fanny. Eggs smashed and spinning, their secret warm worlds wasted on the dirty floor.

      “Fine,” Claire spits. “Be that way.” She yanks the gown’s laces open and crumples it down off her shoulders and steps out of it and leaves it on the floor. “I’m going down.” Dunking her hem in the teapot-dregs, she scrubs her face – it’ll do until she can get to a proper wash – and wriggles back into her ordinary dress. At the trapdoor, she throws herself down on her stomach and opens it just a crack to be sure Mrs. Vile isn’t near. Wordlessly, Mary holds it open and Claire lets herself down through it until she’s dangling into Mary’s study room. And then she drops, quiet as a cat, and disappears.

      “Do you think she’ll tell on us?” Fanny whimpers.

      “No,” Mary replies. “She wants to keep the attic a secret too.”

      “True,” Fanny murmurs. “I’m sorry, Mary. I just get so –” Turning to Claire’s crumpled dress, Fanny lifts it, smoothing it lengthwise over her arm, then tucks in the skirts at each edge until it’s a long narrow band of cloth she folds over itself once, twice, thrice. Tucking it back into the stranger’s trunk, she pats it down and shuts the lid.

      Mary watches her sister. It’s reassuring to see Fanny moving about and making things right, with a calm so different from Mrs. Vile’s officiousness or Papa’s remoteness. It’s good to see that calm settle over Fanny, too, so she isn’t picking her nails or worrying that crease between her eyes even deeper. Mary can see a flash of Mama in Fanny’s face, a gleam of deep auburn in Fanny’s hair where the light of the stolen candle catches it. Longing floods her. She wants to stand on the chair in Papa’s study and press her face to that painted portrait surface until her own breath warms it and she can believe in Mama once again. She wants Mama to stir and come to life, to feel Mama’s lips kiss her cheek and hear her voice. Mary, my little girl. Everything will be all right. But she’s nearing thirteen. The old game hasn’t followed her to Skinner Street.

      “Fanny,” Mary asks, “do you remember Mama?”

      Still standing at the trunk, Fanny turns away and stares into the dark. “There are some… pictures of her, I don’t know what else to call them,” she says. Her face grows sad, then she smiles. “Man brought me blocks one time,” she says. “I remember that.”

      “Who’s Man?” Mary asks.

      “Oh.” Fanny chuckles, not quite happily. “Man was what I used to call Papa, when he first started coming to visit Mama. He brought me the little china mug with F on it, you know the one, and a set of blocks. I remember stacking them up, one on top of another. Blue and red sides, glazed with the light. Mama’s there. I see her hand reaching down, she helps me straighten them. And –” Fanny’s body tenses – “Man comes close and they laugh and he reaches to touch and knocks them over.” She pauses and quivers with what Mary realizes is laughter. “Bad Man, I said. Bad Man.” Mary giggles too at the thought of mild Fanny scolding Papa. “But–Dark. But –” She opens and closes her mouth. “On the ship. Up on the deck, in the wind. I see her smiling at me.” Fanny slumps to the attic floor and draws her knees up closer to herself, wrapping her arms around them. “She’s bending down and smiling.”

      And how was it when I came? Mary wants to ask. What did you see of that? But she mustn’t, or Fanny will cry. Mary leads the story forth from her mind along its familiar path, like an obedient horse from its stall: the sweaty face of that portrait-mother, hair streaked across her forehead and her shoulders, arms outstretched for the baby that is Mary herself. My daughter. Here she is at last. But Fanny’s story shames it back. Fanny has pictures that are real. And she has never told Mary about them before.

      “We’d better go back down,” Fanny says. “They’ll wonder where we are.”

      Mary sighs and opens the trapdoor a crack to check the empty room below. She lifts her candle to blow it out, and stops. “Wait a minute,” she says. The body of a murderer, Thomas Forster… She lifts the sheet of newsprint carefully, folds it into quarters, and slips it into her pocket. One by one, she and Fanny blow out their candles. The smell of burning lingers in the dark. Carefully she unfolds the bottom half of the foldable ladder attached to the door, pushing it until its hinges straighten and catch and she and Fanny can descend. When the ladder swings back into place and the trapdoor shuts, the attic-world is gone.

      Through the hole in their bedroom curtain, the afternoon sun slants, deep gold. “We’d better put on some clean clothes,” Fanny says, “these are all dusty.” Sighing, she takes her brown linsey work dress off its nail inside the wardrobe. Fanny washes that dress as carefully as she does the kitchen floor or the breakfast plates. She is neat in her habits, Papa says of Fanny. Always diligent and willing despite her tendency to melancholy.⁠2 Papa himself calls this damnation with faint praise: the scraps of kindness you scrounge from someone who should love you better. Her sturdy, lost sister. Housekeeper and drudge. Mama’s daughter too. Guilt rises in Mary’s throat. This is the longest she’s talked to Fanny about Fanny’s own feelings in quite some time.

      Fanny shoulders out of her dress and pushes it down over her petticoat. Mama’s canvas stays jut up around her shoulder blades and breasts, a stiff shell Fanny’s flesh doesn’t quite fill. But Mama’s initials stitched into the lining in thick red thread, M W, are touching Fanny’s skin right now. Someday Fanny will be as big as Mama, and those stays will fit. Who will her sister be then? Who will Mary be, herself? When she’s grown up, she too will wear stays like this, which will push a real bosom up neatly under her chemise and sprout womanhood in her like a mushroom, overnight. Perhaps the whole world is one quiet conspiracy of women and their secrets, put on and taken off each day. Perhaps all women are charmed creatures in some tale they half-write for themselves, half-understanding it, visible only to other creatures who’ve been cast into that shape.

      And when a childbirth comes – what creature is brought forth then?

      Against Mary’s thigh, the old newsprint crackles. A body given up for dead, recalled to life.

      Fanny smiles sadly and puts her arm around Mary. Mary leans against her sister. Then they descend the stairs into the silent house. Mrs. Vile is behind the shop counter. Papa is in his study, laboring up another tale of Old Dame Trot and her Comical Cat for the children’s library he’s established on a street of hosiers and hammer-makers where no sensible child would ever set foot. Claire is nowhere to be found. It’s up to Fanny and Mary to poke the kitchen fire, punch down the bread for its final rise, peel the shriveled onions and carrots to start the soup. This is being a woman. This is being all grown up.
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            Field Place

          

          SUSSEX 1809

        

      

    

    
      Under a wych elm in Sussex sprawls a tall boy with a mop of russet curls and a high forehead like his father’s and grandfather’s and a light like a spirit lamp flickering in his dark blue eyes. Where that light will lead him, no one can tell. Surely not the Creature, who leans unseen against the elm’s gray bark and peers over the boy’s shoulder at the book in his hand. Of man’s first disobedience, and the fruit / Of that forbidden tree, whose mortal taste / Brought death into the world, and all our woe…⁠1 These words touch something in the Creature he can’t yet place, a familiar premonition, a troubling bell that’s yet to ring.

      The boy wraps one long white finger around an auburn curl and tugs, absorbed in the words. The tip of his finger turns purple. What in me is dark / Illumine, what is low raise and support…⁠2 Abruptly he rolls onto his back and lifts the book above his face. With his other hand, he reaches out to comb the grass, plucking dry twigs and stacking them in a heap. His supple shoulders squirm against the ridge of a root in the ground, fitting themselves to its shape. His eyes never move from the page. With his gripping thumb he kicks the right-hand page loose and flips it away and begins afresh, top left. Light flickers over his face as the elm’s leaves dance. There’s a bird singing up there in the clear blue space beyond the tree, a tiny creature jinking back and forth like a butterfly with the energy of its own song, a string of notes hammered out as if from a well just tapped. It swoops and then rises again, dwindling against the blue. The Creature squints but loses sight of it. The bird has flown too high for him, or even the boy, to see.

      Here come two little girls with the same auburn hair under white caps tied on with string. They’re carrying hunks of buttered bread and jam in their pockets – strawberry jam, staining through paper and cloth. Behind them, a big tabby cat with black and brown stripes picks its way through the grass, its tail waving gently. “It’s tea time,” the smallest girl blurts. “We brought it you.”

      “Thank you, Hellen,” the boy says formally. He lays the book face-down and accepts a slab of bread and jam from the child – his sister? She must be. The older girl must be his sister too.

      “Father is wondering where you are,” the older girl says.

      “Let him.” The boy’s voice chills the Creature’s spine. In that instant it is old, determined, bitter. “Let him wonder and be damned.”

      “Bysshe!” The girl is distressed. The younger girl’s face scrunches and her eyes grow pink around the edges. She loves this boy and she has seen him shouted at, has seen him shouting, in a parlor with curtains drawn against the sun to keep the furniture from fading, the voices of the boy and his father fluttering and battering against the ceiling and the windows like trapped birds. Hawk and sparrow, hunter and prey, which is which?

      “I’m sorry.” The boy is contrite now. “I’ll make you a poem, shall I?” The big tabby cat has made its way over to the boy and he snaps his fingers to entice it up onto his stomach. It stands on his chest, kneading, purring. He knuckles its wide head and it closes its eyes in bliss. “Poor maltreated beast.” His voice is sarcastic. The girls giggle. He stretches his fingers expertly to rub the roots of both the cat’s ears at once. Then he strokes its back, wraps his hand around its long tail, and ticks it back and forth in rhythm. “’A cat in distress,’” he recites, “Nothing more or less. Good folks I must faithfully tell ye, As I am a sinner, I wants for some dinner to stuff out its own little belly.”⁠3 The girls erupt in laughter and the boy smiles and sits up, shifting the cat off his chest. “How’s that for a poem? What say you, Sir Cat?” The little girls, still giggling, reach for the cat and he submits to be held, flattening his ears. “Cattus magnus, genus big barn cat, species Chester –”

      “Chester was the last one,” the little girl objects. “This is Chauncey.”

      “—Chauncey
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