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      For AP.

      Keep growing brave and kind and wild.

    
  
    
      
        …however beautiful wildness and irregularity may be in some situations, in a regular flower-garden, they can only give the idea of carelessness and neglect.

        —Jane Loudon, The Ladies’ Companion to the Flower-Garden, 7th edition, 1858
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        Upper Holloway News

      
      Sunday, February 18, 1866

      
        A ROMANTIC DISAPPEARANCE: HUSBAND AND WIFE BOTH MISSING

        Mr. Christian Comstock, the son of Mr. George Comstock, has been missing for over two months. The young clerk has not appeared at his role in the London National Bank, nor has he been seen at or anywhere near his premises during this time. The Comstocks are a family of great repute in Upper Holloway, our northern suburb of London, thanks to the senior Mr. Comstock’s successful career at the bank. For the son of such a champion of capitalistic progress and well-touted member of London’s financial hierarchy, the junior Mr. Comstock’s absence is highly uncharacteristic, so say family and colleagues. The suggestion of foul play is, of course, being investigated, though nothing conclusive has come to light.

        It appears that Mrs. Christian Comstock has also been missing since late last year. The wife is known throughout Worthing Road to be “strange” and “a recluse.” One particular acquaintance of the married couple expressed his “suspicion” upon hearing about her disappearance. Neighbors have no idea as to either of their whereabouts.

        Police are investigating, but with so little information, we may be left only to wonder: What has happened to the Comstocks?

      

    
  
    
      
        Six Months Earlier

      
    
  
    
      
        Chapter One

      
      Though the letter lay on the small table, Harriet did not open it.

      Instead, she watched a fox begin its work on a plum just outside.

      The fruit that fell from the plum tree in her garden was a deep violet in some light, golden in others. They grew in plump clusters along generous branches. A fallen plum, an abundance of which was often shaken free by the train rumbling by, smelled sickly sweet when it began its slow rot. The aroma each plum gave off was both familiar and intoxicating.

      Harriet knew it well.

      The fox sniffed the plum first. It was easy prey, already lying on the ground, waiting for someone to claim it. Harriet could almost see the little creature drooling from here, so indulgently it licked its mouth in anticipation. And then, it began to nibble. The plum rolled a short way away at the first breaking of the skin, yellow flesh exposed, and the fox chased it hungrily. Now that he had a taste, it was going to be hard to resist.

      The fox played this game of nibble and chase until half the fruit was consumed, and then he took the last of it in his mouth and chewed with fervor.

      Just then, the train roared past. The little fox gave the machine a brief, wary look, and Harriet did too, watching blurs of black cross her vision like splatters of ink.

      The greens and pinks and whites of her garden glowed in the hazy morning light while the train burst through, a violent shadowy interruption. She had become quite used to the train over the years, so much so that it was a part of the garden’s natural rhythm. It used to drown out her father’s thundering commands, and for that, Harriet had been grateful.

      But now that it was just her, she found she did not appreciate the train quite as much as she once had.

      A shower of overripe fruit thunked to the ground near the fox. The animal was too distracted by the juicy finale of his dessert to care. Now, he stumbled over the fallen plums. There was a distinct imbalance to his gait, and then he lay down right where he was, part of him shadowed by the thicket of blackberry brambles that stood guard along the garden wall and part of him glinting in the brightness of the day. He curled his head around so he lay snugly on top of his tail, a little white tuft sticking out like the corner of a pillow.

      A tendril of leafed ivy, as alive as a hand, slunk up to the tiny fox, then another, and another. Soon, the animal was shrouded by vines and covered in veiny green leaves.

      The garden explored the visitor, and the visitor slept.

      Harriet turned away. The room around her was still and quiet, such a contrast to her garden. The flowers that adorned the walls in here were stuck in a flat, lifeless existence. The paper peeled away at the corners, exposing spots of bare adhesive and plaster. She had lived in this space since she’d been too small to see out of the window. Now, the neatly made bed lay half illuminated, stripped of its bed curtains, posts prodding the air like spears. A faded blanket that had once matched the wallpaper covered the bed, and a droopy pillow peaked limply, though she’d tried, and failed, to help it sit upright. The room smelled faintly stale, like dust trapped too long under layers of damp.

      Though she had lived at Sunnyside house her whole life, it wasn’t exactly homey. Her father no longer paced the halls, shouting her name, making sure she was not out running through the streets barefoot and wild. He was no longer here to force her to stay indoors, closed off from the garden she loved and the world beyond it. That much was true. With her father gone now, she should have been happier in this house. She no longer had to cower in corners or lie on the floor peering beneath locked doors for hours at a time. But even now that she was alone, this place still did not feel like home. Perhaps even less so now that it was mostly bare. Her footfalls echoed in the emptiness as the floors moaned beneath her, and the walls appeared even more askew, leaning in as if taunting her.

      And the off-key chimes of the Dutch clock that stood guard outside the basement door never trilled at the correct hour. It was enough to drive anyone mad.

      Harriet knew she could leave these dark corridors for good. He was no longer here to keep her locked up, hidden away. The daughter he wished he’d never had. And yet, despite all this, she decided to stay. To her, the reason was obvious. It wasn’t the constricted rooms within Sunnyside’s tired, sagging walls that kept her here. It was the small patch of land just outside its doors.

      She felt the urge to go down there, as she always did first thing in the morning. But her eyes fell again on the letter, and she sighed. She knew what was inside and could not bear to read it. They continued to arrive, these letters, getting more frequent and menacing. She always burned the letters as they came. What else could she do? Harriet could not pay down her father’s debts. The truth was, he left nothing behind for her. He had simply vanished. In the meantime, she had taken to pawning nearly everything of value in the house just so she could live. For most of her life, animal hides and ivory tusks had adorned the rooms of this house. Growing up, she’d been terrified by the sad, hulking remnants of dead animals that he paraded proudly to guests when they arrived for parties, which he spoke of as if he’d hunted them down himself, even though Harriet knew he’d never left England. But, in recent months, she’d earned enough to live off of when she pawned them. Now she kept her life minimal, specifically to avoid such extravagance—an order from the butcher once every fortnight, small amounts of butter, oil for the lamps, paper and ink, tea, milk.

      Yesterday, she was going to destroy the letter, just as she had done with the others, but there was something odd about this one. It was not addressed to her father as all the others were. It was addressed to her.

      She stuffed the letter into the pocket of her dress—the same dress she wore every day. Perhaps she would have the willpower to open it later.

      Glancing in the mirror as she pinned her tawny red hair up without bothering to comb it through first, she nodded at her staid and sturdy reflection. She was no beauty—her plain features blossomed only in the best lighting. And then there was the darkened imprint of the scar that trailed gruesomely from lip to cheekbone on her right side.

      Harriet grabbed her boots, though she did not put them on, and hurried down the worn stairs, which drooped and moaned. She passed the clock in the hall and shouldered her way out through the back door to her garden. Relief flooded her as she did, and she drew in a deep breath. She squinted happily into the late-summer glow.

      The garden itself was enjoying the painted-on brightness of the day. The flowers were in full bloom—the dramatic pink of the Duchess of Sutherland roses and the flesh-colored Madame Audots met Harriet’s eye as she stepped out of the house. Flanking those stood the La Reines with their silvery undertones and the cabbage roses to the right. The cabbage roses, though they did not have a grand name, were Harriet’s favorite. More layers inside one flower than she could even count. She inhaled the sweet smell of the Duchesses and watched as every last bloom turned to face her as she padded barefoot from the door onto the stone walkway, bordered by lush green moss. Satisfied that Harriet was content, the flowers resumed their nourishing tilt toward the sky. The stones were cool beneath her feet.

      And then there was the plum tree. The tree was the central presence in her back garden, spreading out freely between the house and garden wall. Its branches hung low with thick clusters of fruit that, indeed, looked sumptuous, but they were not exactly the kind of plums she could bake into a tart. Harriet felt guilty about letting most of them rot as they fell to the ground, but such was the fate of wild things that did not want to be tamed. The moss and earth beneath the tree were churned up, as if the roots were continuously growing and stretching. As she watched, small patches of green sprouted up before her eyes, blooming and covering the fresh dirt with expediency.

      “You never sit still, do you?” she said aloud to the tree.

      As she turned, she saw the familiar vines that snaked up the walls of the house on all sides, covering the brick up to her bedroom window. More roses perched high up on the walls too, woven within the evergreen ivy—spots of white that added to the garden’s feral dreaminess.

      From the outside, the house showed signs of dilapidation. Though its structure was not falling down, not really, the roof did sag in places. The side door had become warped from incessant fog and rain, and the color of the brick was fading. None of this was from age. The house was no more than a few decades old. It was simply from a lack of care. Harriet’s father had decorated the rooms with his treasures, but never once did he repair the peeling paint of the parlor or the chipped wood of the banister. Though, over the last seven months, she couldn’t say she’d paid Sunnyside much attention either. It was far too damp and closed-in, like shackles around her. To get some relief—a sensation only truly available now that her father had gone—she let her garden grow up around it, let it snake in through windows on summer days, allowed it to grow wild and thick. If Harriet’s home would not be supported by love—and by now she knew better than that—it would have to be supported by plants.

      And yet.

      The garden could not be allowed complete freedom. Not after what happened. Because she was the sole keeper of this garden, she must remain as diligent as ever. She felt a small shudder at her feet in response to her thoughts. Yes, the garden seemed to say. There would be no limit to my wildness without you.

      “And that is why I must always be here.”

      It’s no wonder they all thought she was mad, speaking aloud to her plants.

      The garden was, of course, more unruly than the neighbors appreciated. She heard as much from passersby almost daily. Unkempt. Too much. A waste. They did not even try to keep their voices low. But Harriet didn’t mind. They had always said the same about her too. She never interacted with neighbors except for the odd furtive look when she dared to venture out or the unabashed stares from children who had surely heard of the mad young woman of Sunnyside. It struck her as ironic that, despite her father’s best efforts, many people seemed to know about her, and they kept their distance. It was just as well. Harriet was fidgety and nervous around strangers. It had always been so. Years of being hidden, of being told she was unnatural, of being made so small it was almost as if she did not exist. She supposed that ought to take a toll on a person.

      Her only visitor was Eunice. Dear Eunice, who never judged her and always overlooked her quirks. What a breath of fresh air it was to finally throw open the gate when she did come, and laugh freely, loudly, together in the garden without Harriet’s father barreling through the door or casting his dark shadow.

      She strode over to the brambles, which resembled a thick, thorned tangle of hair. She knelt where the fox had curled up only minutes ago, looking for traces of the animal, but she could see nothing—no orange or white tufts, no beady black eyes. He was gone. Once again, she had been abandoned, and once again, she was surprised that she cared.

      Aloneness was freedom, she supposed, but it was also empty.

      

      ***

      The man in the round hat arrived an hour or so later, while Harriet sat beneath the plum tree, rereading the same passage from last month’s issue of Gardener’s Chronicle, wondering about garden ferns and, for the hundredth time, whether she would ever invest in a greenhouse. If she did not have to tend to this garden, if she could live where she wanted and create a home of her own, what would her garden look like? She often imagined trees. Dozens of them. Of course, she would need more space for that. A place out in the country with sparrows and forget-me-nots and evening primrose. She thought she would like a greenhouse. The purpose of such a structure would be to have summer blooms in winter, and vegetables if the conditions were right, and it would be wonderful to have fresh summer roses all year long.

      But, of course, all these thoughts were pointless. She must remain here. This garden was hers, and without her—

      “Mr. Hunt?”

      An unfamiliar voice roused her from her thoughts.

      It was the nasally twang of a busy man, and she heard a faint rap at the door around the front of the house. Harriet remained unmoving, hoping that her silence would encourage him to leave promptly. She was acutely aware that the silver-lavender roses at the corner of the front garden, just next to the hawthorn, perked up at the sound, swiveling to face the front gate.

      The man rounded the corner and spotted her all the way at the back, sitting beneath the plum tree. His small legs carried him over to her so quickly, she barely had the chance to cover her exposed toes, which rested naked over the moss, as they often did when she sat outside. She could feel the garden’s attention buzz to life all around her, the roses standing pert and cautious. This small signal was enough to put Harriet on edge.

      “I am looking for Mr. Hunt.”

      The man wore a thin mustache, which curled up at the ends quite intentionally. He had a short but sturdy stance to him, like he wouldn’t necessarily instigate a scuffle but was ready for one at any moment.

      “It is quite urgent that I speak with him,” he said when she did not respond.

      Harriet fidgeted, aware of ivy snaking subtly along the edges of the house, which she could see behind him. She willed the garden to be at ease as she laced up her boots beneath the cover of her skirts.

      Her fingers grazed a pointed corner of something in her pocket. The letter.

      She wondered if the man in front of her could be a debtor who was fed up with her silence and had finally come to collect what he was owed.

      Out of the corner of her eye, she caught a nest of thorns separating itself from the garden wall and billowing forward, ever so slightly, growing inch by inch, sharpening in the glinting sunlight that muscled through the clouds.

      She let a small nervous laugh escape her. The plants had become more and more unruly the more time she spent here by herself. She feared it would take some strain to keep them in check.

      The man frowned deeply. “Is he within?”

      Finally, boots secured, Harriet stood, wobbling slightly. She had a small height advantage that made the man take an involuntary step back, and the wrinkles on his forehead creased dramatically as he cleared his throat and stood up straighter. She dipped her shoulders so she would appear smaller and smiled weakly, still without speaking. More than half a year had passed since her father had disappeared, and the debt seemed to be mounting higher every day. Harriet had been naive enough think that if she ignored all their inquests, they would eventually stop harassing her and simply accept that he was gone—that they would give up. Naive indeed.

      “He is not within, Mr.—” she said with a shake in her voice. A thick, momentary silence followed.

      “Inspector Stokes,” he said firmly.

      Harriet was thrown for a moment. Inspector. So, he was not here to collect on debts after all. Her vision caught on his blue uniform and white striped cuffs. Of course. She should have put it together before. He was reading her carefully, she noticed now.

      “He has not been within for more than seven months,” she managed. “My father has left the country.”

      “I see.” He raised his eyebrows. “Have you any idea where he is, exactly?”

      She did have some idea. He had run off to Denmark to live with his wealthy cousin, no doubt, as he had threatened to do many times before. It seems he was keen to avoid debtors’ prison, though he did not think of what would happen to her in his absence. Or perhaps, more accurately, he did not care. It hadn’t been a surprise to Harriet that he had left, in the end. Not really. The only surprise was that he did not send her away to the asylum before he left, as he had also threatened to do many times before. She tried not to fidget. “Denmark, I think, Mr. Stokes—Inspector Stokes—” Was it just her imagination or was he narrowing his eyes at her?

      “Denmark.” He rubbed at his dimpled chin with stubby fingers. “Curious.”

      From what she could glean, the man did not, in fact, think it curious at all. He appeared to have made up his mind on the matter. And those eyes. They told Harriet that he wanted to pry something from her.

      “Tell me—Miss Hunt, I presume?”

      Harriet nodded.

      “How did you and your father leave things the last time you saw him? Did he seem agitated?”

      Heat rushed to her face. The last time she saw her father, the night had been frigid. He’d stood in the threshold, barring her from escaping to the garden, which Harriet watched rise behind him like a thundercloud before he kicked the door closed and dragged her by the arm up the stairs, his fingernails slicing into her flesh. His shouts were manic. Unhinged. She had flinched when he raised a hand, but he’d only tugged at his hair so that it stuck straight up like horns. His eyes bulged red and unseeing. This time, when he threatened her, she’d gone cold, sensing some finality in his words. Locked inside her room, she’d tried to pry open the window, but, of course, he had jammed that shut too. She’d heard him thunder down the stairs and throw open the door. The silence that followed echoed throughout the empty house. Harriet had still been shaking, back pressed against the wall, fingers digging into her scalp, an hour later, maybe two. She’d clutched a candlestick in her hand, waiting for him to come back, to try to take her away. But he hadn’t come back at all.

      “I—we had an argument.”

      Stokes raised an eyebrow.

      “It was brief, and then he was gone.”

      Stokes tapped his fingers against his trouser leg. “Can I ask, what is in Denmark?”

      She shook her head. “He has a cousin there, I think.”

      “His name?” He pulled out a small piece of paper to capture her words in ink.

      Harriet shook her head again. “I don’t know…”

      “Hmm.” He dropped his hands to his sides and tipped his head slightly, never taking his eyes off her. “Not close with your father’s family then?”

      “No.” Other than an unnamed cousin referenced when her father was particularly incensed, she didn’t think he had any family. The only kin she had ever known was her cousin Eunice—a second cousin, really—and she was related on her mother’s side. Harriet could sense Stokes’s gaze on her. She didn’t like the way it made her feel. Like a liar, somehow. She wished she knew what exactly he wanted.

      She suddenly noticed the thorns peeling away from the garden wall, creeping up behind Stokes at shoulder level. Her eyes widened, and she tried to breathe slowly—hoping that the plants would sense her calm—but she could only manage quick, shallow breaths. She stared down the brambles, and the spindly arms paused, appearing to decide something. Stokes swiveled around to see what she was looking at, but thankfully, the thicket had eased back against the garden wall, just in time. Seeing nothing amiss, he turned slowly to face Harriet. She tried to force a confident, polite smile though she could feel the sweat—simultaneously hot and cold—collecting at the back of her neck.

      Harriet chanced a reluctant glance behind his other shoulder, worried that she would see watchful vines wriggling and curious rose blooms craning their necks to see what was to come. Inspector Stokes turned again. All was still. The house stood weakly behind the vines, like a drunkard leaning into the arms of a steady companion. The ivy pressed up innocently against the house and the roses looked perfectly demure.

      Though when the man turned his back on the house again, they peeled themselves out of their stillness and began to hover.

      Stop it, she mouthed at the vines. They did not retreat. Instead, she saw the ivy twisting and curling overhead, gathering momentum. Don’t you dare.

      Stokes was looking at her. “Your neighbors say you have a history of…strange behavior, Miss Hunt.” He punctuated the word strange. She pulled her eyes from the garden, her attention snagging on his tone. He had spoken to the neighbors, then. About her. She could feel him searching her, as if she were an interesting object, a curiosity, or something even more rare.

      Stokes looked her up and down with squinting eyes, as if bringing her stained dress and mussed-up hair into focus. “Where did you get that scar?”

      She blinked to bring him into focus now too. There was a flash in his eyes that made her pause. Was it contempt? No, she knew quite clearly what that looked like. It was more like cunning. She could not pinpoint it, exactly, but it made her skin prickle. It also made the thorns on the cabbage roses thicken and sharpen. The garden had sensed it too, then.

      “It’s from when I was a girl.”

      Hearing a rustling behind her, Harriet took a panicked sidestep toward the front garden, hoping he would turn away from the roses. The pale blossoms of the Madame Audots bobbed, leaned in, listened.

      Thankfully, Stokes swiveled to follow her. She closed her eyes tightly, willing the garden to relax. Stop it. Stop it. Stop it, she mouthed silently again.

      “Have you been living here alone, Miss Hunt?” Stokes asked.

      Harriet barely heard him. Leave it, she muttered through clenched teeth, her eyes still on the roses. The advancing stems hesitated, and she dipped her face to try to hide her hard glare. After a beat, which felt surreally like disappointment, the garden subsided, and she watched the flowers settle back into place.

      “Miss Hunt.” His impatience was unveiled now, as if he were addressing an unmanageable child.

      “Sorry?” A single bead of sweat dripped down Harriet’s back, but she let her shoulders release.

      “Who supports you? How are you able to live here on your own, a young woman, with no husband or father?” He had his pen and paper out again.

      Now that the garden was still, she could finally think. Who supported her? She supported herself. What choice did she have? A monthly trip to the pawnbrokers was how she had gotten by so far, but she would soon run out of carpets, dishes, trinkets, ornaments, candlesticks, and her mother’s jewelry—all of it. Thankfully, she had convinced her landlord to allow monthly, rather than annual payments. Her father had been quite fond of expensive things, for better or worse, and it had been helpful for the past several months, but by now, the interior of the house was all but bare. Just a few necessities remained in Harriet’s possession: one chair in the parlor, a breakfast table, a few dishes given to her by Eunice, a worn-down, old-fashioned kitchen table. There was the Dutch clock in the front passage, which was lacquered oak and brass, and which she would be happy to be rid of—but the glass face was cracked. She was sure it would sell for very little. And of course, there was the lovely Henry Pickering landscape hanging in the parlor, which she hoped would be worth a fair amount should she need it, but it was the one thing in the house she didn’t mind looking at.

      As she stared back at the man’s small eyes and curled-up whiskers, heat crept up Harriet’s neck. She wondered if she should tell him about the debtors. Perhaps that would explain her father’s absence better. It might at least stop him from looking at her that way.

      “Did he explicitly tell you he was going to Denmark when he left?”

      The shift back to the subject of her father shook her. Perhaps Stokes had already made up his mind about how Harriet supported herself. “Well, no. But—”

      “And did he tell anyone else about his travel plans?”

      “I don’t know. I—”

      “And did you ever wonder where he was? Why he didn’t come back?”

      Harriet’s muscles went rigid.

      “You see, it’s strange. His colleagues say that he has never mentioned any relations at all. No cousin in Denmark. No sister in Spain. No wife in Wapping. And no daughter in Upper Holloway. Now, why would that be?”

      The moss at Harriet’s feet suddenly radiated heat, friction mounting between her boots and the ground. She knew exactly why that would be. She shifted from one foot to the other and back again, swallowing her retort. She wished he would just leave. All around her, she could feel the rapt attention of each plant—each bud, each leaf. Fingers of ivy lifted off the wall above them, quivering with tension. Thorns resumed sharpening their points, and roses widened their blossoms. These were the small signs of battle preparation that Harriet feared. The garden was waiting, ready to act in her defense, but she could not afford to let it go wild. Not now. She watched anxiously, pinching the skin of her forearm to try to regain some control.

      She forced herself to look back at his face, knowing that if she kept staring at her garden beyond his shoulder, he would turn and see what she saw. But he did not seem to care about the garden. Instead, he was watching her, a dark expression written on his face. Realization prodded at her. She needn’t fear looking mad in front of this man. To him, she was already suspicious.

      “We were not often in accord,” she said breathlessly, feeling suddenly cornered. “But there have been letters—”

      “Letters, yes, of course,” he said, his words snipped. “Well, I will look further into this journey to—where did you say?”

      He was trying to trip her up, to catch her in a lie.

      “Denmark,” she said with a small degree of defiance. She was not lying, and she did not want to look like she was.

      “Denmark,” he said, snapping his fingers. “That’s right.”

      He tipped his hat and cast out his next words slowly, dangerously, like a fisherman with a hook, hoping to catch on something. “It’s unusual for a daughter not to miss her father, Miss Hunt. Begging your pardon.”

      She did not like the way the man said her name. It sounded like she was his to wonder about, that he would now put more thought into her. She thought she ought to respond, to say something, but before she could, he was backing away. “Not to worry,” he called to her. “I will find out what happened.”

      She did not move until his rounded hat disappeared behind the wrought iron gate and the Ayrshire roses that spilled over it.

      The train roared in its approach, and Harriet exhaled. The ground shook, and as the railcars passed, one by one, she clenched and unclenched her fists. She could curse herself. In her anxiety over keeping the garden in check—though an essential job, indeed—she had completely failed to appear composed. She’d probably looked mad, in fact. And Stokes likely believed she had been telling him falsehoods about her father too.

      But she had no reason to lie. She knew that in a few weeks’ time, Stokes would find her father holed up in a houseboat along the Copenhagen waterfront and she would be forgotten. Her father, who had never had the decency to pretend to care for her, had taken every ounce of her freedom. Then he had gone with no word, no explanation, and Harriet was left exposed and vulnerable in his wake. Now, she was under the scrutiny of a police inspector and her freedom was in question again, suddenly, all because Clement Hunt hadn’t bothered to leave a note.

      She could not shake the impact of Stokes’s parting words. I will find out what happened. It was a threat more than a promise.

      Still unsteady, Harriet leaned her weight against the side of the house. Soon, the vines entwined themselves with her hair and around her back, embracing her, strengthening her. But she did not open her eyes to look. She only felt the now-tender garden rise up to provide her with whatever comfort it could offer.

      She let her legs give way, and as she did, something jabbed at her waist. It was the letter in her dress pocket. Unconsciously, she slid her finger into the corner and prized it open, welcoming the distraction.

      
        Dear Miss Hunt,

        There is something important you should know about your family, and I hope you will find that it is a great deal of help. Let us meet at the time and place of your choosing. I will explain everything then. Please excuse the mysteriousness of this letter. I cannot offer any details until I see you in person. I await your response.

        Humbly yours,

        Nigel Davies

        10 Kensington Square

        London

      

      Harriet read over the letter two more times. It was not what she had been expecting. She’d thought it would be another question about the payments her father owed, but it clearly was not. Her father’s debtors never couched their intentions in secrecy. They wanted their money, and they were as explicit as they could be, down to each heavily dotted i. For a fleeting moment, she was curious what kind of help this Mr. Davies could offer her, but she quickly recovered. She would not meet with this man. She could not. If his something important had anything to do with her father’s financial dealings, she did not want to get involved. She must stay as far away as possible from his business.

      Instead, she thought as she leaned back and released her frustration against the soft ivy, perhaps she should try to locate her father, to keep Stokes from coming around again. If she had proof, a letter maybe, to show that her father was safely in Denmark, the inspector would leave Harriet in peace. She did not like the way he had looked at her, with that dark accusation glinting in his eyes. She didn’t know what the accusation was of exactly, but she went cold when she thought of the possibilities.

      He had said she was strange.

      Harriet knew what strange really meant. Women who were strange ended up in the asylum, whether they chose to or not. It had been her father’s most haunting promise, spat at her with his hands vise-clamped around her arms. Inspector Stokes couldn’t commit her to an institution, could he? But if he kept coming back and asking questions, she would have to keep her garden calm, and that required the exact behaviors that would have her in a straitjacket.

      Balling up the letter from Mr. Davies, she tossed it and watched it skitter across moss and stone. She did not need more mysterious men probing into her life. What she needed was a warm bath and a plan to clear everything up before Stokes decided to come back.

    
  
    
      
        Chapter Two

      
      Harriet did not live by exact times.

      Not since she was a child. The Dutch clock in the front passage was no good and hadn’t been ever since that one horrible day, though it ticked and chimed anyway, as shrill as a cat. After that day, her father had carried a gilded pocket watch etched with Roman numerals. Harriet was forced to ask her father for the time, a request at which he would draw the trinket from his pocket and hold it close to his nose, reading it to himself but never to Harriet, before tucking the pocket watch away again.

      Earlier today, Harriet had cracked open the side door, since she knew her cousin would arrive sometime in the afternoon. She signed the letter and then read it over before tucking it beneath a tea towel. She set out a second cup and began to boil more water just as her cousin’s bright face lit up the kitchen doorway. Eunice sighed as she tossed her bonnet on the table, as if she was just back from a long tiring day of travel and had not come from only a half a block away. Harriet’s tea splashed on the wobbly table.

      “My goodness, you look terrible,” Eunice said when Harriet turned around holding the steaming kettle.

      Harriet smirked, knowing her cousin’s words were harmless. If Harriet was a closed-up crocus, Eunice was a spring-blossoming Adonis flower. Always pert and perpetually cheerful. She lived only a few doors down, but the walk always made her glow beet red, whether under a full afternoon sun, blustering winds, or perfectly normal weather conditions—especially now that she was seven months gone with child. But no matter her state, she could make even the most serious matters dissolve into pure sunlight.

      “I was writing a letter.” Harriet had hoped her conversation with Inspector Stokes and the resulting restless night would not show on her face, but she became suddenly conscious of her own appearance while she filled the teapot. A loose lock of auburn hair fell carelessly over her eye, and she noticed a stain of ink on her chemise. A look from Eunice told her she could hide nothing.

      “You look as if you’ve seen a ghost.”

      “Of course not. Everything is fine.” The lie slipped out so easily that Harriet immediately knew she would not have the courage to tell Eunice about the inspector’s piercing gaze and the worry that had followed it. Not today, anyway.

      “You’re right, no. You don’t look as if you’ve seen a ghost. You look as if you’ve become a ghost. Have you?” She reached out for Harriet’s arm and pinched her. Harriet fingered the small bruise just inside her elbow, which she’d given herself trying to hold back her garden’s wildness, and winced. When she looked again at Eunice, she could see true concern budding beneath her cousin’s sunny smile. In response, Harriet swatted her away and let a smile creep to her own lips.

      “Of course not. I’m just tired. There were noisy critters in my garden last night that kept me awake.”

      Eunice did not seem to entirely accept this explanation, but she only stared for a moment before nodding distractedly. “Right, well, shall we?”

      They took their tea outdoors, along with a stack of biscuits wrapped in cloth that Eunice had brought with her. Harriet laid out a small fraying blanket. Alone, she would have reveled in the soft green moss beneath her and the feel of bluebell petals tickling her legs through her stockings, but Eunice was not partial to the dirt and outdoors the way Harriet was, so the blanket remained.

      Harriet sat gingerly after helping Eunice, and they balanced teacups in their hands—the cups themselves gifts from Eunice that Harriet had refused at least four times and then hadn’t had the strength to refuse a fifth. Harriet found it strange to be sitting just where she’d stood yesterday with Inspector Stokes. Today, the garden rested easily, basking in the comfort of old friendship. She muscled the thoughts of the prior day out of her mind.

      Eunice took a luxurious sip as if tasting a tea the queen had served. “Delicious.”

      “It’s nothing special.” Harriet gave her a mocking look then peered dejectedly down into her own dark brew. She didn’t even have any sugar to offer.

      Eunice rested a hand on her round belly. “Honestly,” she said with a laugh. “It tastes wonderful.”

      Harriet began to nibble on a biscuit. She wanted to get the most pressing thing out before they got any further. “Eunice, do you happen to know where Mrs. Botham is employed these days?”

      “Mrs. Botham?” She looked surprised. “I think she’s down at the Queen’s Arms now. Why? Thinking of inviting her for tea?” Mischief splashed across her face.

      “No, I just need to speak with her… I might hire her back.” She didn’t know why she lied, but it didn’t feel quite right to worry Eunice until Harriet had the answers she needed.

      Eunice lowered her teacup. “Doubtful.” Then, seeing that Harriet was serious, she scoffed. “But—but she hated you.”

      “Well, thank you,” said Harriet.

      “No, I mean, well you know what I mean. She was horrible to you. Why on earth would you want her back here?”

      Harriet shrugged. “I’m just alone. Maybe I want some company.”

      “Company!” Eunice was not fooled. “Harriet, are you feeling all right?”

      “Of course. I’m fine.”

      “So what exactly is going on? Why do you want to bring that old crone back here?”

      “Nothing,” Harriet insisted, offering a placating smile. “I don’t want her here, not really. It was just a thought, that’s all.”

      “You’re sure?” Eunice was watching her reaction closely. Harriet wondered if she should tell her the truth. But what good would it do? It would only worry her cousin, and besides, Harriet would speak with Mrs. Botham and all would be as it was in just a few days’ time.

      “I have too much time to think,” she said vaguely. “But tell me, what is going on with you? How is Lewis?”

      To Harriet’s shock, her cousin seemed to forget all about Mrs. Botham in that instant. Her face contorted without warning, and she suddenly burst into tears.

      Harriet took the chattering teacup from her and set it on the blanket. “What is it? Is he unwell?” Lewis worked as a civil engineer, helping construct the new London Underground, and Harriet knew that Eunice was always worried something would happen to him. The two had been married for less than one year, and yet, their relationship was a steady, deep-flowing river that seemed as if it spanned decades already. If it weren’t for Eunice and Lewis and their purposeful kindness to one another, Harriet would not know anything about romantic love at all. Eunice had begged Harriet to sneak out and join her for walks and parties and other engagements when they were in their teens, but Harriet knew better. If a young man were to have shown interest—and that was by no means a certainty—she would have had to contend with her father. She recalled one day when she had worked up the courage to ask about a picnic Eunice had invited her to. Her father had looked at her as if she’d had three heads and a tail. You’ll be going nowhere was all he’d said.

      Eunice flitted her hand between them. “Oh goodness no, Lewis is fine. He is fine. It’s just—it’s his aunt.” Fresh tears glistened in her eyes again.

      “His aunt?” Harriet asked, shifting her feet beneath her.

      More tears.

      “How can I help you if you don’t tell me what the matter is?” Harriet wanted to comfort her but wasn’t quite sure what to do with her hands.

      “She’s not well at all. A terrible fit of apoplexy.” Eunice let out a wet sniffle.

      “Apop—what?” Harriet said awkwardly.

      Eunice wiped at her face. “Apoplexy. Apparently, the poor woman can’t even speak.”

      “Oh, that’s awful.”

      Eunice nodded. “Awful, yes, but worst of all, do you know where she lives?”

      Harriet shrugged in response.

      “County Durham.” She paused, and when Harriet did not respond, she looked exasperated. “Harriet, that’s miles away!”

      “Oh, I didn’t know.”

      Eunice was wiping furiously at her face now. “Lewis is going to take up a position with the mine out there, head engineer for safety or some such.”

      “He’s going to take up a position?”

      “Yes.”

      Harriet wanted to show more concern for her friend, but she feared confusion was the only thing she could convey with this limited information. She had never heard of Durham and didn’t know where it was. She did not fully understand what Eunice was trying to tell her, for she was only absorbing the facts in dribs and drabs. “But why?”

      “We must leave at once. His aunt needs immediate care. I shall do that while Lewis works at the mine, at least until the baby arrives. It’s where he grew up, you see, before he came to London. We have little other choice. The home is his inheritance, and his aunt needs us now. Oh, Harriet.”

      Harriet’s vision began to tilt. Her cousin’s words suddenly, finally, sliced into her heart. Eunice was leaving.

      Could it be true? No more biscuits in her garden, no more tea around her table, no more rushing along the road from Sunnyside to Eunice’s home, avoiding the eyes of neighbors as they made wide arcs around Harriet? Surely not. It was surreal to think of spending her days here without Eunice. She had become used to isolation, but it had been made tolerable only because she’d had her cousin. And Eunice had borne a great deal of criticism, Harriet knew, just being her acquaintance. But she’d always carried her social sacrifices with a smile and never once wavered in her friendship. Eunice’s visits, when they were girls and even now, served as a reminder that Harriet was not completely misunderstood. Without her, she wasn’t sure how tethered to the real world she would be.

      “I don’t want to leave you,” Eunice said, trying for a wan smile, but it was only fleeting. “Believe me, it’s the last thing I want. And we are going so very far away. It may as well be another planet, it’s so far. Traveling in this state will be hard enough. And me, a nursemaid in the country? Can you imagine it?”

      Harriet’s mind whirred. “But what about your parents?”

      “They’ll join us for a few months while we get settled.”

      “But—must you go?” Harriet said the words without thinking. Harriet would become unhinged without Eunice. Like a wooden gate, flapping in the wind and slamming into itself. Even the comfort she found in her garden paled in comparison to the bright eyes of her oldest friend. Her only friend.

      A brisk wind moved through the garden, catching Harriet’s loose strands and whipping them against her cheeks. She let her gaze move from her cousin, who buried her sulk in her teacup, to the rosebushes. She could see that the lush late-summer cabbage rose blooms—each flower as big as a child’s face—were watching the pair of them. The flowers were listening, observing, waiting to see how the scene played out. She knew their attentiveness meant that they were prepared, at a moment’s notice, to signal the rest of the garden.

      These plants sensed emotion in Harriet, even when she tried to temper it. In this case, however, the roses would not call the garden to arms. Not now. Harriet allowed herself three deep breaths, keeping her emotions in check, but the flowers remained alert all the same, not encroaching as they had been the day before, but alert.

      “Your garden has always been so beautiful, Harriet.” Eunice followed her gaze to the rosebush and eyed it wistfully. Harriet knew her cousin had never noticed the unusual behavior of this place, since Harriet had always worked so hard to keep her from seeing its wild tendencies. It was the kind of sight that could drive someone mad, or at least drive them to think Harriet was mad. She longed to share the burden sometimes, but the weight of it was too much to put on Eunice’s shoulders. It would dampen her cousin’s shimmering character to see animate thorned bushes, snapping and twisting ivy, roses with swiveling heads. It would turn her reality upside down, as it would do to anyone. Harriet was used to it by now, and though occasionally unnerved at its attentiveness to her, she did not want anyone else to have to bear this secret.

      “Do you remember when we were young, and we tried to climb the plum tree to wave at the train passengers?” Eunice seemed to have arrived almost at the other side of her emotional anguish, though her voice was still laced with melancholy. “You fell and broke your wrist. We were as young as six, I think. Oh, how you cried.”

      Harriet did remember that day. She remembered pulling at Eunice’s dress, urging her to get down in case her father came home and saw them. Harriet was late to speak as a child, and was only saying a few brief sentences by then, though Eunice always understood her and never made her feel badly. She remembered Eunice telling her it was all right and stretching out a reassuring hand. Harriet had grabbed on reluctantly, then reached for the branch above her and lifted off the ground. Falling happened swiftly. Fresh pain throbbed in her wrist the moment she broke her fall, and she had howled. Eunice jumped down to assess where Harriet was hurt and then ran inside, calling for Harriet’s mother. Almost immediately, the plums above her began to double, then triple in size. One or two burst open, their sweet, sticky juice splashing everywhere, landing even on Harriet’s tongue. It was only when the branches stretched down toward Harriet and she’d had the sense that they were going to help her to her feet, that her sobs had slowed. Sleepiness had set in, and the pain eased. But before the tree’s limbs could reach her, Harriet’s mother was there, skirt billowing behind, wrapping Harriet up in her arms and turning warily from the tree.

      “I wish we were small so we could climb that tree again right now. I would stay there forever, I promise you.” Eunice grinned through her splotched red face, the thought working its magic to cheer her momentarily. “Oh Harriet.” She was toying with the hem of her dress now. “He is my husband, and I can’t very well abandon his aunt in her time of need. But I cannot bear it.”

      Behind her back, Harriet ran her hand along the soft moss and felt it rise to her touch. She longed to ask Eunice to stay, to tell her that she was needed just as much here as in some country village. She was beginning to see that this visit, the reminiscing, the confession—it was a sort of farewell. Harriet closed her eyes for a moment to regain her composure, though she could feel her insides crumbling and heat building at the back of her throat.

      “You cannot abandon him, nor should you,” Harriet said at last, with some effort. “It is a new adventure. You get to start your life anew. Imagine how exciting that will be.”

      “You’re right,” Eunice said. She looked sullen as she placed a biscuit between her teeth. Harriet reached out for another one. Its sweet snap lifted her just above the depths of her misery. But only for a moment.

      “You said you must leave at once,” said Harriet, setting down half of her biscuit. This was the other piece of the news that nagged at her.

      Eunice looked down, nodding mournfully. “Today, in fact.”

      “Today?” Harriet almost couldn’t keep the shock from her voice, but she swallowed hard, pushing it down.

      Eunice wiped her hands on the blanket and nodded. “But we must agree to something, you and I.”

      “Of course.”

      “We must write every week without fail. That way I can know what’s happening in your life, and you can know mine.”

      “All right then, every week.” Harriet tried to find the comfort in this promise, knowing that she would at least be able to read about Eunice’s new life, but it wouldn’t be the same. She held onto her teacup like it might save her.

      “I suppose Lewis will be here soon,” Eunice said with a sullen sigh.

      Harriet took in her cousin’s appearance once more, her lovely face and pale-blue dress. Suddenly, Harriet was reminded of a day when Eunice had worn a similar dress—years ago. Eunice had snuck into Sunnyside that afternoon while Harriet’s father was away at work. It was not long after her mother had died.

      I cannot believe she’s gone, Harriet had said as they sat together on floor, backs pressed up against her bed frame. She wasn’t sure why she’d used that exact word, gone. Perhaps because it was far less final than the truth.

      And you say it was your fault? Eunice’s voice had been low, disbelieving. How could it be?

      Harriet hadn’t been able to tell Eunice the truth—how it happened. She didn’t think she’d be able to speak of that day ever again. Eunice had tried to puzzle it out, and Harriet had watched her cousin’s crystalline eyes searching hers, wanting to understand. But then Eunice had stood, her pale-blue dress shading Harriet from the sun glinting in through the window. Well, I will tell you this only once, Harriet Hunt, so you ought to remember it. Whatever happened, you loved your mother. Are you listening to me? None of this was your fault. I would be willing to stake my life on that. Maybe you couldn’t save her, but that’s not the same thing.

      Eunice had wiped at her own face, then, sniffling and nodding briskly.

      Now, let’s go down to your garden and enjoy this beautiful day in your mother’s honor. I promise it will cheer you a little. She reached out a pinky finger toward Harriet, and Harriet shook it with her own. Then, they had walked together down the stairs, Eunice letting Harriet lean her weight against her.

      That was Eunice’s way. She was constantly full of emotion, bursting with it, in one way or another. Whether she was excited by some news about Lewis’s business or complaining over a rude hansom cab driver, she always let Harriet know exactly how she felt. Her parents were quite the same, always with some kind of pleasant outburst, some shared joke between them. Now that she was free to come and go as she pleased, Harriet loved spending time with her cousin, aunt, and uncle, and Lewis joined in convivially—all Harriet could do was sit and watch in wonder.

      Eunice and her family simply expelled their inner thoughts, let what they were thinking and feeling fly out into the world. Harriet tried not to envy that freedom. Emotions—these were precious gems that must be locked close to her heart.

      When they were alone, Harriet and her cousin played this game of back and forth often: Eunice trying to draw a reaction from Harriet and Harriet resisting, dodging the invitation, relishing, instead, in her cousin’s feelings. It was a kind of sisterly banter, Harriet knew, and she cherished it. Eunice’s emotions were as buoyant as a balloon, and Harriet allowed herself to feel light when she was near. Perhaps that was why her garden remained so calm when Eunice came around. Eunice set Harriet at ease. But they did not always spend their days in Harriet’s garden. Since Harriet’s father had left, the two of them spent Tuesday afternoons in Eunice’s parents’ parlor hunched over dominoes, or they sat in Harriet’s kitchen having tea and biscuits. They met on some Saturdays too, when Eunice was not otherwise engaged at the theater or some party—which she routinely begged Harriet to attend alongside her, but which Harriet could not bring herself to. Eunice always brought whatever treats she could, and she offered nearly every week to help Harriet with her rent payments. That particular conversation had become a joke between them, for Harriet turned her down every time, fervently, always with some embarrassment. Though she was frugal, Harriet had enough to live off for now, and if she got desperate, she could always sell the painting above the fireplace in the parlor. It did not stop Eunice from offering her funds, however, with a loyal earnestness that Harriet had to admire. The biscuits, though—those Harriet accepted graciously, so long as Eunice agreed to eat them alongside her horrible tea.

      Her heart was a dull ache. This was probably the last tea they would take in the garden. This could be the last time they laughed together, prattling on about Harriet’s daily life, however mundane. Harriet hadn’t realized how blissful these moments had been, not truly. Not until now.

      The heaviness of what was to come hung between them, and Harriet tried to look Eunice straight in the eye but glanced away just as quickly, afraid she might inadvertently open a door she would not be able to close.

      “Eunice, darling.”

      The women turned to see Lewis standing at the gate. He didn’t venture into Harriet’s garden but remained at the threshold, only tipping his hat in a warm greeting. She suddenly felt her throat constricting. It was time to say goodbye.

      She and Eunice embraced so tightly that Harriet worried momentarily for the baby, but Eunice did not let her go. Harriet breathed in the familiar lavender of her hair, resisting the encroaching loneliness with everything she had.

      They finally peeled apart and held each other at arm’s length. She took in Eunice’s features: a face puffy with tears, a slightly upturned nose, and a hint of anxiety in her eyes.

      “Come with me,” said Eunice suddenly, a budding kernel of hope in her voice. “Lewis’s aunt has rather a lot of space. Four separate bedrooms, and my parents will only stay for a few months. Please, leave this stodgy old place to grow old with me and Lewis and the little one. You can be a godmother. We can play games in the drawing room every Saturday night until we’re too tired to hold intelligent conversations, and we can take naps beneath the trees on sunny afternoons. Surely there will be trees. There will probably be plenty of space to grow a garden too. We’ll take care of you, Harriet. You don’t have to be alone.”

      Harriet smiled to hide her sadness. She knew she would not go, but the possibility glimmering behind her cousin’s eyes was almost too much to bear. After a moment of understanding, the hope drained from Eunice’s face. “Well, at the very least, we will write. A promise is a promise.”

      “Every week.”

      “Good.” Eunice stuck out her pinky, grabbing Harriet’s with it. They shook on it, just as they had done when they were children. Her grip was light but strong. They locked eyes for another moment, during which Harriet forced a smile. The ground rumbled with passing railcars, and she felt a fist squeezing her heart.

      As Eunice and Lewis finally linked up arms and disappeared behind the Ayrshires, Harriet stood stock-still in her garden feeling suddenly cold and so very alone.

    
  
    
      
        Chapter Three

      
      Though no rain came, Harriet could feel a dampness closing in as she tucked herself under the blankets.

      The flame of the tallow candle on her toilet table flickered and twisted as she leaned over the page. The Woman in White. Another gift from Eunice she’d tried, and failed, to refuse. Harriet had no idea what she was going to do without her cousin. These last few months had been like a rebirth, and Eunice’s steadfast presence was a comfort, a crutch Harriet could lean on as she tested the boundaries of freedom.

      But instead of freedom, Harriet could only feel the familiar grip of solitude now. She wasn’t reading. Instead, she peered at the slender crack between the door and the dark hallway. The darkness beyond her room was thick, pouring around the edges of the door like tar. She could hear the clock downstairs tick, tick, ticking. And then it rang out with a startling fit of chimes—six in total—echoing against the bare walls and floors, filling the spaces of the house with urgent shrieks that didn’t match the hour. That sound always made her feel stuck in a warped reality—one that would take a great effort to fully extricate herself from. Tonight, the feeling was especially stifling.

      She knew she was odd. She feared the house she lived in but felt safe outside in her garden, where plants came to life with their hypnotic scents, watchful eyes, and thorns like teeth. She wished she could sleep out in the garden every night. At least there was life there. But it would not look right for a young woman to be seen outside each morning in her overnight clothes, should a bold neighbor peer through the cascading roses into her garden. The neighbors thought she was strange enough.

      She flipped to a new page, upon which Mr. Hartright meets a strange woman dressed in all white walking alone on the high road at an unusually late hour. The woman puts a cold hand on Hartright’s chest—a passage that made Harriet shiver when she read it—and he is shaken to his core.

      Before she could read any further, Harriet heard a noise. She listened for a moment, her eyes on the gap exposing the pitch-dark stairwell. The noise came again—a tapping—louder this time, and in rhythm with the Dutch clock. Ticktock. Ticktock. Tap tap tap.

      All this business with Inspector Stokes was making her jumpy, she reasoned. She squeezed her eyes shut only to see the man’s lips pursed in suspicion beneath that awful mustache. He had called her strange. Why couldn’t she get that out of her head? It wasn’t as if that word was new for Harriet. She supposed it was the way he said it. Like he meant to use it against her somehow.

      But she was preparing her own defenses. She sent a note to Mrs. Botham at the Queen’s Arms, where Eunice had told her the woman was now employed. Harriet’s father’s old housemaid would have answers. Mrs. Botham was always strangely obsequious toward the man—a man who had no love for his own daughter. Harriet tasted sour milk on her tongue, thinking of Mrs. Botham coming back here, but what choice did she have? There had to be something Harriet could learn from the woman, an important but obvious crumb that would prove her father fled to Denmark to dodge his mountains of debt. She slid her fingers over her eyes. If only she had not burned all those letters…

      Tap, tap, tap.

      There it was again. Slow, melodic. Harriet’s grip on the table tightened. Her gaze was drawn to the viscous darkness behind her door.

      The Dutch clock ticked on. Ticktock. Ticktock.

      Tap, tap, tap.

      Her heart began to flutter in alarm.

      Ticktock.

      Tap, tap.

      She hummed to herself, to drown out the sounds.

      Tap. Tap.

      Unable to bear it any longer, she flung herself out of the chair and ran to the bedroom door, forcing it shut.

      The clock quieted, and the tapping stopped. At last. Then, she turned toward the window.

      She stumbled back.

      Someone was there.

      A woman, pale and ghostly, stared at Harriet. She was familiar. Her long straight neck, her angular cheekbones, sunken eyes that bored into her.

      And then a shiver of embarrassment crawled over Harriet. Though, usually, she kept the window open so she could feel close to her garden, she’d closed it earlier so she could wash it, which meant she did not see a strange woman there.

      Harriet was looking at her own reflection.

      She closed her eyes and exhaled. This was what she had come to. She’d spent months reclaiming her life, learning how to exist freely with no more locked doors, without his barriers between herself and the world. And now, terror at seeing her own face? That was a new low, even for her. Stokes had riled her, and it was clear she was still just that scared little girl in the corner. Foolish that she had started to believe otherwise. She leaned in to take in her features more closely. Small black eyes and a pink slice of scar.

      And that was when she saw it—a curled tendril of ivy swaying in the moonlight just outside the window. It began to tap against the glass.

      Tap, tap, tap.

      A half smile found its way to her lips. Well, that was something. The noise she had thought was her house intent on driving her to madness was only her garden wanting her attention. But her smile wavered at the sight. Even though her garden made her feel safer than any place else, there were sometimes small moments like this one that unsettled her. They were a comfort—those leaves, those rosebuds, those thorns—and yet, they were the most frightening thing about her.

      She budged open the window, allowing the damp evening to coat her cheeks. More searching vines had climbed to the height of her window now and lifted themselves to her hands, like it was the most natural place for them to be, grateful that she had let them in. One vine made a soft ring around her wrist. It looked like a thin silver bangle in the cloud-covered moonlight.

      Another tendril with a curved leaf slid up next to her fingers and rested on the windowsill. It unfurled slowly, revealing something wrinkled and strange. The object caught a glint of light, glowing within the small dark leaf. Harriet reached for it, expecting to feel the soft layers of a rose. But it was rough. What she had thought were delicate petals were, in fact, crinkly folds.

      A crumpled-up piece of paper.

      She lifted the paper and smoothed it. It was the letter from Nigel Davies that she had discarded. Curling and stretching boughs of ivy played around her window frame, and Harriet sensed that the garden wanted her to see this letter again for a particular reason, though she didn’t know what that reason could be. The vines relaxed in contentment now that she held it in her hands.

      Nigel Davies.

      She wished she could place the name, but she could not. The address in Kensington indicated that he had some status, though she had no idea who he was or what he could possibly want. She read the letter again. There is something important you should know about your family, and I hope you will find that it is a great deal of help.

      I hope you will find that it is a great deal of help.

      She had thought he was a bank colleague of her father’s or somehow familiar with his debts. But she wondered now if this Nigel Davies knew details about her father’s disappearance. Why else would he contact her directly, especially now? If he had information, or even evidence, that her father was in Denmark, perhaps—

      If Stokes wouldn’t believe Mr. Hunt’s strange daughter who (god forbid!) lived alone, he might believe a man like Mr. Davies of Kensington Square, whoever he was.

      Perhaps she should meet with him after all.

      A breeze played with the wisps of her hair, bringing with it sweet floral aromas from below. Harriet wished she could discuss this odd letter with Eunice, and she regretted not having confided in her about Stokes while she was here. Eunice had always offered fresh insight whenever Harriet worried. And now she was gone. Harriet would have to find her father all on her own.

      She closed her eyes, feeling the heaviness of it. It was not a task she wanted to undertake, if she was honest. She was glad her father was gone. There was no pretending otherwise, not to herself anyway. Even if finding him would get Stokes off her back, it would also bring her father into her life again after seven months of freedom. She could almost hear the key turning the lock, and the memory of it sent shivers through her. She released a breath between pursed lips. She would not be constrained. She would locate his whereabouts and point Stokes in that direction, all while praying she would never see her father again.

      She was about to place the letter on the table—she should sleep on it—when she saw eager tails of green ivy waggling at her as they continued to creep in through the window and dance along the walls. She decided she ought to keep the letter safe and tucked away, just in case.

      She slipped the ivy off her wrist, and then turned and walked to her wardrobe. Harriet set aside a small pile of white undergarments she had folded there. She stuck her finger into a tiny hole at the back of the wardrobe and prized open a rectangle of wood. The piece came loose, revealing a secret compartment. Without looking in, she placed the letter into the small space. As she did, her fumbling hand brushed against a soft object. Her heart pulled taut with longing, as it always did. And, though she was tired, she could not resist the urge to look at the canvas for the thousandth time. She pulled it out fully, smoothed it on the bed. There, in front of her, were the careful strokes of her mother’s hand. Wisps of auburn and blush, together, depicted the back of a young girl kneeling among lush roses, one finger outstretched toward a single green thorn. It was the most beautiful painting Harriet had ever seen, and her chest thrummed. She could almost see her mother’s studious face half-hidden behind the canvas at the back of the garden. Hair swept up beneath a blue hat, thin lips parted into an o of concentration. Harriet remembered her eyes, which held a hint of wisdom when they crinkled up at the sides. A woman must always have her secrets, she used to say.

      Her mother had been a flame to which Harriet was drawn. To her mother, who was endlessly patient, Harriet had been a difficult child. Before she could speak, Harriet’s exasperation with not being able to communicate everything she felt had her lashing out spontaneously, and the garden sometimes jumped wildly to her aid. She remembered vines slipping in through the window and wrapping themselves around her mother’s ankles once when Harriet didn’t want to bathe, holding her mother in the room with her rather than letting her draw the bath. She recalled thickets of thorns cocooning around Harriet’s own tiny frame, hiding her while her mother searched and searched, child-sized black boots in her hands. Her mother’s patience never wore thin. She’d eventually find Harriet or allow her to skip their outing, and Harriet was always relieved when her mother pulled her in close—close enough to hear her heartbeat.

      Her mother knew, of course, about Harriet’s garden, about the way it was with her. She saw its reactions to Harriet’s outbursts often and treated it as a sort of pet that could be a danger if provoked. She always did what she could to protect Harriet from her garden, from her father, from herself. Her mother insisted on quietly teaching her letters in the parlor with tea at their elbows while her father was away working. Harriet had felt so grown-up then, finally speaking full sentences and reveling in the rapt attention her mother paid her when she did. She overcame bouts of frustration during which her mother would calmly stand and close the window, ivy knocking eagerly on the other side.

      Harriet didn’t mind shutting out the garden when she was alone with her mother, nor when she was learning to read and write. She’d been able to concentrate better, mimicking the slanting scrawl, admiring the way her mother tucked her arm in at her side as the words danced on the paper, and the smell of her—cream and lilac. Though she’d had a slow start, Harriet was not far behind her peers in her schooling, she knew from conversations with Eunice. The difference was that, while Eunice was taught by a governess and eventually sent to school, Harriet’s learning was clandestine, done out of sight of her father, in small corners of the house that were only available when he was not at home. To say that her father had never been generous with his affection for her was as much a lie as it was true. To him, she had been a freak, a circus sideshow—better off kept invisible to the world than allowed to be free. He feared and despised her in equal measure—for he, too, knew. He’d seen her mumbling nonsense to her roses, stubbornly barefooted, wild and tangle haired. He’d seen her hiding behind a web of rosy branches too many times to count. Tendrils of ivy snapped at his knees whenever he followed her into the garden. He would recoil then, hissing witch in her direction. Eventually, after what happened with her mother, her father’s trepidation rotted fully, transforming into something different, something that stank of putrid shame, of horror and control. He claimed she had bewitched the garden, the house, even him. There were no more lessons, no more possibilities. Harriet spent her days and nights locked up tightly within Sunnyside, left to sink into the mire of her own shame for what she had done.

      Witch became abomination, and Harriet became a plume of smoke, feared and destructive and yet barely there.

      She thought beyond her own memories of her father and wondered if her mother had ever felt like a prisoner too. She recalled her pulling an easel and box of paints out from a hiding place behind the back wall in the garden. Harriet’s father would not have liked the sight of his wife painting—even in her youth, Harriet had known it. He strove for one thing, and that was status, or the appearance of it, at least. This was why she had not been surprised to learn that he was now so deeply in debt. He would have preferred his wife to join the other women in planning charity bazaars and parading around the park with parasols, as he reminded her with the crack of his palm a few times a year. He did follow it up with pleas for her to forgive him, always full of apologies, but never fully pocketed his violent hand. However her husband treated her, Harriet’s mother was no shrinking violet. She refused to participate in pointless social peacocking, as she called it, and she suffered for it. Though through it all, she never did give up her favorite hobby, only kept it hidden from her husband.

      A woman with secrets, indeed.

      Biting her lip to dam up a flood of painful memories, Harriet rolled up the canvas.

      As she did, she noticed, not for the first time, a mark from old adhesive on the back, as if something had once been stuck there but had fallen off. She did not know, had never quite known, what to make of it. She slid the canvas back into its hiding place, a part of her heart hidden along with it. As she did, something sharp suddenly sliced the tip of her finger. A piece of paper, one she knew well and should have remembered was there.

      Harriet stuck her cut finger into her mouth and delicately handled the tiny folded paper with the other hand. Its edges had thinned and sharpened over the years. She tenderly opened the paper in her palm, careful not to smear it with blood.

      
        I vow to never lose control again. I promise, I promise, I promise. Mother, please come back.

      

      Her throat, swollen from holding back emotion, went dry as she pushed away memories of that last horrible day in her head. She was so small when she wrote those words to herself, to her mother, to anyone who might hear her. But her mother did not come back. Of course she didn’t. She was dead.

      After that day, Harriet’s father wore his rage and resentment like a sword at the hilt, threatening his daughter with every sudden movement, keeping her constantly on edge. It was then that he first muttered lunatic asylum through her locked bedroom door. But he needn’t have threatened her, for Harriet knew what she’d done. And she would never be that wild, difficult child again.

      Now, she slid the note back into its place, alongside the letter from Mr. Davies. She was filled with even more resolve to write to him first thing tomorrow. He’d offered help, and she had to do what she could to locate her father before Stokes came poking around again, unsettling her garden, uprooting this life she was trying to build. And the way he had asked if she lived here alone. Harriet knew a man like that would not overlook the inappropriateness of her solitude. She was a woman, after all. She rubbed at her arms.

      Glancing back at the vines still slinking along her wall, she closed the note, the letter, and the canvas beneath the false cover at the back of the wardrobe, tucked safely beneath her worn white undergarments.

    
  
    
      
        Chapter Four

      
      Harriet tipped water over the creeping vines, which hadn’t seen rain in more than a week. A strange breeze—which tossed up loose strands of hair that tickled her forehead—oscillated between warm and cool and changed direction at whim. She was just about to run upstairs to search for a bonnet when she heard the light clink of the front gate.

      She straightened instinctively, dousing her sleeve with water.

      She kept her eyes firmly on the plants at her feet, trying to calm her jangled nerves.

      When she heard the unfamiliar sound of heavy footfalls approaching along the stone path, her heart knocked against her ribs. The vines along the wall lifted up, serpentlike, in anticipation. A dozen Duchess of Sutherland roses elevated their startlingly pink faces.

      Stokes. It had to be Stokes.

      She wasn’t sure why he would be back so soon, but she could only imagine his curious eyes catching sight of the inexplicable movements of her garden, and what he would think. Strange would be become mad, or maybe even something worse. He would not believe what he was seeing, and he would blame her for it at the same time. He’d drag her away. The garden would rise up, giving him more reason to take her, and she would never be free again. No one would even know she was gone. She hadn’t even sent her letter to Mr. Davies yet.

      The thought made her go completely rigid. The garden moved in anticipation all around her, energy humming along the ground, tingles traveling up through her naked feet. She urged herself to relax by squeezing her eyes shut. She had to keep the garden tranquil, she had to keep in control, but she was lightheaded with fear.

      The footsteps came to a stop behind her.

      She willed the ivy to settle back against the house, too terrified to look.

      “Post for you, miss.”

      The voice made her drop the can. Water sloshed onto her toes.

      She inhaled, summoning courage, and looked over her shoulder.

      A young postman stood near her with his head down, sifting through a stack of envelopes. “Here we are,” he said, and he held out a letter. Normally, the postman rang the bell, and she met him at the front door, but this young man was new. His eyes went from glazed to wide as he noticed her scar; then his gaze dropped to her toes, starkly pale against the moss. He looked embarrassed and tucked his face into his collar while stealing glances around the garden.

      “That’s a nice tree, miss. Are those plums?”

      “This is a private garden.” She lifted the letter from his hand, jittery. This was not Kew Gardens. This was her home, her refuge, and she did not enjoy being caught off guard. She had half a mind to put a lock on the front gate. She did not need any more postmen or police leaving footprints in her moss or trampling the bluebells—or, more critically, arousing the garden’s defenses. Her heart had begun to take up its urgent patter once again, this time in frustration. Sensing a trembling beneath her feet, she pulled herself together and forced a smile. “Yes, they are plums, but they are too sour to eat, I’m afraid.”

      The postman nodded quizzically and turned to go.

      “Wait.” Harriet called after him as he reached the front gate, remembering herself. “Just one moment.” She ran into the kitchen and snatched up the letter and envelope from the table. This was an opportunity to get clarity about her father, to save herself from Stokes’s inquisitions, to quell his curiosity. “I have this letter, if you don’t mind.” She hurried toward the postman. “Let me just put it in the envelope—”

      Without warning, a whistle of wind whipped through the gate and tore the paper out of her hand. It sailed up and over the hedges and out onto the road.

      For a moment, she and the postman stared at each other, frozen. Harriet could not afford to lose that letter, not if she wanted help finding her father.

      She grabbed her skirt and unlatched the gate, letting it swing open behind her, and dashed out, not watching for cabs or passersby. She scanned the ground and spotted the letter flapping open near a dried mound of horse manure, its contents exposed. She hurried toward it.

      But just as Harriet was about to close her fingers around the paper, another hand lifted it from the ground.

      Startled, she looked up.

      Two men stood before her. One was about her height, with tidy blond curls nested beneath his hat. He held the letter, a look of boyish pleasure slowly creeping across his face. His companion was quite a bit taller, his look betraying nothing beyond surprise as he stilled the umbrella he’d been swinging behind his back.

      “Good morning, miss.” It was the blond man who spoke, amusement in his voice. She watched his eyes travel the height of her, taking in her scarred face and dirt-stained dress. Her cheeks burned, and she released the grip on her skirt, letting it drop as low as she could and stooping slightly to ensure her feet were covered, hoping upon hope that he hadn’t seen her bare toes. How could she have been so careless to run out here like this? She looked back up at the men, anticipating disgust to be writ large upon their faces. But whereas the tall man shifted uncomfortably from one foot to the other, the blond man’s eyes only glinted as he pressed his lips together. This small sign of amusement wrong-footed Harriet. It was not altogether unkind. An omnibus rolled by, bringing her back to her senses. Anxiety crawled over her—she must post this letter and then disappear behind the safety of her garden hedges. What a sight she must be, the madwoman of Sunnyside out in the road, just as untamed as they say.

      She watched the man’s eyes flick over the contents of the letter—or at least she thought they had, it happened so quickly—before he handed it to her. She muttered a thank you and spun around then, only to catch sight of the postman’s back in the distance, five houses down from her own.

      “Damn,” she cursed.

      An awkward cough came from behind her. She turned to see the blond man’s eyebrows raised in question. He was not altogether horrible to look at—young features and a genuine smile—and his steady gaze made her insides stir. His look was fixed and brimmed with good humor.

      “Comstock, we should make our way before it begins to rain.” It was the taller of the men who spoke now, pulling Harriet out of her reverie.

      “We don’t want to be impolite, Greenwood.” The blond man clapped a hand on his friend’s shoulder. “Besides, it has not rained in over a week. Surely it’s not due to start now. Tell me”—he turned brightly to Harriet again—“do you live just over there?”

      Harriet nodded, looking over her shoulder. She lost sight of the postman behind the omnibus for a moment.

      “It seems we’re neighbors,” the man said. “I’m Christian Comstock, and this is Greenwood.”

      Her feet were cold on the road, and she bounced on her toes. Through her impatience, she noticed that he was addressing her cordially—not the way she imagined others in the neighborhood would have. She searched for the words. “I—yes, I was just posting this when the wind tore it from my hands.”

      “Well then, what good fortune to have such a strong wind today.”

      A silence grew between the three of them. Harriet stared at the ground, lost for words. Then, with no warning, cold rain began to splatter all around them. A drop landed on her nose and on her shoulder, another on her hand. Quickly, the tall man raised his umbrella and held it over Harriet. She surveyed the letter. Dear Mr. Davies was smeared with a wet black splotch. She bit at her lip and glanced down the street. She could still see the postman, hunching over his sack of letters, protecting the delicate paper bundles from smatters of rain, but he was too far away now. Harriet would look even more ridiculous to these men if she went traipsing through the mud after him.

      “Shall I catch the postman for you?” Comstock followed her gaze with a look of concern as he realized her predicament.

      “Oh,” she said. To her surprise, relief washed over her. “Thank you so much. I’ll just—” Biting the envelope between her teeth, she folded the letter clumsily. Then, she stuffed it inside and handed it over.

      He stared at her for a moment, letting a delighted laugh escape his lips.

      Humiliation bubbled up inside her. But before she could dwell on her unladylike gesture for too long, Comstock burst free from beneath the dry umbrella, tucking the letter into the protection of his coat, and ran down the street in the rain.

    
  
    
      
        Chapter Five

      
      Harriet opened the kitchen window wide and let the rain speckle her face. Ivy slid around her in an embrace. She knew the garden was delighted at these summer rains, that it had been thirsty and was now content. She stood looking out at the leaves catching whatever water they could before it spilled into puddles below, trying not to think of Mr. Comstock. The way he’d looked at her, like she was a person and not just an oddity. It felt—strange. Good? She was not sure. She lifted a finger and let the ivy coil around it protectively, muscling away thoughts of Comstock, making space, instead, for the mysterious Mr. Davies. Curiosity still gnawed at her. She wondered with a deep curiosity what information he had to share with her. Whatever it was, she hoped it would relieve her of Stokes’s suspicious glare. She would not have to wait long but would find out Davies’s secret a week from tomorrow, at Highgate Cemetery. It was the most private and yet public place she could think of.

      The train whirred by then, startling her. “Just for a bit,” she said to the vines as she peeled them from her skin. She closed the window, watching them droop in disappointment.

      She examined the room one last time. Water had splashed onto the floor, and she knelt to dry it. Out in the parlor, she ran a cloth over the mantel again, polished the banister, wiped the stains out of two teacups, and set them on the table. Once the preparations were done, she sat, folding her hands over each other and then refolding them, listening to the slow ticking of the Dutch clock. It was after dusk, though the unreliable clock read a quarter past two. Time had inched by all afternoon, and Harriet had fluttered around the house, suddenly starkly aware of the thin untouched layer of dust that had accumulated on every surface.

      It was difficult to imagine Mrs. Botham in this house again. Harriet had never invited anyone besides Eunice to come by, and she was not sure how to comport herself. Hopefully, Mrs. Botham has softened during our time apart, she mused, and will be of some help. Harriet nodded to herself, again and again. She could do this. She could face Mrs. Botham. The housekeeper was only a woman, not a ghost. She should not be afraid.

      The doorbell clanged throughout the house. Harriet jumped.

      She dashed into the front hall, smoothed down her dress, and opened the door. A woman stood before her, bent arms flanking wide aproned hips.

      “Mrs. Botham.” Harriet did not know what to do with her hands as she greeted the woman, who stood in the doorway with a darkening sky behind her, looking expectant.

      “Miss Hunt,” the woman said by way of greeting and moved forward through the threshold, revealing someone else behind her.

      “Oh,” said Harriet, unable to hide her surprise. It was a girl of about seventeen, looking like she wasn’t sure why she was here at all.

      “My daughter,” said Mrs. Botham from within the house. The girl remained where she was, though Harriet stepped to the side to allow her to come inside.

      “Amelia,” said Mrs. Botham.

      Amelia hurried past Harriet into the hall.

      “Yes. Please come in,” Harriet said belatedly. “Tea?”

      Awkwardness enveloped them as they filed into the kitchen and stood around the small table. Harriet boiled water.

      “Are you—I trust you have been well?” she inquired when the silence spread out between them for too long. She wanted to jump into her questions, but the woman’s cold, glassy stare chilled her. She turned back to busy herself with the boiling water.

      She had last seen Mrs. Botham on a night not unlike this one, with their tea growing tepid while Harriet shared the news, the door shuddering the walls of the house after Mrs. Botham flung it closed. It had only been a few weeks since her father’s disappearance then, and though they both knew it was time to end the housekeeper’s tenure at Sunnyside, Harriet had dwelled on the unfairness of casting her into unemployment. She hadn’t registered the woman’s murmur about the impropriety of Harriet living alone until later that night. Mostly, though, Harriet had been relieved to say goodbye that crisp morning in January. Mrs. Botham’s neglect had been an added cruelty on top of her father’s enmity. Harriet had few memories of Mrs. Botham before her mother’s death. She was a silent pair of legs then, a bun and cap more than a woman, seen from the ignorant eyes of a child. But then, after the day that changed everything, Harriet spent several mornings calling to Mrs. Botham from behind her bedroom door, choking back her strongest emotions but pleading all the same. Despite her cries, Mrs. Botham busied herself elsewhere in the house, avoiding the second floor altogether. Soon, Harriet gave up hope of the housekeeper’s mercy, and even learned to ignore the excitement that faded to disappointment every time Mrs. Botham did climb the stairs to finish one task or another. The door remained locked every day from the moment her father left until he returned home, except once a day when Mrs. Botham opened it just wide enough to slide a small morsel of lunch into her room before locking it tight again. And so it was, day after day, Harriet’s only reprieve on Saturdays and mornings when Mrs. Botham did Harriet’s sheets—that and on her days off, when Harriet’s father stole away for hours at a time and Eunice snatched the key from the hook in the hall and pushed bravely into Harriet’s room just to visit for a few hours.

      Now, Mrs. Botham placed her full teacup on the table with a heavy hand and an impatient silence. Harriet was suddenly hot with indignation. That her housekeeper had had the ability to ignore a crying child, that she’d had the stomach to keep Harriet locked up in her room—she would never understand it. It was difficult to even look at her as she sat here now, her imposing elbows propped up on the table.

      But the woman was here, of course, on her invitation. Harriet would have to muster some levelheadedness so she could make her request.

      “Right, well. As you know,” Harriet began, looking at a copper pot hanging behind Mrs. Botham’s head. She cleared her throat and spoke quickly so she would not falter. “My father disappeared on New Year’s Day. You remember, of course. Well, he has not been back since then, and I was hoping—that is, I was wondering—”

      Mrs. Botham noiselessly tapped her two index fingers together.

      Harriet continued. “Did he…say anything to you before he left?”

      Silence as Mrs. Botham studied Harriet.

      “You see, I had the impression he was—”

      Mrs. Botham held up a hand, sighed. “He was at his wits’ end, mind you, what with your ways, talking to your plants and all that. He wouldn’t have left otherwise. I’ve no doubt about that.”

      My ways, Harriet thought. That was an interesting way to put it. Was it my ways that made Mrs. Botham treat me like a caged animal? Harriet bit her tongue.

      “Your father gave me New Year’s Day off. When I came back, he was gone. Your guess is as good as mine as to where that man ended up.” She looked away for a thoughtful minute. “But that was months ago. Why d’you want to know all this? Why now?”

      Harriet closed her hands around her cup, lowering her gaze.

      “Oho,” said Mrs. Botham. “They’re asking questions, aren’t they? Oh, it’s written all over your face, girl.” The muscles in Harriet’s neck tensed. “You want my help. You want me to tell you where he was off to that night so they don’t come round here, asking about you and your behavior.” She pursed her lips, nodded knowingly. Then she leaned in, her bosom resting on the tabletop and her tenor dropping low. “He always wanted you locked up at Colney Hatch with the other lunatics.”

      Rain slashed at the window, and Harriet squeezed her eyes shut. She’d known this was a terrible idea, but she’d thought, perhaps, that the information would be worth it.

      “Please.” Harriet felt suddenly like a child. “I only want to know if he confided in you. I’d just like to find him, that’s all.”

      “That’s all, is it?” Mrs. Botham barked a disbelieving laugh. “You’re terribly sad that your father’s gone, wish you could have him back, do you?”

      Harriet deflected the stab of sarcasm. She could feel a retort rising in her throat, but a flash of lilac caught her eye outside the window—a curious cupped rose peered in—and she swallowed her words. She did not need to rouse the attention of her garden any more.

      She considered lying, saying that indeed, she did miss her father and wished he would come home. But the flinty look Mrs. Botham wore warned Harriet that the woman would see straight through such untruths. “You know that’s not it,” Harriet said at last, trying to keep her tone conciliatory, fighting the urge to glare at her.

      Mrs. Botham’s chair squealed as she leaned back. “No love lost there.”

      Harriet willed her hands to soften, so she didn’t squeeze her teacup into shards, and stole another look toward the window. Two roses there now. Watching. Waiting.

      “Well, I suppose I’ll tell you what I do know then.” To Harriet’s surprise, Mrs. Botham’s tone had changed.

      Harriet followed her gaze in the direction of her daughter.

      “I want something in return, of course.”

      A chill moved through her, a ghost from her past reminding her that nothing—absolutely nothing—comes for free.

      “Hire Amelia,” Mrs. Botham said. “She’s a good worker, bright enough, knows how to get her hands dirty, and she cooks a hearty broth…” She trailed off.

      “Mrs. Botham,” Harriet began, but the woman lifted a hand between them. Her palms were calloused and cracked.

      “I know what you’re going to say, that you can’t afford it. But I know there’s a few things in this house that can fetch you enough for her wages. She don’t need much. Just a start.”

      Harriet ran her tongue over her teeth. She was having trouble reconciling this woman, this mother, with the housekeeper who had left her to rot in her room. She seemed to care about Amelia’s fate. But of course she did, Harriet reminded herself, she was her daughter.

      Besides, Mrs. Botham was right. There was still money left for rent and wages from what Harriet had pawned of her father’s. And, of course, there was the Henry Pickering painting in the parlor.

      “But I don’t need a housemaid,” Harriet said frankly. The truth was, Harriet did not want anyone else living here with her, for what if she could not contain the garden? Besides, she enjoyed her peace and quiet, and her money would run out eventually. This would be an awfully irresponsible way to spend it—on services she didn’t need from a maid she didn’t want—when she, herself, had no source of income. There wouldn’t be anything for Amelia to do.

      “But you do want to know about your father.” Mrs. Botham spoke low, dangling the offer between them.

      “Are you saying you know something?” Harriet leaned forward.

      “I could do.”

      Harriet gritted her teeth, tried not to roll her eyes. She hadn’t even wanted to reach out to Mrs. Botham. Memories of Harriet’s loneliest years stuck to the woman as mortar stuck to bricks. Just being in her presence was enough to make her feel cold and alone, and the woman’s coy games only reinforced Harriet’s deepest distaste. She looked sideways at Amelia, whose eyes were fixed on a notch in the wooden table. The girl was petite in size as well as nature—she hadn’t spoken a word—and she wore a pristine white cap tilted slightly to the side. She looked straight at Harriet then, as if reading her thoughts. A twitch of the mouth that went beyond politeness surprised Harriet. It told her that there was more personality to this girl than she was willing to divulge in front of her mother.

      “Amelia, do you want to come work here with me?” Harriet addressed her directly and watched with a needle of satisfaction as Mrs. Botham bristled.

      “Yes, ma’am.” Amelia’s eyes met Harriet’s again for a frank moment before looking down.

      “Of course she does.” Mrs. Botham had raised her voice an octave. “It’s like I said.”

      Harriet sighed, tipped the last drops of her tea into her mouth. “I don’t know.”

      “Listen.” Urgency seeped into Mrs. Botham’s tone. “I’m at the Queen’s Arms now, but Mrs. Winters has got no paid work for Amelia. The girl needs the job, and I need her out of my hair.” It looked as if it had taken a great deal of effort to admit this, but Harriet did not say so. “Your father would have done it if I asked.”

      And yet, you never did ask, Harriet thought, feeling the reference to her father like the cold wind before a storm. Mrs. Botham may have been a close confidant of her father’s, but he had been no humanitarian, and they both knew he would never have taken in another child. Harriet did not take the bait.

      “Look, if you don’t want to know what I’ve got to say about your father, that’s fine. I can find my daughter work elsewhere.”

      Harriet rubbed at her eyes with cold fingertips. She knew what it was like to be spoken of as if she was not in the room, and her heart lurched for the girl. But it was the bend in Amelia’s neck—down and slightly to the side—which allowed her to see Harriet without betraying her eagerness to her mother—that surprised Harriet. There was a glimmer of pleading in the girl’s wide-eyed stare, and it was suddenly apparent that she was not a helpless child, only acting so. Harriet wondered if this charade was a result of having to survive with Mrs. Botham as a mother, and a flush of admiration bolstered her.

      “I can pay four shillings for three days’ work per week.” Harriet looked over at Amelia, raising her eyebrows in question.

      The girl looked relieved.

      Mrs. Botham stood up, reached over the table toward Harriet. They shook hands.

      “Now then,” said Mrs. Botham. “I’m a woman of my word.” She cleared her throat with a wet cough. “Your father didn’t bother to tell me where he was off to that day, I won’t lie about that. And he didn’t bother to mention that he wouldn’t be back. I do know that he spoke of a cousin in another country, and I always had a sense he would’ve preferred to live there than to be here—” She paused, measuring. “With you.”

      Harriet didn’t flinch. She knew it was true; there was no use being offended. Disappointment crawled over her, though, as this seemed to be the end of Mrs. Botham’s pronouncement, and it was information Harriet already knew.

      “Did he say anything else?” she asked. “Before that day?”

      Mrs. Botham looked off to her left, thinking in earnest. “No, nothing I can recall, only how he wished you was locked away, for the thousandth time. You know, I never understood why he never did it—took you to that asylum. He used to go on and on about it.”

      He came close, Harriet thought. Dark swirls of memories clouded Harriet’s mind then, the kind she would have liked to forget. For a moment, she let herself imagine what she had almost become: a statue of a woman staring at padded white walls, swallowing tablets given to her by a hardened nursemaid to tamper down the hysteria. For a moment, a strange cocktail of fear and anger strangled any response she might have had. The casual way Mrs. Botham mentioned Harriet’s almost fate was painful, a prod at an exposed wound.

      “I know about Denmark already.” Harriet decided not to keep the spikiness from her voice when she spoke at last.

      Mrs. Botham tsked. “Then why call on me? You could have written to the cousin himself, asking for your father directly. I’m sure he’d be delighted to hear from the likes of you.” She tightened her lips into a line that was not quite a smile, not quite a grimace.

      “I don’t—I don’t know his name.”

      Mrs. Botham suddenly looked triumphant, happy that she’d finally taken the lead in this dance, and Harriet flinched, annoyed that she had betrayed a vulnerability. “Well, isn’t that something,” said Mrs. Botham. “Turns out he did trust me after all.”

      Harriet pushed aside her frustration. She would get what she needed from Mrs. Botham, pride be damned. There was no other choice. “Can you start Monday?” she asked Amelia.

      Mrs. Botham appeared ready to snap at Harriet, perhaps at not being addressed directly, but Amelia shot her a look that made her pause, clear her throat. Harriet was impressed at Amelia’s small show of courage.

      “Mr. Markus Sanderson. Copenhagen. Your father’s cousin on his mother’s side, twice removed. I never forget a name.”

      “Thank you.”

      “Don’t—” The woman shook her head. “We made a deal. Four shillings a week, starting Monday.”

      They made their way to the front door, listening to the off-key chime of the clock. Harriet said nothing, just watched the back of Mrs. Botham as she tied on her hat. “I know what you think of him,” the woman said over her shoulder. “But he put this roof over your head.” Her birdlike eyes held on to hers until Harriet knew she was being studied. The thin line of Mrs. Botham’s mouth turned up at the corners. “It’s not normal. A daughter should miss her father.”

      Harriet thought of Inspector Stokes then, and his thin, curled mustache. He had said something similar, hadn’t he? Bile rolled up her throat, and she had to swallow it back down.

      Mrs. Botham’s eyes flickered like two burning coals for just a moment before she dragged her daughter out into the night, oblivious to the ghost-white splendens above the front door that watched her go.

    
  
    
      
        Chapter Six

      
      
        Dearest Harriet,

        We have arrived! The country smells wonderfully fresh and lovely, like your garden after it rains, only all the time. I write in haste because there is so much to do already. Lewis’s aunt Caroline is worse off than I anticipated, poor thing, and so I must not leave her for long. I only wanted you to know that you are welcome here any time you like. Lewis approved the idea—he ought to have, I badgered him the entire train journey!—and there is a bedroom waiting for you overlooking the loveliest copse of trees. Imagine us together again, and under one roof! I cannot get too excited in case your answer is no. I know how much you love Sunnyside—well, your garden anyway. But I will pray that you come to your senses and decide to enjoy the country with your oldest and dearest friend.

        All my love,

        E

      

      Harriet could smell nothing but char and grease. The scent made her stomach clench, but she kept her head inside the dark belly of the range, scrubbing.

      Amelia washed the cooktop surface above her, and occasionally, a drop of dirty water landed on Harriet’s neck. She had woken up this morning to Amelia’s firm knock at the side door. Greeted by a girl who looked ready to work, Harriet had ushered her in quickly, stealing a glance around the garden to ensure that everything was tranquil.

      At the first post of the day, Harriet had accepted Eunice’s letter with a small thrill and handed the postman her outgoing letter in exchange.

      
        Mr. Markus Sanderson

        Copenhagen, Denmark.

      

      It was a long shot, of course, and she felt foolish paying to post a letter that was likely to end up lost or tossed into the North Sea, for she had no address nor, indeed, any neighborhood to send it to. But she had to try. The new detail Harriet had pulled from Mrs. Botham yesterday brought her one step closer to finding her father, and though she’d closed the door behind the woman with shaking hands, she’d ultimately been successful.

      She rifled silently through her thoughts as she scraped at the stubborn layer of charcoal that caked the bottom of the firebox. What if her father was angry that she went looking for him? He obviously wanted to stay hidden. Otherwise, he would have sent word. If she knew her father, he’d have chosen Denmark because it was far enough away that his debtors wouldn’t think to look there. If only he hadn’t confided in his housemaid.

      Harriet wondered if Stokes would find Mrs. Botham and ask her the same question. She’d been in her father’s employ for decades. Yet, something told Harriet he wouldn’t. Perhaps it was her impression that servants were invisible to men like Stokes.

      “Where is Durham anyway?” Amelia said, scrubbing beneath the grates with her tongue pinched between her teeth.

      Too far away, thought Harriet. She had reluctantly told the girl about Eunice. Amelia had turned out to be sharp-witted, not at all the obedient creature she’d pretended to be with Mrs. Botham, and they had been engaged in conversation nearly all day. Harriet had seen flashes of tiny rebellions in the girl’s mannerisms already, which gave her the sense that Amelia might be more ally than enemy, but she was surprised to be thoroughly enjoying her company. Surprised because Harriet had spent the previous day preparing to feel tense, watchful, and anxious about the garden, about allowing another person to be here. Months had passed since Mrs. Botham left, during which time Harriet shed one or another layer of her old constraints every day. She was finally free of others’ rules, and bringing someone else here might have invaded her newly blossomed freedom, or so she’d thought. But Amelia had a determinedly no-nonsense character, which Harriet noticed as soon as the girl swept into the house as if it were her own, like they were old, familiar acquaintances. This was new to Harriet, and jarring at first, but not entirely unwelcome. Harriet had toured her around the house, highlighting aloud various chores and cleaning supplies. As they passed in and out of rooms, Amelia nodded and said, “Right,” while Harriet observed just how filthy the corners of the place had become since Mrs. Botham’s departure. Cleaning hadn’t been necessary when she was the only one here, but now she grimaced at the sight of thick cobwebs along the ceiling and footprints of dried mud leading from the side door to the scullery and up the stairs. Amelia did not seem to mind the state of things, despite Harriet’s embarrassment, though she had been surprised when Harriet offered to clean with her. “You’re sure?” she’d asked, looking amused. Then, she found the rags and handed one to Harriet, apparently feeling right at home. “Might as well get started then.”

      They worked side by side, and Amelia’s chatter filled the empty spaces of Sunnyside, flushing out the darkness that lurked beneath tables and behind doors. It drowned out the incessant ticking of the Dutch clock. In the hours that Amelia had been here, Harriet felt an almost instantaneous affection for the girl. She brought life into this house, and it was settling pleasantly into Harriet’s bones.

      “And why did you not go with Eunice?”

      Harriet stopped scrubbing, settling back on her heels.

      “Oh, I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to pry,” Amelia said, though she was watching her eagerly.

      Harriet sighed. “Perhaps I should have.”

      “Don’t misunderstand me, I’m grateful to have this job, Miss—”

      “Call me Harriet, please.”

      “But wouldn’t you be happier with your friends than being in this house all alone? Begging your pardon, Miss Harriet.” Amelia examined her charcoal-black nail beds.

      The girl had a point, Harriet had to concede. Why had she not considered Eunice’s offer more seriously? “Well, I suppose it was… I don’t know. It all happened so fast,” she said. “I didn’t have time to—”

      “Oh, of course. I am sorry. You don’t have to explain nothing to me. Mother always says I’m too curious for my own good.”

      “She must have been desperate to bring you here,” Harriet said after a beat. “She doesn’t like me, your mother.”

      “That must mean you’re a pretty good sort.” Amelia laughed. It was a gentle, lively sound, and it made Harriet’s mood brighten further. They dipped their cloths into the bucket and wrung out gray clumps. A few moments passed. The sounds of sloshing water filled the kitchen.

      At last, Amelia dropped her rag in the murky water and wiped her forehead with the back of her sleeve. “Can I ask you something?”

      “You are curious,” said Harriet, but she waved her hand for Amelia to go on.

      “Did he give you that scar?”

      Harriet blanched. No one had ever asked her that before. The question echoed inside her head, and she was thrown into a memory quite suddenly. She squeezed her eyes tightly and looked away, trying to expel the thoughts from her mind by sheer force. She did not want to think about that day now. She did not want to think about it ever.

      “It wasn’t a particularly happy childhood,” Harriet said at last. It wasn’t a lie, but it wasn’t a full truth. The truth was far too complicated to get into now.

      Amelia nodded, sagely. “I never knew my father, so I don’t know what it’s like.”

      “I don’t believe all fathers are like mine.” Harriet couldn’t bring herself to look Amelia in the eye just then, even though she could feel her questioning gaze on her.

      “Well, cruel or not, he shouldn’t’ve left you here all alone.”

      That prompted a moment of reflection for Harriet. Is that what she should want? To be protected by her father, even if it meant she couldn’t leave this house, couldn’t live, couldn’t come or go at all? She thought about what her father would say if he saw her now, kneeling like a charwoman on the kitchen floor. She began to scrub again, harder this time, before uttering a muffled half-truth from the depths of the firebox: “That’s why I need to find him.”

      A few minutes of silence passed, and finally Harriet wiped her hands on her apron. The two women stood, examined their work.

      “What shall we cook first? Roast fowl?” Harriet said.

      Amelia sucked in a breath through her teeth. “Oh, I can’t cook.”

      “But your mother said—”

      “My mother would have said anything to get me out of her hair.”

      Harriet could not contain her laugh, and it came out as a squawk. “Well then, we can learn together.”

      Amelia suddenly turned to her, her face flush with inspiration. “Miss Harriet, have you been to the public house?”

      “Oh, I—no.” Harriet was confused but tried to remain kind.

      “I mean, have you been down the pub to ask round about your father? Mother always says that’s where men do their truth telling, and I thought maybe…”

      Harriet ran a hand over the damp metal grate. It was an idea. It could at least give her a new scrap of information, perhaps. She hesitated. “Is it proper for a woman to go to the pub alone?”

      Amelia stood up straighter. “I intend to apply as a barmaid there for part of the week.”

      Harriet’s insides twisted. “Oh, I’m sorry—”

      Amelia shook her head. “I need the work when I’m not here, and I’ve heard it’s a decent wage. Anyway, what I meant was, we can go together.”

      Amelia’s idea had legs. There was bound to be someone at the pub who knew her father, someone he had drunkenly confessed to, perhaps even someone who was aware of his debts. He had spent more evenings than a man ought to at the Red Lion, and Harriet remembered those evenings well, for on those nights, she would not be freed from the confines of her bedroom until it was dark. He would unsteadily turn the key while she sat in the corner weak with hunger.

      But walking through the neighborhood to get there sounded as awful as taking to the road always did—prying eyes poring over her, whispers sliding through the air as she passed, children forced to look away. She was able to do it with Eunice on her arm—her cousin took it upon herself to deflect stares from oglers with a coolness Harriet did not possess—as she was dragged the short distance between their front doors. But Harriet wasn’t sure she could do it with Amelia.

      She tried to picture the dim haze of the Red Lion—a place she’d never imagined before—men with hands clasped around pints, their eyes following her with suspicion. Men always glared at her when she stepped out from her garden. Women, children—they all did. Harriet was an unusual creature. She had been hidden away from the age of ten onwards, but this was a small suburb, and people recognized her. The men in the pub would know who she was too—she was sure of it—but, well, she supposed she’d faced curious stares before, and for less important causes.

      Amelia grabbed Harriet’s hand and began scrubbing her nails with a fresh cloth. “I could go in alone if you don’t want to. I can say I’m looking for work. Not a lie. Or I can say I’m on an errand. I’ll tell the barman my employer wants to find your father.” She looked at Harriet expectantly.

      “I couldn’t make you do that.”

      “Oh, it’s no trouble.” Amelia started fussing with her apron, then stuffed stray hairs beneath the frills of her cap. She looked at Harriet, blinked.

      “You mean to go now?” Harriet’s insides clenched.

      “Why not?”

      “Because…” Harriet looked down and fanned two hands from her face to her waist. She had so many reasons why not, but she could not find the words.

      Amelia relentlessly filled the silence. “You’re not going to find the answers you need locked up in this house.”

      Locked up. The words made Harriet frown reflexively. If there was one thing she did not want it was to imprison herself, to be too afraid to venture out because she’d been trained, like some animal, to remain docile, to stay closed in a cage until someone else decided she could be let out. She did not want her father’s inhumanity—the effects of it, anyway—to stop her from being liberated. She needed to find him, to put this suspicion to rest. And so, as ludicrous as the idea was, Harriet pictured herself inside the pub, floating up to the bar with confidence and asking the barman about her father.

      And then she almost laughed aloud. Amelia was looking at her with eagerness, but Harriet could not do it. She had to let her down easily.

      “I can’t,” she said at last.

      “Sure you can.” Amelia grabbed Harriet’s apron pocket and gave it a playful tug.

      Harriet snatched it back. “No, I can’t.”

      “What are you afraid of?”

      “I’m not afraid.” Harriet could not look Amelia in the eye.

      The girl didn’t speak for a moment, and Harriet had to check that she hadn’t left the room. “Fine,” Amelia said finally. “We don’t go then. You just sit here and wait for a letter from a distant cousin in Denmark who probably doesn’t even exist.”

      “What do you mean?” Harriet asked.

      “You believe everything she says, then? My mother, the nun?”

      Harriet bit her lip and exhaled loudly. She uttered no counterargument and watched Amelia’s expression shift as she realized Harriet was conceding. The girl delighted in a bit of mischief, that much was clear. Harriet plodded upstairs to change and tidy herself, trying her best to ignore the fear that churned her stomach.

      The low evergreen hedges rustled in the breeze, and the berries on the hawthorn tree flared crimson in the sun as the two women walked through the front gate. Harriet clasped her hands awkwardly in front of her, fixating on the sound of distant horse carriages with each unsteady step. Her eyes danced all around, hoping they would not encounter anyone. They could just walk there and back with no trouble. Her corset suddenly felt like a coiled snake around her middle, and her sleeves itched awfully at her the crook of her elbows.

      “Are you well?” Amelia turned and peered at her with a tilt of the head.

      Harriet swallowed, found that a nod would do. Amelia hooked her arm around Harriet’s, and she was one inch more emboldened by the small act. Harriet saw a small cluster of walkers approaching, and she lowered her head. Heat flared within her as she watched feet pass her by. But one pair slowed and…was coming toward her.

      Harriet didn’t have time to think before she heard a man’s voice. “Miss Hunt.”

      The man himself came into full view then, craning his neck to meet her downcast eyeline. “I thought that might be you,” he said with a flicker of bewilderment.

      “Oh,” she said. “Hello, Mr.—” Needles of embarrassment reddened her cheeks. “Oh, I’m terribly sorry.”

      “Comstock. Christian Comstock.”

      “Of course.”

      “We met yesterday.” He offered her a jovial grin. “I was the one who posted your letter for you. It did seem rather important.”

      Harriet nodded and looked to Amelia.

      “I do apologize,” said Comstock, reading her. “Are you on your way somewhere? Don’t let me keep you.”

      A response did not immediately come. She could not tell him they were off to the pub. What would he think? And yet, she could not conceive of a lie quickly enough. Her tongue pressed against the back of her teeth. The itch that had begun when they’d stepped outside the gate began to crawl up her arm and was now spreading across her neck. She fought back the urge to scratch, tried to take a deep breath.

      “Begging your pardon, sir, but we are on an errand.” It was Amelia who saved her.

      Comstock looked at the girl with amusement, as one would eye a playful puppy chasing its tail. He turned to Harriet again. “Well then, I wonder if you might allow me to accompany you on this errand, Miss Hunt.”

      Harriet tossed a helpless look at Amelia, who gave a minuscule shrug in response. She did not know how to politely decline an offer like this one, so poorly practiced she was in the art of conversation. She wished she could conjure up a clever excuse, like a woman in a novel might do. Instead, she flashed a clumsy half smile.

      “Wonderful,” Comstock said, and he looked like he truly meant it. Harriet believed she had no choice but to walk alongside him, as it was the polite thing to do. She strove for a feminine saunter, one foot just in front of the other, and she almost achieved it, she thought. She couldn’t help but notice their pace was glacial, though her skin was aflame all over with nervous itches she longed to dig her nails into.

      “Now that I am a part of this errand, may I ask where we are headed?” Comstock looked completely at ease next to her. Straw-colored ringlets peeked out from under his top hat, and his cherubic cheeks were plumped in a sort of perpetual smile. Harriet looked away quickly before he noticed her staring. A woman on the arm of a bearded man locked eyes with her, a flash of recognition passing over her like a shadow as she traced her gaze up and down Harriet’s scar. Harriet knew this look well. It was part fascination, part apprehension. Soon, the woman would turn to her husband with a wide-eyed whisper. That’s Harriet Hunt. But instead, the strangest thing happened. The bearded man gave Comstock a brief nod, and his wife, catching this small motion out of the corner of her eye, mimicked his politeness and pushed a curt nod in Harriet’s direction.

      Comstock noticed nothing, but Harriet might as well have been turned upside down. Something about walking beside him made an impression. It had altered the way the woman saw Harriet, or at least the way she reacted to seeing her.

      “Mr. Comstock,” she said, feeling a mix of confusion and a slightly buoyed spirit. “How did you know my name?”

      “Oh, of course. Apologies. You probably think I am a lurker. No. I know your—well, I know of your father. We are both in the banking world, you see.”

      “Have you seen him recently?” Amelia hurried alongside Harriet, curiosity propelling her small quick feet.

      Comstock looked surprised. “No, I cannot say that I have.” He glanced at Harriet again. “Has he not been at home?”

      Harriet glared at Amelia as her momentary lightness dissolved. She didn’t want to discuss her father with anyone else. She should have mentioned that to Amelia. Though she was a little surprised that Comstock did not know of Clement Hunt’s disappearance—Harriet had assumed everyone in the neighborhood knew—no one needed reminding that she was a young woman living alone. She was sure their gossip was already enough to give Stokes ideas about her. Someone may have heard a commotion the night her father went away, and that fact coupled with Harriet’s reputation around the neighborhood meant that no good would come of parading the news. Her objective was to find her father, yes, but she needed to keep her head down in the process. Harriet was beginning to feel stifled beneath her layers, the fabric scraping against her skin. This outing was a mistake. She could not believe she let Amelia talk her into going. Harriet Hunt waltzing up to a bar unchaperoned except for her wily maid, asking around about her missing father. It would give her infamous reputation fuel for life. And perhaps word would even get back around to Stokes.

      She lifted her head just enough to examine Comstock, prepared to announce that they should simply return home. He was looking at her, but where she’d expected judgment, she only saw earnest concern. He seemed above the whispers of the neighborhood, if it was true that he didn’t even know her father was missing. And the crease in his forehead told her he genuinely wanted to help. She wondered if she might be able to trust him with the truth.

      “In fact—” Harriet started, not sure how much to reveal. “I am searching—I want to find out if, well—” He was looking at her fully now—not just out of the corner of his eye—that crease deepening, softening her doubts. Just tell him. “We are going to the Red Lion to ask about my father. We—well, Amelia—thought that he may have told someone he was leaving. And where he was going.”

      “I see.” Fresh shock splashed, undisguised, across Comstock’s face.

      “He’s been gone since New Year’s Day, and she wants to know where he is,” said Amelia. “She misses him.” She added this last bit with a twitch of the eye in Harriet’s direction. Harriet waited for Comstock’s reprobation, or at the very least, his questions. But he only rubbed his chin with his fingers.

      “That is truly worrying,” he said finally. “If I may…I do wonder if—and I hope you are not offended, Miss Hunt—but perhaps if I went into the public house to inquire about your father… It’s just that the clientele might be more willing to speak to, say, someone like me. That is, they may be more forthcoming if a man were to ask them.”

      Amelia looked put out, but Harriet was almost instantly relieved at the offer.

      “Oh,” she said. “Would you be willing to—”

      “Of course,” he replied with a soft look. “I know the barman anyway.” And his gait quickened determinedly.

      He walked the women to a bench, where they sat in the shadow of an elm tree. Harriet watched a pigeon pick at an impenetrable crumble of stale bread, stabbing his beak repeatedly at it without success. Amelia sat beside her, tapping a restless foot against the leg of the bench, and Harriet could not understand why she wasn’t thrilled at their luck for running into Comstock. Sure, he made Harriet forget herself a bit, but his presence was like a warm summer rain, and Harriet, for one, was going to let herself enjoy his help. Besides, she much preferred sitting here under the shady tree, away from the bustle of the high street. Amelia’s disappointment was palpable. But to her credit, she said nothing, only cleared her throat a few times, as if she wanted to speak but never did. They passed the time in silence.

      Comstock returned much sooner than Harriet expected. Amelia shot to her feet, and Harriet inched to the edge of her seat. He stood before them in the sunlight and took off his hat, as if about to deliver solemn news.

      He shook his head with tight lips. A golden head of curls glimmered in the light. “I’m sorry, the barman said he hasn’t seen your father in months, and he can’t remember him saying anything about leaving.”

      “Nothing at all?” Amelia turned to Harriet and let out a frustrated groan. Harriet sunk her head onto a hand.

      “Well, there was one patron who caught me just as I was leaving,” he said. He was looking at Harriet, and she had the sensation that she was at the center of his attention—that her reaction to his news mattered. It was an unusual feeling. She watched him slide his finger along the brim of his hat before placing it back on his head. Amelia stood silently nearby, still tapping her foot. The result was that she shook in small, rhythmic convulsions. It set Harriet on edge. She felt her heartbeat in her throat.

      Comstock continued. “He knew your father well, this man, from evenings at the pub. Your father—Mr. Hunt—apparently mentioned it to him on Christmas Eve last year. He had plans to leave the country in the new year for a long, much-needed holiday.”

      Harriet blinked. “He said that?”

      “Indeed.”

      This was exactly the confirmation she needed. Her mind began to buzz. She hadn’t been a fool, after all, to think her father went to Denmark. She looked at Amelia, who drummed her hands on her stomach, and Harriet could actually feel the weight lifting from her limbs. She straightened.

      “That’s—that’s brilliant,” she said.

      “Of course.” As Comstock offered a smile, a thought occurred to Harriet. Hadn’t her father been home with her on Christmas Eve? She remembered because she’d waited all night for him to fall asleep in front of the fire before she snuck out the side door for a small silent celebration with her Christmas roses. She was about to ask Comstock about this, but she stopped herself. He probably had the day wrong, this man who knew her father. They were discussing such matters over drinks, surely. It could have been any day. Besides, it didn’t matter when her father told him about the plan, only that he had done so. This could be just the thing to lead Stokes toward finding her father.

      “I wonder—” She paused, looking again at the sole pigeon nearby, who still had no luck with the rock of bread crust but pecked away regardless. “Would he be willing to speak with someone? I mean, there is a man who has been asking about my father, and knowing he’d planned to leave England might…set him at ease.” She didn’t need to mention that the man asking was a policeman.

      “Ah,” said Comstock with a wince. “I’m so sorry. I didn’t get his name.”

      A thread of disappointment tugged at Harriet. “Of course.” But then she ran her hands down the sides of her dress, brushing away her doubts. It didn’t matter. She was one step closer to finding her father now, especially now that she knew he had left the country.

      She stood. Her arms itched less now, her anxiety easing, but the sensation was still uncomfortable. Perhaps she would draw herself a rosewater bath once she was home. The idea of going out at all was still one she would have to get used to. But she had a small kernel of an answer now—and it was only because she’d ventured beyond the garden, and that was significant. She turned to go.

      “Miss Hunt.” Comstock’s outstretched hand on hers was urgent. His touch gave her a start. It was light, as gentle as it was eager, and her skin began to flush with heat. “I don’t mean to impose,” he said. “But I would be happy to speak to whoever this man is that’s asking questions about your father. Perhaps I can tell him what I heard in the pub?”

      Her eyes connected with his then; they were a brilliant blue with a hint of pale yellow, reminding her of the late afternoon sky. She was lost for words until Amelia coughed beside her.

      At last, Harriet said, “Yes.”

      After a momentary pause during which Harriet thought she ought to say more but had nothing else to say, Comstock chuckled. “Wonderful,” he said. “Perhaps we can discuss this more while we enjoy a proper walk together?” Harriet met his eyes again in response, ignoring the fizz of nerves bubbling beneath her rib cage as best she could. “I can bring my cousins along if it would make you more comfortable?” he went on. “Does Sunday suit your schedule?”

      Harriet stood numbly, interpreting his words. She couldn’t imagine why he would want to walk with her, but she knew she had no response that would suffice. No man had ever shown interest in her. This was beyond her scope of comprehension. The elm leaves swayed above her, shadows playing hide-and-seek with the sunlight.

      “She’d love to,” said Amelia at last, taking Harriet’s arm in her own and leading her home.

      

      ***

      Later, after Amelia had gone home, Harriet sat in the lantern-lit garden.

      She had escaped the dark, cavernous house. The Dutch clock mocked Harriet with the wrong time, as usual, and the basement door throbbed darkly in its shadow as she slipped out the side door in her nightdress. The evening was silent and cool. Harriet shifted, and ivy curled up around her body.

      She tried to write.

      
        Dear Eunice,

      

      She itched to tell her cousin about Stokes and how he’d looked at her, what he’d said to her, and what she was doing because of his inquest. She wondered what Eunice would say if she knew Harriet was trying to find her father, and she wasn’t sure it would be enthusiastic. Harriet wanted to release everything, to spill her fears onto the page about what it meant that Stokes came into her garden.

      Yet her hand hovered over the paper, the words failing to present themselves. She thought then of Eunice’s request that Harriet come live with her.

      She almost wrote the response she wanted to. She almost wrote of the fear and anger that had coursed through her when Stokes glared at her and the garden loomed in his shadow, that, yes, she would get on a train the next day and escape to be with Eunice in the country. Her pen dotted the page.

      But a skitter of leaves startled her, and she looked up to see a small field mouse run out from the curtain of ivy, flash across the garden, and disappear over the back wall.

      That insignificant movement brought her back to her senses. The plush moss beneath her undulated soothingly. This garden was her responsibility. It was her responsibility to remain here. She had no choice in the matter.

      Even though the house chilled her very bones, so filled with soul-constricting memories, she could not leave. She could not bear to think of what would happen to the garden were she not here to be its keeper. She could restrain anger and fear within herself wherever she was, but she could not restrain this place from afar. A child could fall victim to the sleep-inducing juice of the plums, or the neighborhood could discover the way it moved. They could be compelled by fear to prune or clear the garden completely. It tore at her heart just thinking about them uprooting this sanctuary if she weren’t here to stop them. And a slow, viscous terror eclipsed that feeling when she thought about how the garden would react to such violence.

      For this reason, Harriet had to remain at Sunnyside. There were other reasons too—reasons that lived, unwelcome, within her heart.

      As she penned a loving but superficial letter to her cousin, guilt chewed at her. But the plum tree lowered its branches and fanned leaves out wide to protect her from the chill, and soon, she was snug in her little nest. The cabbage roses bathed her in the smells of honey and leaned in to sing that sweet song they always did—the one Harriet could not name, could not even be certain she could truly hear or only felt inside her chest. And the bluebells arched into her touch as she traced a delicate finger up their bowed stems.

      She would not be able to explain all that kept her here, all that prevented her from accepting Eunice’s enticing invitation—at least, she could not put it into words tonight. And while she was here, she had some things to take care of to make Stokes go away. She must find the proof of her father’s journey to Denmark. She must.

      She folded the letter as it was written and lay back, resting all her weight on the spongy moss.

    
  
    
      
        Chapter Seven

      
      In a few days’ time, Amelia, fully dressed and with verve like a burst of cool air, met Harriet on the stairs first thing in the morning.

      “It’s Sunday,” said Harriet, folding her arms over her nightdress. “I didn’t think you’d be coming today.”

      “I know,” said Amelia quickly. “But I thought you might want some help later. To get ready for your walk.”

      Harriet gave her a small acknowledging smile. It was taking some getting used to, having someone else coming and going from the house. It was refreshing and irritating at the same time.

      “Besides, I’ve had an idea,” Amelia said. She wiggled her eyebrows.

      Harriet stifled a groan. She would have liked a spot of breakfast before the ideas began. “Go on then.”

      “The docks.” Amelia folded her arms in triumph.

      Harriet frowned. It was far too early for games of the mind. She was suddenly hungry for an egg, maybe some toast with butter. Exhaustion had cascaded through her these past few days; that outing had sapped her energy. Other than chasing her letter into the street, it was the first time she’d gone somewhere that wasn’t Eunice’s house in—well, far too long. And then there had been Comstock’s revelation, plus—oh, god—his invitation to walk with her. The excitement at the news about her father’s potential whereabouts faded as she’d crossed the threshold that evening. She’d clunked up the stairs, muttering good night before they’d even discussed dinner. She’d slept like a corpse that night and was a sluggish cleaning companion for Amelia’s next two workdays.

      “Listen.” Amelia bounced behind her as Harriet stepped groggily into the kitchen. “If anyone saw your father leave, it would be them who work at the docks. They know everyone coming and going.”

      Harriet took an egg into her hand, rolled it over in her palm. It was only Amelia’s fourth day at Sunnyside, and Harriet wanted to feel agitated by her persistent chatter. The girl had so much energy. The truth was, however, that the kitchen floor glinted spotlessly and the rug in the front hall now possessed colors Harriet had somehow never seen. The cobwebs were gone, and the window let in more views of decadent cabbage rose blooms than she’d ever seen from here. Amelia was a fresh spring breeze, and Harriet found a kind of pleasure in being in the room with such a busy, animated spirit, despite herself. She looked over at Amelia as she sliced a knife through a hard loaf of bread, surprised at how the halls of Sunnyside suddenly seemed less like endless dark tunnels and more like, well, halls.

      “What do you think?” Amelia stuck the bread slices with a toasting fork and held them over the fire.

      “You’re going to burn those if you hold them so close,” said Harriet.

      That won her a glare. “If you don’t want to find him, that’s fine with me. It’s not my business either way, really. Only trying to help.”

      Harriet thought over the idea as she watched the bread turn golden brown. Stokes might have already been to the docks to look for her father, she realized, but oddly, it didn’t matter. She realized she wanted to see for herself. A part of her wanted to bring Stokes the proof directly, watch his suspicion of her melt from his face as the truth began to dawn on him, but even simply seeing her father’s name would make her feel more at ease. And Stokes would have no choice but to leave her be. The thought of the inspector turned her stomach. The egg in her hand suddenly did not look appetizing. She placed it back in the basket.

      Harriet sat down in front of the window with her slightly burnt toast and the tea she washed it down with. It occurred to her that going to the docks meant she would have to prepare for another outing. Stepping yet again out of the garden—the beautiful, wild garden, where she knew every flower petal, every twist of ivy, every overripe plum—it would take another resurgence of confidence that she wondered if she would muster. Though Amelia’s suggestion was, indeed, a logical next step, it also sounded daunting.

      Amelia stuffed some toast in her mouth, made a face, and then hurried out to busy herself upstairs. Hearing the whine of the floorboards above her head, Harriet grabbed her tea and escaped out through the side door. She leaned back against the soft cradle of ivy and felt the rose thorns prick at her back. It was an utterly satisfying sensation, and she allowed herself to recline into it.

      “We’re here for each other, aren’t we?” she said as she cupped a flower in her palm, running her fingers along the smooth, pale petals. In response, the ivy clung to her, circling around her arms and holding her there, gently.

      Soon, a child’s laugh rang out from the street, followed by a mother’s hushed reprimand. More voices came then: the happy trill of a woman congratulating a Mr. Feehan on his promotion, the bellow of a man calling to a friend (I say, Thompson, old chap!), contemplative murmurs and slow Sunday footfalls. Harriet listened from deep within the rosebushes, and then she blew forcefully out through tight lips. She hadn’t been to church since before her mother died, but she could remember the rigid pews, pitched forward to force an upright posture. She recalled picking at a scab on her knee as the vicar droned on.

      She wondered what it would be like to attend church now, picturing behatted women and bareheaded men sitting solemnly, watching intently, waiting patiently for their souls to be saved. The squeak of Harriet’s entrance would echo through the nave, and a few parishioners would glance back, men’s mouths thrown agape at seeing her there. She might catch the whites of a few women’s eyes. She knew who she was to them. She was the strange daughter of Mr. Clement Hunt—a man who had mysteriously disappeared and had been gone for half a year already. She was the girl who had been shut up inside the wild-ivy house, the girl who ran barefoot into the street—she supposed anyone could have seen her do that exact thing just the other day.

      She imagined vines following her from her house to the church, scaling the walls in search of her, peering through windows and breaking the glass. She imagined the women’s fright at the sight of such an intrusion, hands clasped atop faux-floral hats, and the children’s unabashed curiosity. She imagined the men waving walking sticks in a feeble defense before the vines slid beneath Harriet, rescuing her from this public spectacle and carrying her all the way home.

      Soon, Harriet was dragged from her imaginings as voices from the road faded, and quiet descended on the neighborhood again. And then she remembered with a start what day it was and what she had promised to do.

      

      ***

      By midday, she was dressed and ready to go. Amelia had helped primp her so that her hair was lifted from her neck and her hemline was straight. Harriet’s nerves bit at her, and the start of an itch irritated her underarm. She breathed in and out and swallowed down her fears. She wished she could have had some kind of draught to blunt her worries about walking in public, but she had no spirits. She thought there might be something to drink in the basement, and so now, she stood in front of the door, deciding. Its facade was no different from the wood trim and other features of the house—a dark mahogany that had been chosen before she was born. And yet the basement door had a reddish sort of quality to it and a warped shape that reminded Harriet of a beating heart. She could almost hear the thundering of it in her ears. She remembered suddenly the darkness that was behind the door and hurried to grab a candle, which she lit with shaking hands.

      Swallowing, she reached out for the doorknob. It was cold, and it made her jump. She retracted her hand with such speed, she nearly fell backward. What were you expecting? It’s a basement, she told herself, trying to conjure up her resolve.

      In one clumsy movement, she reached out again, began to turn the handle. The wood beneath her feet moaned in resistance to her weight, and her head swam with a dark memory. It stormed through her thoughts like a nightmare, and she began to feel the heartbeat of the door throughout her entire body. She snatched her hand back again as if she’d been burned and decided she didn’t need spirits after all.

      Soon, she was faced with the clang of the front doorbell, and she regretted her fears, wishing she’d had the courage to sneak down for a tipple. Amelia gave her a half smile of encouragement, and Harriet pressed her lips together. Then she nodded and reached out to open the front door.

      The day, much like Comstock’s face, was bright, and Harriet had to shield her eyes for a moment. Her insides were rough, knotted twine, but upon seeing his expression, she remembered how she felt when she’d walked beside him yesterday. She thought of the woman and the bearded man; they’d acknowledged her as an equal. Harriet could dissolve into invisibility beside Comstock, at least enough so she wouldn’t have to endure gawking neighbors. The knots within her loosened infinitesimally. Behind him, she was surprised to see two more figures waiting on the street, just outside the gate. As Comstock followed her down the steps, Harriet recognized one of the figures as Greenwood, the man with the umbrella from the first day they’d met. He caught her eye, tipped his hat, and then quickly looked away. The other figure, Harriet did not know.

      “It’s a pleasure to see you again,” Comstock said to Harriet. “These are my cousins, Greenwood and Anna. They are here to ensure we don’t get into any trouble.” He grinned.

      Behind him, Greenwood made a faint, indiscernible noise, and Anna offered Harriet a cordial smile. Harriet willed herself not to reach up to hide her scar.

      “What a pleasure, Miss Hunt. I hope we can have a chance to get to know one another, since we are neighbors after all.” Merrily, Anna swept the crook of Harriet’s arm into her own. “I live with my brother just around the corner. When Christian told me about meeting you, I was thrilled. I am always happy to make the acquaintance of a new female friend.” She seemed to read Harriet’s overwhelm and added, “Of course, I don’t want to be a nuisance. Only, we may get on and that would be such fun.”

      Anna walked confidently, with long strides and a relaxed countenance. Harriet measured her to be only a year or so younger than herself, based on the softness of her face, but she seemed years older in the way she spoke, in the way she held herself.

      “How long have you lived at Sunnyside?” Anna asked.

      “Forever,” said Harriet. Anna’s mention of Sunnyside made her recoil. She longed to swaddle herself in the arms of her garden almost every moment of every day. It was where she felt the most like herself. And yet, inside, the halls were like the chambers of a cadaver. Shadows haunted her every night. The clock clamored with the bays of a dying creature. Peeling wallpaper like dead skin barely covered yellowing walls. Thankfully, Amelia was now a torchlight in such grim darkness, but she was only there a few days a week. The nights still swallowed Harriet whole.

      Noticing Anna’s gaze on her, she was suddenly desperate to move the conversation in a different direction. “How long have you lived nearby?” she asked.

      “Since adolescence,” said Anna.

      “Oh.” To think that someone had moved here from somewhere else surprised Harriet. She’d assumed everyone in her neighborhood had been there as long as she had—part of the timeless collective of whispers and closed-off faces.

      Anna lifted her chin slightly. She was studying Harriet while she waited to answer. “We came from Whitechapel.” Harriet could tell by the silence that stretched out between them that there was more to say, especially as Anna watched Harriet to see her reaction.

      “Oh,” Harriet said again, unable to hide even more surprise. “That is quite a change.” She knew Whitechapel for what it was—a part of London known for crime and hunger and soot-blackened alleyways—and she could not place this brisk wind of a woman in such downtrodden circumstances as those, especially as a child.

      “Things aren’t always as they appear.” Anna seemed to be answering a question Harriet did not ask.

      “I completely agree.” Harriet would not dare judge this woman based on where she came from, just as she had the unusual feeling that Anna had not prejudged her. Then she realized that she’d seen no trace of recognition in Anna when they’d greeted one another. So Anna did not know who Harriet was, then. It jarred her, knowing this, for she thought everyone knew the mad young woman of Sunnyside. Or perhaps—Harriet let the radical thought sink in—Anna knew who she was and did not care.

      “And do you enjoy it here?” Harriet heard herself say. She was striving for cheerful, but she wasn’t sure how she came across. This was such a strange sensation. They were simply two women walking and getting to know one another. It seemed like what she supposed was normal. She toyed with the frill of her skirt.

      Anna’s face lifted. “Very much so. I would say it is this place that I love, but really it is what I do that I love. I am an actress, currently at the Hill Theatre in Islington.”

      “Fascinating,” said Harriet. She remembered her father recounting a play he’d seen once. She’d watched from between banister posts as he gestured in the firelight, one arm perched on the mantel. I enjoyed it, her mother had said, but her smile dimmed with his response. A woman on stage, he replied as if Harriet’s mother had said something preposterous. Absolutely deplorable.

      “I’m no Ellen Terry.” Anna’s laugh brought Harriet back to the conversation. She didn’t not know who Ellen Terry was, but she was pleased, for some reason, to see Anna’s countenance so excited. “But I shall be soon, mark my words.” She gave Harriet a discreet smile. “Anyway, Upper Holloway is a perfectly fine place to call home. My brother longs for even more space, but I don’t need it.”

      Harriet could make out mumbled conversation from Comstock and Greenwood, who walked behind them, as they ambled up the road and eventually entered the Heath from the east side. As a foursome, they began to make their way uphill.

      Harriet realized quite suddenly that she had not noticed anyone’s disdainful looks the entire walk, so engrossed she was in conversation with Anna. And now, out here, the hills rolled and the treetops glinted with an aliveness that was a balm to Harriet’s nerves. She imagined bringing the clouds to life, awakening the soft grasses, introducing two strangers in the distance, as if she were a painter, free and in command of her brush. She smiled at the thought, wondering why having anything for herself was so difficult. It had been the same for her mother, of course—she had never sold a painting; she’d kept that lovely skill a secret, and in so doing, she’d never had anything that truly belonged to her. She’d had a husband, and that was supposed to be enough.

      “How incredibly beautiful,” said Anna.

      Harriet permitted herself to look around with fresh eyes. Yes, there were vast spaces before her, but just now, the scene shrunk until it seemed no bigger than a canvas, captured forever on a surface with one single perpetual view, no matter how one looked at it. Opportunities were few, the world small. But, Harriet admitted to herself, she had never lived in London, and she had never been to the theater, so she told herself that Anna’s opinion likely counted for more.

      At the top, they all stopped to catch their breath.

      “We thought you might be trying to escape us,” said Comstock with a grin.

      Anna smiled playfully, but Harriet was surprised to see a tightness pass over her features.

      “You are as fast a walker as they make them, dear sister.” Greenwood put a broad hand on Anna’s shoulder, and Harriet watched his gentle fingers catch on the pink folds of her sleeve.

      Anna turned to him in full animation. “You are one to talk. One stride for you is about as long as Westminster Bridge.” Then, she spun around to Harriet. “My brother, though ineloquent, is right. I do hurry more than I need to. I hope I haven’t made you fatigued.”

      “Oh, no,” said Harriet. “I am quite in need of some exercise.”

      Comstock spoke. “It’s not likely she would say the truth, my dear Anna, even if you did wear her down. Miss Hunt is too polite.”

      Anna released a laugh that startled a magpie nearby. It fluttered across the path to peck at new grubs in the grass.

      Comstock cleared his throat. “Miss Hunt, what do you say to a slower pace, eh?”

      She withdrew her eyes from the magpie to see that their group had shifted positions beneath the late-summer sunshine. Comstock was now as close to her elbow as Anna had been only moments ago. His face was earnest and direct, and her legs suddenly felt as brittle as straw. Her stomach lurched as he ushered her along and began to walk alongside her, hands clasped genteelly behind his back.

      Greenwood and Anna took up behind them, moving considerably slower than before, as it seemed that Comstock was more than happy to set the pace for all parties this time.

      “I must say, I was pleased you accepted my request for a walk today. Can I hope that you were delighted to see me, as well?” He tilted toward her ever so slightly. It was enough to send blood thundering through her ears. Instinctively, she closed her eyes, tried to calm herself.

      A period of quiet stretched between them, and Harriet sensed that if she let it go too long, she’d collapse from awkwardness. If she was going to be out and speaking to a man, she ought to speak to that man. “How is the banking world?” she said at last, still trying to steady herself.

      He laughed heartily. “How is the banking world? You sound like my father. Talking about that would bore you to death, I’m sure.”

      She smiled shortly, lost for something to say to continue the thread of conversation.

      “Shall we discuss what I learned about your father the other day at the pub?” His comment was an olive branch, and she was grateful. She nodded fervently, encouraging him to go on. He obliged. “You mentioned there was someone asking about your father, someone you wanted me to speak to.”

      “Yes,” she said. She was about to relay everything about Stokes, about his inquest, his curiosity about her, even his disdain—but her instincts stopped her. She suddenly thought it might be better to wait until she had confirmation from the docks, if she and Amelia could arrange an outing there soon. She still wanted to bring the stocky policeman the proof herself. “I don’t think it’s necessary just now,” she muttered. Her eyes were on the ground before them.

      Comstock considered her for a moment. “You are very interesting, Miss Hunt.”

      Harriet knew her features went scarlet at the comment, and she focused her gaze on the dirt path even more intensely, suddenly aware once again of the indent of her scar.

      “I mean that in the best possible way. I hope I haven’t offended you. Most young ladies are…not interesting. They’re all the same. But you…” He trailed off, exhaled a weak laugh. “I’ll stop embarrassing myself now. It’s only that I’m so happy for that runaway letter.”

      Silence enveloped them once again. A dog chased a child’s kite, which bumped along the ground, nipping at the ribbon.

      “You know,” Comstock said. “When I was a boy, I had a dog. His name was—well, I was teased for it, I’ll just say that.”

      A smile warmed Harriet’s face. “What was he called?”

      Comstock tipped his head back and let out a sigh. “His name was…Sir Scout Scoutington.”

      “Oh,” said Harriet. “That’s unique.”

      “Unique, yes. I think I thought he was a fancy gentleman.”

      “But he was just a dog.”

      “True.” He laughed, and she knew his gaze was on her.

      She drew in a breath without looking at him. “I never had a pet,” she said. For some reason, the more Harriet tried to continue the light conversation, the more she struggled to find a clever comment. Instead, she sunk into silence yet again. Behind them, Greenwood and Anna chuckled at something.

      “I’m sorry about your father,” Comstock said, a few paces later. His jovial tone had taken a more serious note, and Harriet was disappointed that their whimsical conversation seemed to be at an end, that she had not contributed much to the merriment of the afternoon. She simply could not harness conversation in the way some women could. A family picnicked on the grass nearby, a father and his son picking at sandwiches while a woman bent, shushing, over a push-along, and Harriet watched them, feeling suddenly tired. “I’ve been meaning to ask you,” Comstock continued, “and pardon me if I’m overstepping, but have you spoken to the police? I’m sure they would do a much better job finding him than you or me.”

      Harriet hesitated. She was no good at thinking on her feet, for she still did not want to tell him the truth—that the police had come to speak to her. “I have,” she said eventually, hoping that would suffice.

      “And they have found no trace of him?”

      “I—” She hesitated again. “No, not yet.”

      “Hmm. Could it be that he needs to stay hidden for some reason? That he doesn’t want to be found?”

      A mound of uneven earth gave way beneath her boots; her ankle twisted to the right. She winced.

      “I do apologize.” Comstock shook his head adamantly. “Listen to me trying to solve the puzzle like Edgar Allan Poe’s Dupin. I’m sure if you have spoken to the police, they will find him. I’ll not harangue you anymore. You must be worried sick.”

      “Yes,” said Harriet absently. Her thoughts had caught on Comstock’s mention of Dupin. Dupin had revered simplicity, hadn’t he? He’d argued that sometimes the simplest, most logical solution was the right one. The idea stuck with her.

      “Can I ask…?” Harriet began, turning to Comstock. He stopped, nodded for her to go on. “If one was to set sail for Europe, where would he leave from?”

      “The Thames, I suppose.”

      “Yes, but are there any docks in particular that see passenger ships?”

      Comstock’s face dropped. “Oh, Miss Hunt, I beg you to let the police do the searching. I am so sorry I asked any questions in the first place. It’s far too dangerous for you to be poking around at the docks.”

      “Of course,” she said quickly. “I’m only trying to remember something my father told me.”

      “Oh, well in that case,” he said, resuming their pace once again. “Let me think. I suppose one would start at St Katharine Docks, which is the furthest west. But there are half a dozen docks, all bleeding into one another, and all manner of steamboats for passengers and commercial wares coming and going at all hours. Perhaps he mentioned the London Docks?”

      Her father hadn’t mentioned any docks, Harriet knew, but she kept her thoughts to herself. “Perhaps,” she offered, thinking.

      Before long, they had made a full arc and began to make their way toward Millfield Lane. Anna captured Comstock’s attention with a comment on the worrying state of poverty in London, and he dropped back to discuss the issue with her, their back and forth lively. Harriet was suddenly annoyed at her own inability to keep his attention and then annoyed further at the sulky mood that followed as she watched the cousins converse. Soon, she released her jealousy, feeling the effect of her separation from Comstock like a splash of cold water. She became aware of a lingering look from a pair of women nearby—perhaps they recognized her. One little boy with hair plastered to his head even stuck out his tongue when he walked by her, although she could not tell if he was doing it only to her or to everyone he passed. As her group left the green hills behind and wound through the gray streets, a familiar nervous itch pinched at the back of her neck, where sweat pooled and dampened her collar. She urgently longed to be within the protection of her wrought iron gates again.

      In Harriet’s growing agitation, she hadn’t noticed Greenwood drop into step beside her. He leaned in to examine her more closely. “Are you all right? Should we stop for some water?” His attention surprised her. It was kind, but his words did not have same the endearing timbre as Comstock’s.

      Harriet swallowed. She watched the ground, shaking her head almost imperceptibly. The pull of her garden was growing stronger as the Heath disappeared behind them. She wished she could lean her head back against the plum tree and close her eyes right now, listen to the insects busy themselves at her roses.

      “Do let me know if you change your mind,” Greenwood said, and they walked in silence until Sunnyside was in their sights. Soon, Comstock deftly traded places with his friend, who caught her eye and dipped his head in an awkward bow as he backed away from Harriet.

      “Miss Hunt.” Comstock was animated, and Harriet was swept up into his orbit once again, a small wave of relief washing over her. “Will I see you again soon?”

      She blushed, suddenly unsure about how she should position her hands. She crossed them in front of her, but her sleeves pinched. Then she straightened them at her sides like rolling pins, but she was afraid she looked too stern. Finally, she grabbed hold of her skirt, just to keep from fidgeting.

      Christian gave her a small smile, missing nothing. “What I mean is that I wish to see you one evening this week. Perhaps Tuesday, if I can convince you to take another walk with me…without the company of my cousins?”

      Harriet nearly tripped over a stone in her path. There was no good reason why a socially adept, charming, eye-catching man like Comstock should take an interest in her—a woman with too many quirks to hide and a hideous scar slashing through any hope of beauty. And yet, she could read his intentions plainly.

      “Well, I—” She fumbled for the words. “Yes, all right. It would be delighted. I mean, I would be a delight. Oh—”

      Christian held a smile back between pinched lips. Harriet exhaled through her nose. “You must think I am the least clever girl you’ve ever met.”

      “On the contrary, Miss Hunt. I believe you are cleverer than you know.”

      Harriet’s blush turned to crimson, she was sure, and her heartbeat hammered once again in her ears.

    
  
    
      
        Chapter Eight

      
      The cemetery was cold. A fine mist rubbed against her like the slinking tail of a cat, and Harriet shivered. Amelia stood a few paces away, examining a cluster of headstones, reading their inscriptions to Harriet aloud.

      “In memory of Violet, wife of Edward Burrows, who died September second, 1853, aged thirty-three. And, their daughter, Jane Burrows, who died on the same September second, 1853. Oh, how sad.”

      The whole spectacle was depressing. Harriet hadn’t meant to be so morose when she suggested meeting Mr. Davies in Highgate Cemetery, only practical. Her letter had been brief, perfunctory, and—she recalled this next bit with an involuntary blush—mailed by the hand of Comstock that rainy day last week. She had chosen this time of day, when the light was slanting into one’s eyes, expressly because she wished not to be seen by anyone but Mr. Davies, and she had been lucky to pass only a couple of evening-time walkers on their way home.

      The sun dipped low now, kissing the far edge of the Heath and bleeding gold onto the rooftops in between. Harriet shifted from one foot to the other in an impatient kind of dance. Ivy clung to the stones that marked the dead, and even though Harriet was not in her own garden, she was still at ease among the foliage. She stared at the grave of a John Black, a gray mossy thing with green leaves wrapped tightly around with such beautiful, life-giving tenderness. She thought she saw one of the leaves lift off the gravestone and wave in her direction, but when she looked back, the leaves were still, their motion just a trick of the dying light.

      “Are you sure we’re in the right place?” Amelia was further away now, calling to Harriet from behind drooping branches.

      “Be careful,” Harriet called after her.

      She looked up at the spindly branches of a wych elm, wondering what Mr. Davies would have to say about her father, wondering if they were in correspondence. Perhaps Davies had a more succinct address in Denmark that Harriet could write to. She assumed the letter she’d written to Markus Sanderson to be lost by now, tossed overboard by some impatient Danish postman—or she’d even considered that Mrs. Botham hadn’t been entirely truthful and there was no Danish cousin at all. Either way, she was not holding out hope that she’d hear word back.

      The blanket of elm leaves rustled above her. It could be, perhaps, that Davies was a middleman, tasked with bringing a message directly from her father. If that was the case—if her father wanted to send her a message—it would not be tender or apologetic. More likely, it would be a warning. Don’t look for me. She turned to watch a silver-edged cloud sliver over the last vestiges of sunlight. He did not want her to find him; he did not want anyone to find him. He was too deeply in debt—and Harriet understood why. The opulent furniture, the ivory tusks, the empty tortoise shell imported from Japan. All of it had recouped her sufficient sums from the pawnbroker, and she knew by the greedy light in the shopkeeper’s eye that she could have negotiated more if she’d had any skills in that art, or, she supposed, if she were a man. Regardless, her father had been living above his means for years as a bank clerk, and Harriet knew the extent of his debts from all the letters she’d received from impatient debtors. It meant that, wherever he was, he would likely stay there—perhaps until, at least, he could make his fortune and come home. Making a fortune seemed to be a man’s dream. She could think of a million other things she would rather have for herself than money—money could not buy you a sense of calm in your heart. But when you have the freedom to choose anything at all for yourself, money was perhaps a more appealing option.

      “Harriet!”

      Harriet whirled around, expecting to find Amelia stooped along the path, reading names and dates of the deceased. But she wasn’t there. Fear rose in Harriet’s throat as she looked up and down the path, but she only saw headstones. She hadn’t noticed how dark it had become, the trees around her casting shadows that devoured the dying daylight.

      “Amelia?” Harriet hurried down the hill, feeling the darkness around her, a hand closing in. She suddenly realized bringing Amelia here might have been a mistake. There could be anyone lurking about among the crypts, waiting until nightfall to take them by surprise. This Mr. Davies could be one such predator, she realized with a growing sense of doubt. Being a woman means being constantly vigilant. Harriet could almost hear her mother whispering the words to her. She spun around again, seeing only the same graves, the same bent branches, the same pool of darkness spilling out before her. She had certainly not been vigilant tonight.

      “Harriet!” Amelia’s strained voice came again.

      “Where are you?” She tried to keep the worry from her tone.

      “Down here.”

      Harriet lifted her skirts and let her feet take her in the direction of Amelia’s call. Her breaths came fast and steady as she tried not to lose her footing on the slippery earth, but the path narrowed before her, and she saw the errant root one second too late. Harriet plunged forward violently, her arms bracing and her face skidding against mud and pebbles. She tried to scramble up but lost her footing again, her backside thumping hard against the ground. She released a puff of air through tight lips. She sat in a puddle of her own skirts, wrestling gluey mud from the soles of her boots. Case in point: bare feet are far more practical than boots, she thought. Her face was cold and wet, and her head throbbed. She traced her palm with a finger and winced at the fresh pain. Nevertheless, she lifted herself on wobbling legs and set off undeterred, limping down the hill toward Amelia.

      Fed up after a few more slippery steps, she sat in a huff and peeled off her boots. She wanted to be sure she had her hands for support should she go down again, so she tied the laces together and flung the pair around her neck. As she slunk downhill, with much more purchase this time—honestly, that’s what toes are for—her boots bounced against her collarbones.

      When she saw Amelia’s silhouette at last, Harriet’s concern hardened into annoyance. She did not bother to check her admonishing tone. “Amelia, I thought something happened to you—”

      “Miss Hunt.”

      A man’s voice cut through Harriet’s. She staggered to an abrupt stop, using a cold, slick headstone to keep her from falling a second time. It had not been Amelia’s shadow slinking out of the blue-black. She could just make out a bulky frame and severe mustache. A man plucked a lantern from behind a patch of ivy. Shadows danced on his up-lit face.

      “Of course, it’s you,” he said upon seeing Harriet, which was, oddly, the same exact thought Harriet was having at that moment. Surprise and frustration lapped at her throat. He held the lantern out toward her, inspecting her quietly, and his eyes grew full. He did not blink. “What the devil?” he said to himself, and Harriet looked down. She stood wide-legged with one hand on a headstone for support; the other was slick with blood where her palm pulsed painfully and was winged wide for added balance. Her dress was filthy. It looked as if she’d been rolling around in the muck. And she did not need to look at her face to know that her hair had curled up in tiny wisps all around it—that always happened in foggy weather—coming loose from any pins she’d adorned it with earlier. And, of course, she realized with a wince, she wore her boots around her neck like she’d just been wading for crayfish.

      She looked up in time to see Amelia, a slight figure half in darkness, standing a few paces behind Stokes. “Amelia,” Harriet said, hoping she might be able to offer a quick-witted, reasonable explanation since Harriet could not, as usual, find any words to suit the situation. But Amelia’s eyes simply went wide, and then she slipped out of the ring of light and backed into the night.

      Stokes squinted at Harriet, then turned to look over his right shoulder. His left.

      Rotating back to Harriet, he stared, as if thinking through a confusing idea. “Are you quite well?”

      “Yes,” she said. She was searching for some way to explain, but nothing arrived immediately. Amelia had just been there, but now it looked like Harriet was talking to ghosts.

      “It’s gone eight o’clock.” He explained this deliberately. Then, even more slowly, “This is a cemetery.”

      Harriet unlocked her gaze from his, irritated that every reason she had for being out here apparently alone—thank you, Amelia—sounded improper. She searched their surroundings, hoping to find inspiration inscribed on a headstone. She could not very well tell the truth: that she’d come here to meet a man. She knew how well that would go over. And she could not come up with a clever excuse, not this quickly. Instead, she determined that saying nothing was her best course of action, and so she just stood there, gawping like a fool.

      “I’ve never seen such odd behavior,” he said, more to himself than to Harriet. “Such disregard for propriety.” He put a finger to his mustache and smoothed it.

      “Let’s go.” His tone was gruff now. He grabbed her by the wrist and jerked her ahead of him onto the path. Harriet’s head snapped back with the sudden motion, but she obeyed the order and traipsed down the hill, leading the way like a disciplined child, listening to his squelching boots behind her. As they neared Highgate Hill, she thought she saw a flash of a white apron around the corner, and she pursed her lips in annoyance.

      When they finally reached her front gate, Stokes spun her around to face him. The force of his strength made her dizzy, but the aggravation she directed toward herself consumed any fight she might have otherwise had in her. Hearing them there, two Ayrshires peeked their petaled heads over the evergreen hedges behind the inspector, their gazes locked on Harriet. She felt calmed to see them and, at the same time, unnerved that they might misbehave.

      “I must ask, what on earth possessed you?” His reprimand was rhetorical. He glared at her, shaking his head, a new emotion brimming just under the surface. Fury, perhaps. Mr. Davies didn’t come, Harriet thought. Maybe if he had, she would not be here right now with Stokes. And yet…

      A thought wriggled itself free.

      “How did you know I was in the cemetery?” she asked, not daring to look Stokes dead in the eye like she wanted. She knew her boldness would not be received kindly, and she did not want him to thrash her about anymore. Still, she wondered. She grabbed at her skirt and then released it quickly, remembering the fresh cut on her hand.

      “There are homes nearby, Miss Hunt. Someone alerted me to a hysterical woman wandering around the cemetery in the dark. Highly unusual—” He didn’t finish his thought, but Harriet had the sense from the new look on his face that instead of unusual, he wanted to name her something else, something with an edge of danger. Concerning. Enraging. Frightening. But he did not. Instead, he flared his nostrils wide and closed his eyes for a long inhale, as if seeking patience from a deep well within. Harriet wondered about the walkers she’d passed on the way into the cemetery. She wanted to sink her head into her hands, to chastise herself for being so foolish. How could she have thought it was a good place, a good time, to meet Mr. Davies? It was no wonder he didn’t show up.

      Harriet tried to turn to go inside, but Stokes grabbed her arm again. He thrust his gas lamp into her face. The light was so close she had to lean away, feeling the heat on her cheek. He breathed slowly, frustration mounting, searching her. She could smell his sour breath.

      “New Year’s Day,” he said at last. His words dripped with accusation. “Your father admitted you to the Colney Hatch Asylum.”

      She stilled. Thick fog closed in around the sallow sphere of light. She suddenly could not breathe, could not think. Ice-cold fear crept from her heart to her fingertips. A tiny vibration started up below her. She could sense the roses rising higher above the hedges to get a better view.

      “Now why did you not think to tell me that?” he said.

      “I… It wasn’t relevant.”

      He released a disbelieving snort. Harriet took a minuscule step away from her garden then, sensing the vibration crescendoing beneath her feet. His eyes hardened. “Women like you—”

      But he did not say what women like her were. He only lowered his lamp and stared at her in the dark until she understood that she should back away noiselessly and disappear behind the hedges.

      

      ***

      Inside, Amelia was full of questions Harriet didn’t have the answers to. Why didn’t Mr. Davies come to the cemetery? Who told Stokes about her plan?

      “You left me alone,” Harriet said, cutting her off.

      Amelia blinked. “I didn’t. I just came home before you, that’s all.”

      Harriet narrowed her eyes, shed the boots from around her neck, and placed them by the door. “Why?”

      Amelia opened her mouth to say something, and then seemed to think better of it. She grimaced. “I don’t like police. Well, actually, they don’t like me. Something about being a poor fatherless child I guess.”

      Harriet nodded and made her way upstairs.

      “But I promise I never let you out of my sight,” said Amelia at her heels. “And anyway, I saw enough. That copper doesn’t like you very much, does he?”

      Women like you. Stokes’s words slithered around Harriet’s head. “I don’t like him much either,” she said as she crossed into her room and began to shed her muddy dress.

      Amelia took the dress and bunched it up in her hands. Dried mud fell to the floor, but she didn’t seem to notice. “He acts like he wants to nick you. I don’t know—something tells me he’s watching you, waiting for you to make a wrong move. Reminds me of this copper used to come round the street where we played Blind Horse, keeping a close eye on this one boy, Johnny Banes.”

      Was he keeping a close eye on her? Harriet felt cold and longed for a bath. He knew about Colney Hatch. It meant he’d been digging around about her. But what was it he suspected her of, exactly? It occurred to her that perhaps he didn’t know. He simply kept pulling threads and yielding Harriet’s secrets. Maybe he thought he would eventually find a secret that would lead him to her father. In the process, however, she knew he would take her down. She hated the way he’d made her feel. Like she was somehow a menace, a criminal, a madwoman. The worst of it was that she’d not exactly made it difficult for him to think it. He seemed to turn up whenever Harriet was at her worst, whenever she sensed her control slipping. Since she’d met him, she’d reacted and rebelled, only to ensnare herself further in his web of suspicion.

      “What happened to your friend?” Harriet asked.

      “Who?”

      “Johnny Banes.”

      “Oh,” Amelia said, surprised. “He died. Stabbed by a pickpocket.”

      Harriet stared, fear seizing her. She would not wait around to see what her fate would be.

      “I’d like to go to St Katharine Docks,” she said.

      Amelia had turned away to give her privacy, still clutching the mud-caked dress. She leaned on the open door. Somehow, the girl had managed to stay perfectly clean through the whole evening. Her voice echoed through the hall as she said, “It’s all the way down in London, that is.”

      Harriet wasn’t sure if she was offended or endeared by Amelia’s concerns about her difficulties in public spaces. “No one knows me in London,” she said by way of an answer, and it was true. Venturing out where she was not known was much more palatable than walking these small familiar streets. And she had very little chance of seeing Stokes there.

      “Well, as it was my idea, I would be happy to accompany you,” said Amelia.

      And though Harriet could not see her face, she could hear a smile on her lips.

    
  
    
      
        Chapter Nine

      
      Tuesday evening arrived with the roar of the train and a throbbing head.

      Harriet trailed her hand along the row of roses decorating the side garden, a thread of her bandage snagging on a thorn. She tried to blink away the pain that had been with her since the night at the cemetery—the memory of Stokes’s suspicion still fresh in her mind. When she reached the hawthorn tree, she admired the way its plump red berries played with the waning sunshine, and she picked the fallen fruit off the ground. The previous day’s fog had left them slimy and soft. When she bent down, she could see through a small opening in the hedge. There was a man there, pacing back and forth. His black suit was severe but familiar. She lowered herself to the ground to see more of him, and though he had his back to her, she recognized the sunlit locks beneath his hat immediately. Comstock was here already.

      She scrabbled to her feet suddenly, berries spilling around her.

      “There you are,” Amelia called as Harriet brushed past her on the staircase. “Have you been in the garden this whole time?”

      Upstairs, Harriet dressed and pinned her hair beneath a tidy bonnet as quickly as she could. She’d forgotten about the cut on her hand and momentarily wished she had gloves to hide it. She admired herself in the mirror, not allowing herself to fixate on her scar, which seemed to glow pinker than ever. The bandage was too bulky, and sweat prickled under her arms as she looked at it. It was certainly not the sort of thing a woman should wear out in public, especially with brown stains where her dried blood had seeped through the linen dressing. Besides, Comstock could comment on it, and she would have to explain how she came to be injured. She recalled her slip in the mud before feeling Stokes’s gaze on her, and her stomach almost gave way. She hastily peeled off the dressing just as the doorbell chimed. The small wound had healed some over the past two days. It was shriveled and swollen but discreet enough that he might not see.

      Amelia’s footsteps echoed downstairs. “Of course, sir. Just a moment,” she said, and within seconds, she was in Harriet’s bedroom. “Mr. Comstock.”

      “I know,” Harriet snapped.

      A barely concealed smile grew on Amelia’s face as she hurried Harriet out of the room and down the stairs.

      Comstock looked pleased to see her—relieved, even—and she couldn’t help but wonder how long he had been pacing the street in front of her gate. She clasped her hands in front of her and then let them dangle at her sides. They felt so extraneous at times like these, and she could not be trusted to know what to do with them. She finally opted for a scrunched-up grip on her skirt. As she stepped outside, she registered, with a pang of alarm, the cream and green splendens following her movements with a twist of their blossoms. But Comstock had not seen the roses move. He’d only been watching her, and she felt his buoyant smile move through her, easy as a breath.

      “Miss Hunt.”

      “Harriet, please,” she said, suddenly nervous and wondering why she’d invited such informality, perhaps simply to put herself at ease. She wasn’t sure why she had the need to do such a thing, but once she saw his smile grow, something within her unwound. That expression somehow managed to send some of her anxiety away.

      “Harriet then.”

      They walked in silence for a few minutes, leaving the curious splendens behind. She glanced around her briefly, steeling herself for long stares from other pedestrians, but then she listened to the click of his boots on the road. Steady. Resolute. She remembered how she felt when she strode next to him before. He was a kind of magic shield, protecting her from being seen as Harriet Hunt the spectacle, the curious creature from Sunnyside.

      “Are you well?” he asked after they turned onto another quiet street.

      “Yes.”

      She searched for more to say, but Comstock relieved her of that concern with a small pleased laugh.

      “Good,” he said.

      Soon, they rounded another corner and passed garden after neatly uniform garden, without speaking. She wondered if there was something the matter. She searched her mind like a satchel, digging, trying to find intelligent words or a clever quip, but the deeper she dug, the emptier it became. There was something about strolling alongside Comstock that made her more anxious about her conversational abilities than she’d ever been. Though his presence offered protection, it also sent her chest into a giddy flutter that she tried to tamp down—to no avail. She prayed he would break the calcifying silence.

      He cleared his throat just before they passed a woman in a ruffled lavender dress and a man in a silk tie. The men greeted each other pleasantly, and again, Harriet felt both seen and unseen in a way she hadn’t before. She was simply a woman on the arm of a man. Relief and curiosity battled within her. This could be a whole new way of existing, and she wanted more of it. Similarly, the interaction seemed to spark a thought for Comstock too. He turned to her abruptly and stopped short, taking her hands in his.

      “Harriet,” he said. “There’s something I would like to discuss with you. That is, there’s something I would like to ask you.”

      More curiosity surged through her, but he continued before she could respond. “I know we’ve only known each other for a short time.”

      He turned her hand over then. The cut had reopened, and a smear of blood leached onto his forefinger. A cloud passed overhead. She was mortified that he’d seen her wound and was about to jump into the jumbled lie she’d come up with—it was a cut from a thorn—but when she looked up, his eyes were fixed on hers, as bright as they had ever been.

      “I would like to make you my wife, Harriet.”

      She stared back blankly, then searched for ridicule on his face, but there was none.

      He looked so sure in the aftermath of his pronouncement that she blanched. Her pause drew his eyebrows up in question. Eager, inquiring. Waiting.

      Harriet did not breathe. She unlocked her gaze from his, seeing nothing, hearing nothing but a buzz in her right ear, like an adamant fly. Had she heard him correctly?

      “Oh.” She thought she ought to respond properly but regretted opening her mouth as soon as she had done so. She had nothing to follow it up with, and she couldn’t help the blood that pushed its way to her face. She had never been courted, never been allowed to be as long as her father kept her locked inside the walls of Sunnyside. She had been a prisoner, never dreaming that one day someone would say something like this to her, never dreaming that she could have the freedom to be a man’s wife—to be anything but Clement Hunt’s invisible, execrable daughter. She opened her mouth, thinking words would come, but none did. He softened his eyes in a childlike way. He seemed to be pleading with her silently, hoping for an answer. This scene, this proposal—it was just like a novel. Though she could not speak, she let the feeling infuse her body, her mind…until an irritating question broke through her shock and the buzzing in her ear intensified. Why?

      He’d all but read her mind, for he said, “You are charming—a woman any man would be lucky to call his.” The words tumbled from him beautifully, like a waterfall. She had to suppress a bubble of laughter. Charming was a word that had never been used to describe her before.

      He continued. “I love you, Harriet. You may think it’s too soon, but I say that’s nonsense. Love has no beginning, just as it has no end.”

      Harriet was still stunned speechless. It was more and more apparent that he was not saying any of this in jest—that he was, in fact, serious. He was asking her to marry him. How confusing this all was, how sudden. She barely had time to think, and it was becoming increasingly harder to breathe.

      And then she had the horrible realization that he was still looking at her, her silence growing into a thing with a shape, a texture, a pulse.

      “Why me?” The question came out of her with a clumsiness that she regretted. She meant to inquire in a more tactful way, to learn what he meant by showing his affection for her after such a short acquaintance. There was no way Harriet had done anything to encourage his feelings. She had almost no practice in flirtation or courting. She’d never in her life received the affections of a man. This was all so foreign.

      He let out a breathy laugh that she thought was meant to put her at ease, and it did work to some extent, though not fully. “Why not you?”

      She knew he hadn’t intended it to sound like a dare, but Harriet winced nonetheless. She could think of any number of reasons why not her. How could he not see them?

      The world around them seemed to slow. Marriage was not an opportunity she’d ever considered, but she could not help but think that Comstock might be right in his assessment of love. It had no beginning. He was handsome and obviously cared for her, and though she felt lighter in his presence, it was too soon to call it love. A marriage didn’t require love, she knew from her parents. But the feeling could come with time. She’d learned that by observing Eunice’s love grow for Lewis.

      A small voice in the back of her head pushed its way to the forefront. A marriage could be just what I need. Harriet considered this as she traced her eyes along an iron spiral of a nearby fence. She felt less vulnerable when she was near Comstock. Perhaps being married to him would mend her reputation. Perhaps she’d be seen as his wife more than as the unhinged lunatic who lived alone and let her garden grow wild. It might even be her protection against Stokes’s threats. Comstock was a respected man, and yet he wanted to take her hand. It must mean there was a respectable woman within her too, a fact that at least he could see. There was no argument against that—not one that Stokes would wager against a man like Comstock. The inspector would have no choice but to see her differently.

      A magpie tittered nearby.

      Harriet blinked Comstock back into focus, discovering him still searching her face, the tops of his brows raised as if his eagerness might soon curdle into anxiety. She fixated on the vertical crease between his brows. She hadn’t noticed it before.

      “I—erm,” she said. A cloud moved overhead, and a chill stirred the skin on her arms. Tiny prickles began to itch beneath them. “I will let you know.”

      The cloud obscured Comstock’s face half in shadow, and guilt rose up, thick in her throat. He deserved more. He was so forthright with his feelings. But Harriet needed a moment to revise her idea of what the future held for her, and that would take more than the time they had left of this walk. Still, his face contorted into confused dejection, that single crease deeper than before. But just as she was beginning to wonder if she was being unfair to make him wait for an answer, the sun moved out from behind its shroud. The shadow departed from his face, and she saw that she had gotten it all wrong. His small smile told her he still held out hope.

      “Of course,” he said. “But only because I know your answer will eventually be yes.”

      She gave him a sideways glance, and she supposed it was the right thing because he nodded then, suppressing a wider smile, and scuffed his feet on the road like a schoolboy having earned a turn with his new toy train.

      

      ***

      She’d written to Eunice as soon as she had walked through the door, completely sure of what she wanted to tell her cousin this time. A potential engagement. It would shock Eunice. Harriet was sure of that. In her room, hours into the night with no sleep to come, she thought about taking refuge in the garden, but she was too exhausted by it all to get out of bed. When she finally did sink into sleep, she dreamt not of Christian Comstock’s proposal, but oddly, of Inspector Stokes.

      It’s unusual for a daughter not to miss her father.

      The inspector stood before her in the garden, and she was overcome with sudden, unexpected fear. She dropped to the soft moss and dug her fingers deep into the earth, mud sliding up her hands.

      A rogue vine grabbed on to her ankle then, tugging her back. She went down hard, her face slamming into the earth.

      Stokes smiled as another vine wrapped around her leg, her arms, her neck. The ivy pulled her in, and the thorns grew until they were the size of daggers. They jabbed at her, and she barely dodged them, ducking and bending away, trying to call to the garden, to ask it to stop. She wanted to know why it was doing this to her, what she had done wrong, but she could not speak. She could not cry out. She could not fight it as she was consumed by its strong botanical grip.

      Harriet woke in a cold sweat.

      She thrashed about, tumbling out of bed, landing hard on her knees. After a few moments, she stood, shaking off the fug that clouded her mind. Soon, the dream began to fade from her memory, as eventually all dreams do, but the feelings it had imprinted on her heart remained. Terror. A loss of control.

      The small white flowers at the window sensed her presence and turned to look up at her. Her thoughts pivoted instinctively to take in their beauty. When these climbing Ayrshires were observed up close, she realized, it was easy to spot their blush hues along the edges. It was a detail that was critical to the flower’s identity, but it was so easily lost at a distance.

      “What shall I do?” she said aloud.

      In response, the flowers seemed to bow their heads in her direction. Slowly, supportively, their leaves brushed against her fingers. She was calmed by the gesture, but wariness still tugged at her. She was determined to put off any decision regarding Comstock until after she’d heard back from Eunice—she craved her friend’s guidance, even from afar—but she wasn’t sure how long that would take.

      During the days that followed, the collar of worry tightened and pulled. Comstock called on her half a dozen more times, pretending to be just passing by, but she knew the truth. He wanted her answer. She saw his inquiring expression so often from her front door that she could hardly think of anything else. Amelia seemed to sense her agitation because, though they had discussed going to the docks, she did not push Harriet about the outing at all.

      Finally, on a brisk day that hinted at an early autumn, he arrived again. It seemed he could not take her silence any longer. “Do you have an answer, Miss Hunt?” he asked. His gaze roved her face, and a surge of panic moved through her. She stood in her threshold, half-inside and half-outside. Her willpower flickered.

      “Nearly,” she said, looking past him at nothing. She could not meet his eyes. Indecision immobilized her. Eunice should have written by now—it had been more than a week. Why was the post taking so long? She could sense his bubbling anticipation, and the idea of making him wait much longer seemed painful. Harriet felt the whip sting of anxiety then, like a switch on cold skin. She would have to make this decision on her own.

      “Friday,” she said. It was too soon, but she didn’t see any other options.

      Even still, he came back the very next day, after the omnibus let out and men sauntered home, and stood in the same place on her front steps. He didn’t ask anything of her this time, for which she was grateful. He only said, “I know, I know. I am to come back tomorrow, but I only wanted to remind you of me, of how I feel about you, in case you’d forgotten.” He ran up the steps and kissed her hand. His lips were soft, and she bit her lip, looking away. And then he was off. “Tomorrow,” he said in parting, and the roses in the front garden looked startled at such an abrupt visit. They hardly had time to track him before he backed away and disappeared through the gate.

      Harriet was still waiting for a letter from Eunice, hoping beyond hope that her cousin—her happily married cousin—could provide some insight into what she should do. Deep down, she believed she knew what Eunice would say. Her cousin was always a romantic at heart. She courted a handful of young men, only to say yes to the lucky Lewis. He was probably the dullest of them all, both Harriet and Eunice had concluded, but he was good. And she was happy with good. In fact, good was what Eunice’s own father was, and it made for a very happy family indeed. Comstock was the kind of man who would run through the rain to mail a letter for her. That was good, surely.

      “It’s here.” It was the last post of the day, and Amelia stood in the doorway. She stared as she held out an envelope. “Know your own mind, Harriet,” she said.

      Harriet nodded, hardly hearing her. She stood where she was and tore open the letter.

      
        Dearest Harriet,

        Oh, this is some news! Why does life become interesting for you the moment I leave? Were you waiting to start your courtship until your old married friend had left the neighborhood?

        I would be quite cross with you if I wasn’t so intrigued and, dare I say, worried. I am no matchmaker, as you well know, but this is such an odd situation. At least the man seems a bit forward, is he not? Are you sure you’re thinking this through properly? My courtship with Lewis lasted three months, and the engagement another three.

        Speaking of Lewis, I brought up Mr. Comstock’s name to him, and he knows the fellow, through an acquaintance of an acquaintance. He relayed to me that Comstock is known as an arriviste, but he did not offer any more gossip on that point. All this is to say that I have an uneasy feeling about him.

        Before you think me a jealous friend or assume I simply want you to come to the country and live with me (I do!), I must say that I love you very much, and I only ever want the best for you. If this is what you choose to do, the spare room in this house will go wasted without you, but I will be beaming with joy at the thought of your happiness.

        All my love (and honesty),

        E

      

      Harriet stared blankly out the window. A vine crawled up in greeting, but she barely noticed it. It was not the response she’d been expecting from her cousin. Not at all. She felt flushed all over, and her throat burned.

      The little vine waggled in the window frame, a viridescent friend against the pale evening sky, and soon there were two more tendrils there, intertwining with one another and reaching toward her. Harriet let the soft touch soothe her and swallowed back her emotions. Of course, her engagement was rushed, but Eunice didn’t know everything. Harriet hadn’t told her about her run-in with Stokes in the cemetery. She was certain that, if Eunice had known the whole truth, she would share Harriet’s urgency. Harriet needed to be engaged to Comstock. She needed to marry him. It was all suddenly so clear. Stokes was coming for her, and if she was to escape him, she would have to hide behind the proper existence of a woman married to a respected man. It was the only way. But that was on a practical level. On an emotional plane, she needed far more. She needed the acceptance of her cousin and best friend. It was Eunice’s approval—her excitement, even—that Harriet craved. For, if she were to marry, she should have the support of the person dearest to her. Without that support, she couldn’t even think of it. She reached out, and the vine circled her wrist. When had this all become so complicated?

      Perhaps she should have flooded her letter to Eunice with more words of love and romance so her cousin would have understood how much Comstock meant to Harriet. Though, truthfully, he didn’t mean all that much to her yet, she mused. But he did make her slightly giddy, which was novel indeed, and she was somehow more—what was the word?—confident in his presence. Besides, her sentiment for him would grow in time. She considered how Eunice had described what she knew of Comstock. An arriviste. A self-serving social climber. But this, she quickly dismissed. How could he be so if he wanted to marry Harriet? He must know that she had nothing—no fortune, no inheritance. She did not even have the freehold to the house; it was her landlord’s property. She hadn’t exactly kept her finances a secret, and besides that, her social status opposed the accusation entirely. Harriet held a role in this town, and it was not aspirational—not for a man like Comstock, who seemed to have a good reputation already. In fact, being with her meant he might have to endure some ridicule. He was self-possessed, charming, and, best of all, untroubled—all qualities she hoped to absorb by being within his radius. And then, she recoiled at her own thoughts. If anyone was an arriviste, it was Harriet.

      Amelia knocked. “Dinner?”

      Harriet shook her head. Confusion and disappointment gnawed at her insides. “I don’t know.”

      Amelia paused and put a hand on the doorframe, watching her. “Does he at least have money?”

      Harriet swallowed.

      “It’s not proper to speak about it, I know. But you can’t very well marry someone without speaking about it, can you? You’ve got to know what you’re getting into.”

      

      ***

      A fitful night of sleep resulted in no decision on Harriet’s part. She waited until the morning train rattled past, and then she swept outside, perching herself between rosebushes, back leaned against the wall. The melodic hum of the Duchess of Sutherlands filled her ears while the light illuminated the translucent petals all around her. She read Eunice’s letter again. I have an uneasy feeling about him. What was Harriet supposed to do with that characterization? Eunice had never met Comstock. Surely, if she did, she would have been drawn to him the way Harriet was. Unless there was some flaw Harriet was not seeing. He seemed perfectly charming, even doting.

      While her mind was in tangles, she thought of Mr. Davies. That was another mystery. She had no idea what had become of him or why he hadn’t been at the cemetery. She could write to him again, see if they could arrange to meet somewhere. He was, after all, a man who seemed to have answers. And she needed answers. If she was to take advantage of an opportunity—any opportunity—to clear her name and dodge Stokes’s vigilant pursuance, she did not have time to waste.

      Harriet was wrapped up in a nest of ivy with bluebells gently tickling her bare feet when she heard the omnibus trundle by. Nerves ate at her, but she had made up her mind. She would have to speak to Christian now, for it was Friday, and when she saw him waiting outside her gate, pacing back and forth and mumbling to himself, he seemed sweet, and she was further assured that she had made the right choice.

      “Yes.” Her hands were wrapped around the wrought iron, and she stood on her toes to see over the hedge. He came closer as if he hadn’t heard her, though she knew he had. She peered through cascading roses at him. “My answer is yes.”

      His twisted-up face slowly melted into relief. “Shall I come in then?” A grin swept across his face, one that was becoming familiar to Harriet. She supposed it was in little things like that where love began to take root.

      She hesitated with her hand on the gate, taking care to draw in a steady breath, lest the garden get any ideas. As soon as the gate creaked open, he burst through it. He grabbed her around the waist and pulled her to him, laughing. He slid a ring from his breast pocket and worked it onto her finger. Harriet was lightheaded, giddy even, and had to breathe deeply once again to compose her emotions, but Comstock’s enthusiasm was completely absorbing. He examined her hand with the silver band stretched across her finger, and Harriet stood frozen in a smile. What did one say when they were engaged? She began to feel panic rising slowly, tidally. Did she know how to be married? To be someone’s wife? Through her bubbling excitement and nerves, she felt a distant longing for Eunice in this small moment—to see a familiar face and know all would be well—with Christian holding her hand proudly, and her own heart wildly beginning the unwrapping of real romance. Around her, she sensed a growing interest from the Ayrshires, and she stared them down.

      A man turned to look at the couple, who were framed by the front gate, as he hurried past them. The unfettered shock written on his face at seeing Harriet there softened into a cordial nod when he saw Christian. That was when she turned to her betrothed, remembering what had swayed her final decision. On her own, she was Harriet Hunt, neighborhood spectacle. But with him, she was free.

    
  
    
      
        Chapter Ten

      
      Everything unfolded so quickly after that, Harriet hardly had time to reflect.

      Christian insisted that they host at Harriet’s, per his mother’s suggestion. The space where the garden was could be ideal, Harriet was told, if it was only cleaned up. In fact, he suggested that a professional gardener come to tend to the garden so it could be tame for their wedding breakfast. Harriet, terrified of having someone else in the garden, cautiously asked if she might be of help instead. She hadn’t thought, stupidly, that saying yes to marriage would mean inviting someone else into her space. She hadn’t thought of such details. There had been no time.

      As for her garden, it should have been her first consideration. She had to determine what she was going to do to keep the plants in her control with people coming and going.

      Already, her garden was getting more of her fiancé’s attention than she’d realized it would. He observed the rosebushes from the side door while Harriet stood behind him, swallowing to keep her anxiety at bay. The garden remained dutifully calm, but she knew it would not last.

      “I quite like gardening,” she said, and he turned to face her.

      “Hmm,” he said. He seemed dedicated to the idea of the professional gardener. Of course, he didn’t know that Harriet had to be the one to do what he was asking, not only because she couldn’t allow someone else to discover the garden’s secret, but also because she couldn’t bear the thought of its retaliation should a stranger take shears to it. She realized quickly that she wasn’t going to get the outcome she wanted unless she somehow convinced Christian that she was the best person to ready the garden for the wedding breakfast.

      “It will be faster,” she tried.

      “Maybe,” he replied, visibly unconvinced. He studied her then, and panic swirled when she perceived a slight increase in his scrutiny.

      “I can do it and save us the money?” she said quickly.

      He considered her with one hand on his hip. He seemed so adamant that the garden be tidied that Harriet began to wonder why his parents hadn’t offered to host at their home instead, but she dared not ask, for she did not want to risk overwhelming him. The preparations already seemed to be causing him enough distress. There was so much to do, she was told again and again, yet she wasn’t given any way to help—until finally, mercifully, he relented.

      “Indeed,” he said. Harriet could trim back the garden.

      She exhaled, reassured by both the outcome and her ability to persuade him. It was a quality she hadn’t known she possessed, and she almost felt domestic doing it. It was a small kind of wifely power she thought her mother would have been proud of.

      Harriet had put the task off until absolutely necessary. In the meantime, as she continued to observe the bustle of preparing for their wedding—choosing a tailor for her dress, ordering extravagant food, purchasing drinks, and even securing a waiter—she was occasionally reminded that this was Christian’s world, not hers. There would be no friends of hers in attendance, of course—no family. Though Harriet had written, she doubted Eunice could make the trip, with the baby due in just over a month and her aunt to care for in the meantime. They were writing on their weekly cadence still, even if Harriet did feel slightly guilty at not having heeded her cousin’s advice. Eunice did say she’d be happy for her no matter what she decided, but her doubts remained.

      Amelia would be at the wedding, but Harriet already had the sense that their friendship would have to shift with Christian’s presence. He hardly acknowledged Amelia, and when he did, it was only to request that this be cleaned or that be rearranged. “I’m a servant,” she told Harriet one evening when it was just the two of them, after Christian had called on Harriet requiring her measurements. Harriet heard practicality in the girl’s voice, yet she noticed that the fierce light that typically glowed behind Amelia’s eyes was dim.

      Harriet fretted about the garden most of all but reasoned that the weather could be unpredictable this time of year, which meant that hopefully the breakfast celebration would take place mostly indoors. If rogue guests wanted to explore outdoors, she would be sure to accompany them. That way, she could manage the garden at every turn. It wouldn’t be easy, but she had kept it at bay in front of strangers before. She could do it for this occasion. Her head swam with fear when she thought of the consequences of not being able to keep the garden in check. Alternatively, she could tell Christian that no one should go out into the garden by inventing some reason it should be avoided—a pest invasion, perhaps. She was not sure what he would make of that, but she stored the idea away in case she needed it as a last resort.

      Two weeks before the wedding date, on a brilliantly sunny day, Harriet stood near the scullery door, staring at the pruning shears in her hand. Their blades were sharp from disuse, handles rough and foreign. It had been months since she’d used any gardening tools, since the last time her father had forced her outside. Cut it back. Memories of how he used to make her slash back her branches and vines while he stood supervising from the doorway made the shears even heavier in her hand.

      She’d become accustomed to letting the garden grow uncontrolled since her father left. And that had suited both Harriet and the garden. They’d both been free to move about as they liked, to behave how it felt natural to behave. Harriet’s decision not to prune was why the vines climbed so high along the house this summer, why the roses covered the garden walls and the blackberry brambles spread out as they did, decorating the bricks between the house and the railroad tracks with as many brilliant green leaves as menacing thorns. It was why the plum tree’s fruit lay about the place all summer and its flowers bloomed brilliantly in the spring. It was why the bluebells stood in their own self-proliferating patches beneath the trees and rosebushes and wherever they pleased. Why her evergreen hedges were not neatly trimmed and why the hawthorn tree at the front towered over the gate. Her garden was filled with so much fierce beauty, she knew it would not take kindly to being clipped to the quick.

      Her hands shook, as if they, too, could not believe what she was about to do. But she headed out anyway. The door resisted her first push, and she was forced to put her shoulder into it until it burst open, sending a current of wind into her face.

      She plodded outside where she dropped to the moss, squashing blackberries beneath her knees, and she imagined the thorned bushes wrapping tightly around her wrists and wrenching the shears from her hands. She could feel the vibration of fear beneath her, but the vines before her remained still for the moment. It was an anticipatory stillness, perhaps a test. Would Harriet go through with it? Her hands were unsteady. This act went against every instinct she possessed. Her mind screamed at her to stop—by all means, stop—but she knew that things were different. Logic would have to prevail for now, for she and the garden to be protected. She must sacrifice some wildness in order to remain the keeper of this place. Her jaw stung with the force of holding back her emotion. And still she opened the blades and pinched a stem between them, holding her breath high in her throat, waiting with hope that someone would come out and tell her she needn’t do it.

      But no one came.

      She tightened the shears slowly, appalled at how easy it was. She looked away as she sliced through the stem, and it gave way. When she looked again, she almost gasped at the live green flesh within. The brambles jerked. They began to cower back, as if in pain, rolling away from her. The ground shuddered.

      “I’m so sorry,” she said. Choked-back tears kept her from speaking anymore. Instead, she kept at her task, closing her eyes every time she snipped a branch or a vine. She winced with every cut, for though she could not feel the cold blades slicing through her own skin, she could feel the pain somewhere deep inside her. When she approached the roses, their song turned shrill, pitched high like a scream. She tried not to falter and kept her hands steady at their task. An entire arm of green thorns fell to the ground, helplessly. Then another, and another, until the rosebushes stood compact and defenseless. A tangle of leaves and ivy surrendered limply to her violence next. Why are you doing this? she thought she could hear the garden cry out above the chorus of shrieking roses.

      “I’m sorry,” she said again, the words coming out thick and watery.

      By the time the garden was fully pruned, Harriet could hardly breathe. She stood with her hands on her knees, heaving up and down, repressing a flood of tears. The roses had quieted altogether, and the garden was still, motionless in the aftermath.

      “Excellent,” Christian said when he hopped through the front gate that afternoon.

      He found her sitting, exhausted, underneath the prim, sparse hawthorn and planted a firm kiss on her forehead. Harriet had the strange sensation of watching herself from high above, outside her own body. She looked around again at the meager-looking garden before her that did not dare to move, and she hoped Christian did not see the tear that escaped.

      

      ***

      Christian made the rest of the arrangements for their wedding without asking Harriet for anything else, which was just as well. She could barely bring herself to go outside during the days she spent alone, unable to face the bald new garden.

      Instead of relying on Harriet, Christian commissioned the help of his mother. When Harriet asked about her with a note of shy hope in her question—she’d forgotten that she’d be acquiring a mother-in-law—he only said she was resourceful, and left it at that. Harriet would have thought the description cold if not for the way he tilted his head to the side when he said it, like it was somehow a term of affection.

      The nights that followed, Harriet sat up in her bed, tingling with sweat, listening to the cracking bones of the windowpanes in the wind. She was struck by a new fear in the darkness—that her father might come home to see the place taken over by a new masculine presence. She could almost feel his shock, almost see the disgust on his face at the idea of Harriet being chosen to be some poor, unassuming bloke’s wife—and of that bloke living in his house. But Christian had not been concerned. “If he returns, we can move to my parents’ until we are ready for our own house,” he’d told her. “But Sunnyside shouldn’t sit empty in the meantime, and I am ready to leave my parents’ home. I should have done it ages ago. Let’s make a project of it. Fix the place up. Sunnyside can be ours together.” She’d smiled nervously, thinking of her garden and how she was going to keep it a secret now. Thoughts of her garden meandered. The roses, the brambles, even the ivy seemed less attentive to her as the days passed. She had wounded it, and she knew from experience—from the times her father forced her to cut it back—that it would be a while before she could recover its trust once again. Meanwhile, the house was as sepulchral as ever, the hallways empty and vast, dripping with memories Harriet would rather forget.

      Truthfully, she didn’t want to wait until they were married for Christian to move in. The security he afforded her went beyond being a barrier between Harriet and her father; it even exceeded the comfort she could bask in when they walked through the neighborhood. She realized she was more relaxed about Stokes already. She hoped that, should he come around again, he would see that she was engaged to a well-respected man and was not the madwoman he’d thought. His suspicions of her would dissolve, and he’d find some other explanation for her father’s absence.

      During their days, Harriet and Amelia kept busy. They cleaned every spot of dust from every dark corner of the house, uncovering cobwebs and scratches in the wood that Harriet hadn’t noticed before. The Dutch clock loomed over them as they went about their domestic work, the twang of its odd-houred chimes startling her every time. The only place Harriet did not venture to was the basement. She wanted to be as far from it as possible. She asked if Amelia could inspect that space, in case Christian wanted to use it, while Harriet herself waited in the parlor facing the window and humming a nursery rhyme.

      “Nothing down there at all,” Amelia said. Relief—that Harriet would not have to face its pulsing darkness and the memories it unlocked for her—flooded her limbs, and she continued her chores.

      And then one morning, Amelia returned from the tailor with a bundle under her arm. She waggled her eyebrows at Harriet, and they ran upstairs to lay the dress on the bed. Harriet wondered how she would look in the white lace and taffeta—a close copy of the latest Paris fashions. Perhaps the dress would be beautiful enough to overshadow her scar. She hoped so. She wanted to feel beautiful for one day.

      Amelia cooed and lifted the sleeves to dance around with them before folding them over the delicate layers of the skirt, which remained lifeless and still. They stared at it, flattened across her faded crimson blanket, as if it were inhabited by a ghost.

      Suddenly, the bell went, and both Harriet and Amelia jumped.

      Amelia hung the dress while Harriet made her way downstairs. She opened the door to see Christian’s cousin Anna standing there, her willowy arms stretched wide. “I heard we’re about to become cousins,” she said by way of greeting.

      Harriet blushed at the affection.

      “I’m here to steal you away,” Anna said in a whisper. “Are you free?”

      Harriet, not being accustomed to unexpected visits from friends or spontaneous outings, was all but pushed out the door by Amelia. She still was not used to walking in public, but she’d been doing more of it in the last few weeks than she ever had before, and her anxiety itched less, especially when she was on Christian’s arm.

      Like Harriet, Anna did not wear a hat. Though, rather than wearing her hair pinned carelessly about the nape of her neck, Anna’s hair stood proudly in a show of chestnut curls. She was a stately beauty. Such height for a woman wasn’t always considered beautiful. Harriet knew from experience, as she herself was taller than most. Yet Anna seemed to carry her height with grace and ease, not like Harriet at all. It didn’t hurt that she had enviably high cheekbones and a radiant, genuine smile. Harriet’s musings helped distract her from the sideways glances she received from two elderly women across the road. It disappointed Harriet to learn that walking with Anna did not, in fact, have the same shielding effect as walking with Christian. But Anna, she noticed, paid the gawkers no attention at all.

      “One more week,” Anna said as they strode up the hill toward the Heath. “How does it feel?”

      “I don’t know,” Harriet replied. “Dreamlike, I suppose.”

      “Well, that sounds romantic.”

      “No,” said Harriet, too quickly. “Well, yes, of course. But I mean more like a literal dream. I feel—this is so odd, I know—but I feel like I’m not quite myself.” She watched her boots poke out from under her skirt and felt her toes press together painfully with every step. She didn’t know where that thought had come from.

      Anna laughed. “Is that right?”

      “I never thought I would get married.”

      Anna nodded. “I never thought I would either. Still don’t.”

      “Oh,” said Harriet, and then she remembered. “Oh, yes, your acting. I’m still in awe.”

      Harriet watched Anna think, appearing to be reaching somewhere deep within herself. “Have you ever dreamed something with so much ferocity that it feels as if it could become true?” Anna said at last.

      Harriet nodded at the ground. There were so many things she’d dreamed of in that way. The night of her mother’s death. She imagined it painted with different strokes. If only it had gone another way, if only Harriet hadn’t done what she’d done. She also imagined a garden that was normal and did not respond to her emotions, a father who doted on her, a housekeeper who slipped her sweets when her parents weren’t looking.

      She let herself imagine packing up a case and waiting on a train platform, then watching the dingy streets fade away and the country hills roll out before her eyes. She could do it. She could leave and not get married, couldn’t she?

      “It feels just like that,” Anna said, interrupting Harriet’s thoughts. “Acting means I get to embody my own imagination.”

      This last comment lingered with Harriet as the two women stepped into the Heath. Immediately, the lush greenery consumed her, and she longed to throw off her boots. What would it feel like to embody her own imagination? She wasn’t sure.

      Of course Harriet couldn’t leave. She didn’t have the luxury of making choices, not like Anna did. Her garden needed a keeper, and there were other responsibilities keeping her here, some that were harder to name. She had to stay to make sure the garden remained tranquil, to make sure she stayed in control.

      Harriet hadn’t asked where they were going, but she’d begun to understand how Anna operated. She was both whimsical and composed, and though Harriet had sensed eyes on her when they’d traversed over Archway Road, now that they were in the Heath, she walked in Anna’s wake, downwind of her radiating confidence.

      Anna veered off the path after a few minutes, and there, wrestling a blanket from a brisk wind, was Greenwood. His back was to them, but she knew him at once. Tall and stately like his sister but with waves that curled up beneath the brim of his hat. He wasn’t altogether unfriendly, but Harriet hadn’t exchanged more than a few words with him since they’d met. She’d assessed him as aloof and uninterested. And just as she’d thought, he remained quiet as they all took up a casual position on the blanket, and Anna pulled surprise after surprise from a basket.

      “We wanted to celebrate,” she said, laying biscuits, a jar of clotted cream, and delicate cheese sandwiches on a plate, with a large flask of hot water for tea. The spread was so perfect, so exactly what Harriet wanted in that moment that she was not sure what to say. She couldn’t fathom the idea that Anna and Greenwood had discussed this picnic in advance, discussed her at all. Greenwood poured them all tea and caught Harriet’s eye for less than a second before looking away, out into the middle distance, distracted by a family mopping up a turned-over jug of lemonade.

      “Thank you, Mr. Greenwood,” said Harriet.

      “Oh, call him Theodore,” offered Anna. “Or just Greenwood. We’re almost family.” She turned to her brother. “Why don’t we get to know each other?” She stared at him until he pulled his attention back to them.

      He coughed, propped himself up on one hand, then on his elbow. He seemed not to know how to sit properly. Finally, he said, “What do you want to know?”

      Harriet shrugged. They both looked to Anna, who rolled her eyes.

      “Why don’t you tell her what you do, for a start?”

      Greenwood nodded, avoiding Harriet’s eyes. “I study the celestial bodies.”

      “Oh, are you a clergyman?” Harriet asked.

      Greenwood’s face contorted. “No.”

      Harriet felt her face go crimson before she could stop herself.

      “I’m sorry,” Anna said quickly. “My brother has no social graces.” She glared at him.

      “Excuse me, Miss Hunt.” Greenwood didn’t meet her eye, nor did he call her Harriet as Anna did. He circled a finger around the rim of his teacup.

      In his silence, Harriet surveyed the verdant views before her. Her thoughts turned to her garden, and she reluctantly recalled the way the ivy had coiled away from her, stunned into submission when she had double-crossed it. Her mood soured.

      “I meant the planets, in fact. Stars. I’m a teacher of mathematics and astronomy. Well, an assistant, really.”

      “He is brilliant too,” said Anna, placing down a sandwich. “Don’t let him be modest. He assisted in research on—oh, what was that paper you went on and on about?”

      Greenwood rubbed at the back of his neck. “The Maxwell theory of electromagnetic radiation.”

      Anna did not stop, even at Greenwood’s apparent embarrassment. “And he has been to Greenwich to visit the observatory there. Obsessed with the universe since Neptune was discovered. Since we were children.”

      A man of science. Harriet sat between an astrologer and an actress. Her life suddenly seemed small. All she’d seen were the bowels of a cheerless house, her future painted a bleak gray since she was a child. And yet, Harriet recalled Anna telling her they’d come from Whitechapel as children. What did that say about Harriet? She hadn’t come from poverty. She had been born here, grew up here, and still she had no control over her destiny.

      “Enough about Theo,” Anna said, passing Harriet a biscuit. “You have the most beautiful garden. I think it’s wonderful how you were keeping it, all wild and tangled. Tell me, what do you have growing there?”

      Harriet blushed suddenly, unprepared for the conversation to turn. She could sense Anna was sincere, but she didn’t usually receive compliments on her garden. And how could she answer after the terror she’d inflicted upon it? It wasn’t the wild, fertile place Anna admired. Not anymore. “Oh, well, it’s just a few roses, really,” she said, turning away.

      “Harriet.”

      The interruption came from behind her, and she turned on instinct. Christian stood above her, his frame dark against the halo of sunlight behind him. His face was frozen in a smile, and she shifted to greet him, but she saw that he wasn’t looking at her. Instead, he and Greenwood seemed to have locked eyes, and a strange charge passed across her.

      “Greenwood, old chap. Anna.” Christian’s voice was light and pleasant, and Harriet concluded that she must have imagined the momentary tension.

      “Christian, glad you could join us.” Anna was making room for him on the blanket by setting out a fresh teacup and small plate.

      He sat, assuming a lounged position and beaming up at them. “So sorry I’m late. What do we have?” He took a bite of a sandwich. “Delicious, Anna.”

      “Actually, Theo made everything.”

      “Greenwood?”

      They all turned to him, Harriet with her eyebrows raised. She caught Christian’s surprise too, his forehead bunched and grin growing wide. “Did you really?”

      Greenwood squinted toward Christian. Then, he let his gaze flicker across Harriet, and she noticed that his eyes were the exact color of witch hazel.

      “I really should be going.” He stood abruptly then, tipping his tea into the grass.

      Harriet leaned away suddenly, watching his abrupt discomfort. Her stomach turned over. He did not like her. It was obvious. He thought she and Christian were a poor match. She’d thought that Anna hadn’t judged her, and perhaps she’d assumed Greenwood felt just as his sister did, but he clearly knew who she was, knew her reputation, and believed her to be ill-suited for his cousin. This was his way of politely declining to say so. She tried to put it out of her mind, but now that she noticed his reticence, she couldn’t unsee it.

      “Shame,” said Christian. “Next weekend, then.”

      Greenwood nodded curtly and stumbled on the corner of the blanket, and Harriet watched him until he was merely a dark suit in the distance.

    
  
    
      
        Chapter Eleven

      
      Harriet had never been a girl who dreamed of her wedding day, though she had been curious.

      One Saturday afternoon as a child, she’d come into the parlor after secretly reading a half page of wedding announcements from a discarded newspaper. At St. Mary’s Church: Mr. Charles Whitcomb of Arlington St., to Fanny, daughter of George Pearson of Marylebone. At Christ Church, Kensington: Mr. Absolom Ward of Bayswater, to Peggy, daughter of Mr. Percy Graves, Esq. Her father was seated at the table, a small cup of tea perched in his bulky hand. The clock in the hall, which still ticked and chimed merrily then, was the only sound in the house.

      Will I marry one day? she’d asked.

      He had looked up, appalled to see her there, and Harriet’s insides had dropped.

      No.

      His answer was so final that since then, she’d never broached the subject and hardly thought on it. When Eunice had married, Harriet hadn’t been able to attend the wedding, but she’d seen her the following week. Her cousin’s rosy complexion was even more illustrious as she recounted the events of the day, down to the last crumb of cake, only pausing to express her sadness that Harriet hadn’t been in attendance. And Harriet had understood then that marriage was a joy for others—and an impossibility for her. She would never know it personally.

      Today, Harriet forced herself to act as she thought a bride ought to. She woke, intending to ask Amelia for her help with dressing, but before she could, Christian surprised her at the doorstep with his mother. The woman was petite, with a chin that stuck out over a rail-thin neck. She blew past Amelia as if she wasn’t there at all and ushered Harriet up the stairs.

      “We will have to hide your scar. Perhaps some powder.” Mrs. Comstock addressed Harriet without preamble, as a general addressed his troops. They stood in front of the tall wardrobe mirror, and Harriet examined her face as it flushed, making her scar even more apparent. She lifted Harriet’s arms up and tied on her corset, pulling tightly at the back laces, jerking Harriet back and forth. “What is it you love about my Christian?”

      Surprise silenced Harriet as the dress was tugged over her head and tied up tightly at the back. Mrs. Comstock kept her head down while she worked, but the question lingered in the air between them. Harriet took far too long to consider her answer, thrown by the responsibility of offering a response that would impress her mother-in-law but would also sound genuine. She could not offer up the truth, that she was hoping to grow more into love with Christian and that he was serving as an armor for her until then. That sounded juvenile at best, and at worst, it sounded like the very last reason a woman should want to marry one’s son. She could almost hear the rebukes from Eunice right now. Growing to love someone was enough of a reason to wed. Though—and she could hear Amelia’s voice now—perhaps a little money didn’t hurt, either.

      “He is—” Of course her mind was wholly blank now. “Cheerful.”

      Mrs. Comstock stilled her hands suddenly and looked at Harriet in the mirror. Her face was long, and her features sagged slightly, like linens hung up to dry. “Are you quite sure about this, Miss Hunt?”

      Harriet had to bite the inside of her cheek so the surprise did not show on her face. She opened her mouth to protest, but when nothing immediately escaped, Mrs. Comstock exhaled impatiently.

      “I told him this was a mistake.”

      A small green tentacle squirmed up to wriggle curiously just outside the window. A tiny white rosehead with a celebration of yellow stamens at its center peeked around the side next, and Harriet was suddenly relieved that she had thought to lock the windows. It always seemed a little wrong to close out her garden when it was the only source of light and aliveness she’d had for so long, but it was even more horrible to do it today, after the garden had spent the last two weeks drawing back from her touch and turning away from her apologies. And although she wondered if her pruning would keep the garden truly at bay, she was halfway impressed and halfway terrified to see that it did not.

      “I won’t lie to you, Harriet. I don’t think you and Christian are a good match. However, my son has made up his own mind about this, as usual.” She caught Harriet’s eye once again and lowered her voice conspiratorially. “But should you wish to renege on today, I will happily make an excuse for you that will save face for us all.”

      Harriet was often lost for words, but at the present moment, they seemed lodged somewhere so deep within her that she was not sure she would ever be able to speak again. For the third time in two weeks, she had the sense of existing outside herself, seeing this scene as if in a play. The woman’s words rattled inside her skull as she pulled her eyes from the window and fixated on a peeling patch of paper where the wall’s pallid nakedness was exposed.

      “Just say the word.” Mrs. Comstock tugged at the taffeta along Harriet’s arms now. “We can say you came down with something. It wouldn’t be difficult.”

      At this moment, Harriet had the distinct feeling of being poised at the edge of a precipice. How easy it sounded to just back away completely and let Mrs. Comstock deal with the fallout. She seemed to be calling Harriet down a path that would stop her from jumping. And yet, the woman had no idea the consequences of not jumping. For Harriet, it was the safer option because alongside her at the edge of this precipice was Stokes’s accusations, the phantom of her missing father, his lingering debt, and a destitute future for herself. Being married to a man like Christian could change how she was seen by nearly everyone. It could change who she was and who she could be. Harriet didn’t blame the woman for her prejudice; it was expected, of course, that Harriet’s reputation would have some impact on her choices. But Christian hadn’t warned her of his mother’s opinions on their union. It seemed that, regardless of Mrs. Comstock’s clear wish that he should stay away from Harriet, he still intended to marry her today.

      “I’m sorry.” They were the only words that would come, but Harriet knew she had gotten the message across because the woman nodded once and huffed, pursing her lips tightly. Guilt seared Harriet’s insides as she tried to find signs of motherly affection, but all she could see was a locked safe of a woman. She only wanted what was best for her son. Harriet watched in the mirror as Mrs. Comstock reached to grab an object off the table. She had brought her own flowers—made of lace—which she stuck atop the long obtrusive veil that covered nearly the entire the dress.

      Harriet suddenly missed her own mother with such a force that it seemed to nearly topple her over. She wondered what her mother’s hands would look like against this white dress, what she would say if she were the one pinning flowers in her daughter’s hair, and if she’d have an opinion on how Harriet looked. She wished she could ask what she was like as a child. If there were any fond memories her mother could recount to her to ease Harriet’s fraying nerves. If there were any words of encouragement—telling her that she was doing the right thing, making the right choice. The best choice.

      The flower outside the window was now accompanied by another. They watched Harriet intently. Her garden was, perhaps, the closest she would ever come to having family. She suddenly longed to throw open the window to feel the tender petals like silk in her fingers and invite the coils of ivy to wrap around her arms, covering her in a shroud of green leaves. During her daydream, more inquisitive roses appeared, and the ivy moved closer to the glass. A thought tried to burst free, but Harriet suppressed it forcefully. What would happen to her garden now that Christian would be here all the time? Would Harriet ever be able to live openly, or must she continue to hide forever? She hoped that his love would open his heart to all that came with Harriet—including this part of her, this strange, sentient garden.

      Harriet heard a box close behind her and saw Mrs. Comstock bent over the bed stabbing stray pins into a small cushion. It was time to go.

      

      ***

      Though the weather had been mild in the early morning, rain fell like chain mail during the ceremony. The sound drowned out the vicar’s words. Finally, Harriet was asked to repeat something, and Christian too, both of their voices impossible to hear over the din.

      And then, their hands were held up and they were husband and wife.

      On the way out of the church, as men fumbled to open their umbrellas and hold them over ladies’ heads, Harriet thought of her mother again. She couldn’t help the longing that overcame her. She yearned for the warm, dry touch of her hands on Harriet’s arms. Her soft lips on Harriet’s forehead. The steady up and down of her breath as they lay together in Harriet’s bed, her mother imagining her daughter long asleep, but Harriet unwilling to forgo the precious time spent just the two of them. She wondered now what her mother would think of this marriage and felt a strange sense of embarrassment.

      “Congratulations, old boy,” said someone from behind her, addressing Christian, and he responded with a hearty laugh and some thanks. The couple stood at the threshold to the church, greeting guests as they passed by into the pouring rain, Christian shaking hands and exchanging words with the men. No one seemed to know what to say to Harriet except, “Your dress is so lovely,” and “What a lovely bride you are.” The word lovely jangled in her ears so often it began to lose meaning. The rain pelted the street before them.

      Would her mother think her a fool, marrying a man without anyone’s approval? She hadn’t even gotten the support of her dearest friend. She looked down at herself, swallowed up by lace, and wondered why she suddenly felt almost nothing, only a muted emptiness. A familiar itch bit at the sweaty crevices beneath her arms and breasts. Her feet grew damp.

      It was far too wet to enjoy their wedding breakfast in the garden, and Harriet was relieved. She was sure the garden would not have remained still for a day of celebrating, but because no one looked anywhere but at their sodden feet until they crossed the threshold and Amelia shook out their umbrellas, she could relax. Also due to the incessant rain, only a few guests stayed, and those who did only stayed long enough to take a piece of cake or a coffee or simply engage the couple in a toast—Christian had procured champagne for the occasion—before flipping open their umbrellas and facing the elements again.

      Anna and Greenwood entered the parlor at the same time. Harriet was surprised to feel like the sun had come out when she saw Anna. She slipped away to greet her while Christian spoke emphatically with a colleague about the value of British art or some other such thing.

      “You’re a married woman now. How does it feel?” Anna’s eyes stayed locked on Harriet’s, reading her.

      Gratitude and shame swelled confusingly inside Harriet’s chest, and she pushed forth a smile she thought was befitting of a new bride. “Lovely,” she said, though she didn’t quite know why she chose to parrot the word that had lost its meaning to her hours ago. She simply couldn’t think of anything else to say on the matter.

      Anna smiled politely back, though she looked a bit disappointed. “I thought I saw some champagne,” she said. “Perhaps I’ll just—”

      Harriet’s eyes swung up to Greenwood as Anna moved away, and his face was as unreadable as a brick wall, a punched-out smile there that did not quite make it to his eyes. She knew what kind of woman he thought she was. He did not need to say it; it was written on his face. But if she repelled him so much, why did he continue to be near her? She’d suddenly had enough.

      “You don’t have to be here,” she said.

      She was unsure if it was the sip of champagne that made her words suddenly loose on her tongue or if it was the deep desire to have someone—anyone—be happy for her.

      Greenwood raised his eyebrows high. He glanced over at Christian, who was gesturing to his companion with his champagne flute, and then back at Harriet. Greenwood opened his mouth and seemed about to say something. Harriet watched him, and though she didn’t want to, though she was not naturally cruel, she was fed up with the feeling that this day, which was supposed to bring happiness and comfort, had left her feeling empty and alone. She narrowed her eyes in challenge.

      His surrender came with a silent downward nod. A few moments later, the door burst open—another colleague of Christian’s—and Greenwood made his escape without another word. Good, thought Harriet.

      

      ***

      Harriet had long stopped wondering what happened on wedding nights. Her lack of curiosity meant that she was not afraid or anxious. Instead, it irritated her that the only feeling she could conjure was indifference. Earlier, she’d allowed sorrow to consume her when she thought of her mother, and irritation in those brief moments with Greenwood. She reprimanded herself silently for letting her emotions get the better of her with him at the wedding breakfast, in part because he hadn’t truly done anything wrong, and in part because she should have known better. Afterward, she’d peeked through the curtain, expecting her garden to be buzzing to attention, to see its reaction to how rankled she was with Greenwood. But the garden was uncharacteristically mollified, almost a perfect reflection of how she was feeling. Harriet was comforted, at least, that she did not have to excuse herself during the party to tend to her plants.

      Now she sat on the chair in the corner of her bedroom, opposite from the open window—something she’d risked only because of the garden’s docile behavior earlier that day—watching her husband. He was undressing quietly, distracted by his own thoughts. She leaned forward and looked outside, where the rain had become a fine mist. All she could see from here were a few fingers of damp ivy that decorated her windowsill. She tensed. They were snooping, she knew—coming to examine this new presence in her house. She’d misjudged the garden’s complacency, forgetting about its curiosity. A white rose appeared among the ivy, a beacon catching the glow of the room’s lantern light. The flower scanned the room, pointing itself squarely at Christian, tilting this way and that as he moved. Harriet glanced at Christian’s back. She prayed he wouldn’t notice the activity outside the window, and indeed he looked distracted. Her heart softened at the tender petals glinting in the dark window frame. The garden had been through an ordeal in the last two weeks, and Harriet was taking its presence as a sign that it was coming around. Still, she needed to close the window before Christian noticed.

      “This thing is rather old.” Christian’s voice tinkled with laughter over the sounds of a door closing and opening. “It won’t close properly.”

      The wardrobe rocked unsteadily with each jerk of his hand. He looked over at her as if to ask if she agreed. She smiled tightly in response.

      A small puddle formed on the windowsill and began to drip rainwater onto the floor. Christian jerked his head around. Harriet watched him, wide-eyed, as he searched for the source of the dripping. She gripped the armrest until her fingers turned white, waiting for his gaze to fall on the swiveling rose staring directly at him.

      But he turned to her instead. “Rain on the wedding day is good luck,” he said. “Shut the window, will you?”

      She nodded and smiled in his direction, and out of the corner of her eye, noticed the solitary splenden had ducked away. His attention was back on the stubborn wardrobe as he tugged at his necktie, and Harriet finally exhaled.

      She was playing with fire. If Christian were to see the rose bobbing there, or the ivy grasping for something to hold, she would have to attempt to explain. At the very least—since Harriet was no good at coming up with clever lies on the spot—she’d be forced to manage his questions. Would he think he was going mad on their first night together at Sunnyside? She’d lived with this secret for so long, she could keep it hidden from him for as long as she needed to.

      She left her chair and scuttled along the wall until she reached the window. As if grateful she finally understood what it wanted, the ivy curled around her wrist and the rose brushed against her arm. She closed her eyes for a moment, feeling a rush of guilt.

      But when she opened her eyes again, she could see Christian give up on his attempts to close the wardrobe door, and her head buzzed with fear. “Can you close the bedroom door?” she said quickly. Thankfully, he did as she asked without question, and she used the opportunity to brush the ivy from her arms and push the flower away, slamming the window shut behind her.

      Christian spun around.

      She thought at first, he had seen, and she looked away cautiously. But then, he approached her slowly, no longer distracted. His attention was on her completely. And she began to register that he was entirely undressed from the waist up. His eyes wandered from her boots to the lace dress that still encased her, tracing the lines of her all the way up to the ruffles of her neck. And then he reached out and traced the same line, from her waist to her neck, with the back of his hand.

      “You are still in your dress.” Hunger burned in his eyes, though he did not look directly at hers, only at the shapes that the dress clung to.

      Harriet swallowed. Her cheeks flamed red as she nodded, keeping her eyes fixed on the floor. Soon, he moved close enough to eliminate the space between them, and she was forced to look at the cuff of his trousers instead. She heard him breathing shakily as he took her by the shoulders. His kiss was sudden, dry, persistent. She acquiesced, wishing she felt more love for him and using her will to bring at least some to the surface. Before she could—for she thought she might sense a stirring within her—he spun her around and began fumbling at the buttons at the back of her dress.

      Beneath her hands, which she balanced on the windowsill while Christian worked, she felt something twitching, wriggling to get free. She lifted one finger as Christian’s cold, damp hands inched down her back. A tendril of ivy was pinched under the sealed window, its end sticking out helplessly. It convulsed this way and that, feebly, as if clinging to its last life. That tendril, starved of its full range of motion, would be dead by morning, and there was nothing she could reasonably do to help it, not now. Tears sprung to her eyes, and she looked away, unable to bear it.

      Christian, misinterpreting the movement as one of passion, lifted her up and carried her over to the bed.

    
  
    
      
        Chapter Twelve

      
      Christian met the omnibus every morning, Monday through Saturday, on the street outside the house after swilling down a cup of tea. For the first few days, he greeted Harriet as she sat up in bed and said goodbye to him, sleep still tugging at her eyes, but after a week, he seemed much busier and rushed out with no time to spare.

      She’d taken to listening for the door to slam behind him before she slipped out of the covers and threw open the window. The garden was regrowing into its wild, unkempt self again, and Harriet was mad with elation. Of course, she watched Christian for cues that he might not approve, and once or twice she thought she caught him frowning out the window, but the garden seemed willing to remain subdued momentarily, and Harriet was relieved.

      One thing Christian did notice without question was the state of the house itself. As a first step toward shaping Sunnyside into the home he desired, he insisted that Amelia work and live in full time. Harriet was thrilled at the new development—it would be wonderful to have the companionship during the day—and yet she could not help the feeling that she kept making things harder for herself. Hiding a garden like hers would become much more challenging with every person who moved into the house. Amelia’s previous schedule had afforded Harriet time alone with her garden. Now, between Amelia and Christian, she’d have no time for that and would instead have to expend her energy keeping the curtains drawn and their attention indoors. Alas, she was not about to argue with her new husband over his decision when she herself did not entirely hate the idea of spending more time with her friend. It would just require managing.

      Once it was all arranged, it took no time for Harriet and Amelia to fall into a new routine.

      Amelia woke earlier than the whole house to tackle early chores. Then, she and Harriet spent the day cooking and cleaning—putting in at least double the work they had before. Amelia was kept especially busy—beating rugs outside and wiping the floors on her hands and knees. Christian was particular about things like dust and soot and spots on mirrors, Harriet was learning. As he should be, she reminded herself. This was his house as much as hers now.

      In the evenings, Christian had taken it on himself to decorate the house from top to bottom, occasionally bringing with him the cold front that was his mother. Harriet was astounded, at first, by the money it must have taken for him to afford all the cupboards and tables and carpets and chairs in such a short span of time, but then she realized all the belongings came from his parents, whose decorative tastes were a wedding gift to the happy couple. Christian was right that his mother was well connected, for she was able to procure every piece of furniture at a deal. Harriet deftly avoided eye contact with Mrs. Comstock whenever she came for a visit, but she found that the woman tended to avoid conversation with her anyway. It still stung, her disapproval, but everything moved along, despite that potential for friction, and she was glad. Soon the house was adorned with candlesticks and doilies and vases, the likes of which Harriet hadn’t seen since the days of her father. Harriet scampered around the house, avoiding deliverymen carrying mahogany tables, chairs, and desks as she dusted surfaces, cleaned floors, and scrubbed beneath her own fingernails. She ruminated on the decor on quiet afternoons before the deliveries arrived while Amelia began dinner preparations. The house was dressed up, wearing oversized gaudy jewelry, but it was still the same hollow place it had always been. The floors, though buffed and shined twice weekly now, still moaned their protests when feet dared to walk across them. The wallpaper had yet to be patched over. Even though its bare spots were less noticeable now, with better lighting and a few cleverly placed curtains, Harriet still saw the old scabs where they had always been. The Dutch clock seemed to have taken root right where it stood, for Christian had only mentioned once that he wanted to have the weights checked, but he never followed through, despite the cracked glass face and worn wood.

      Christian’s affection toward Harriet was limited. He was distracted, and Harriet put it down to the busyness of moving house, or perhaps it was creative exhaustion from furnishing Sunnyside. He’d sometimes come home and cast a detached “hello” into the room where she was sitting. He never engaged her in a game of dominoes, though she’d left them on the table in plain sight, or told her about his day as she would have wished. But when Harriet thought about her qualms, they were minor, and she felt childish wanting her husband to be her playmate. That was not how a husband ought to act anyway.

      As for herself, she rarely spent any time in her garden with all the housekeeping on her plate, and she did not want to rouse Amelia’s suspicions, so she spent her days moving about the house in search of dirt to mop up, waiting for the marital love to plant its roots as she knew it eventually would—and hoping that word about her union with Christian had reached Stokes’s ears.

      One evening, as she and Christian ate in a companionable silence—the tinkering of forks on plates the only sound in the room—she thought about what she could possibly say to engage him. Perhaps she could ask him about work or maybe discuss the weather, but every topic she thought of was wholly inadequate.

      Harriet savored the last bite of her dinner. She and Amelia had achieved a palatable fried sole and minced fowl with potatoes, she thought. She looked at her husband across the candlelight. He, too, took his final bite, though he left most of his plate untouched. His jaw clicked as he swallowed, and then he pulled a paper from his pocket and began to read. The way he sipped absently at his port told her what he was reading was absorbing, and so she decided not to begin a conversation just now.

      Harriet spun her fork around, placing it down on the table and lifting it up again. She could not resist the temptation to steal a glance at the window. The curtain was closed, of course, but she was pulled toward it regardless.

      A rustling sound returned her attention to the table. Christian put down the paper he’d been reading and slid it toward her.

      “What is this?” he said.

      Harriet leaned over. Words spread across the page in front of her in tiny neat lines, like exposed veins. It slowly dawned on her that she was looking at her own handwriting. She was looking at her last letter to Eunice.

      “But how—” she started.

      “I know you think this marriage was too hasty,” Christian read aloud in a staccato voice. “But I do long for your approval.”

      Hot prickles of fear danced over Harriet’s skin. She’d forgotten she’d written that. And why hadn’t she posted it? She could picture it now, lying open on the toilet table in her room, unfinished. She stiffened.

      “My cousin—” she said. “We promised to write every week.”

      Christian set his glass down. Harriet noticed he still wore an indent where his top hat pressed against his forehead all day. His boyish cheeks went slack as he turned serious. “This marriage was too hasty. Do you think it was too hasty?”

      Harriet’s throat felt suddenly swollen. What could she say? She had no answer to change what he read, but she knew she should say something to keep him from being wounded too severely. “Of course not.”

      “I don’t believe you.” His words were tight, his expression tighter.

      “I was being silly when I wrote that. I should have realized—” But she wasn’t sure what she should have realized, honestly. She’d intended it to be a private note to her cousin, and she’d never imagined Christian reading it. She stood suddenly then, blood rushing to her limbs while the chair scraped the ground beneath her. Harriet was not used to consoling others, but she sensed the conversation, the evening, slipping away from her.

      “I’m sure if Eunice knew you, she wouldn’t think such things.” She put a hand over the letter. “In fact, I know she wouldn’t.”

      “She didn’t want to come to the wedding.” It was a statement, not a question.

      “Well, she—they live quite far. And she’s due to have the baby soon. It would have been impossible.”

      “Impossible?” He raised his eyebrows. “To make the effort to see your cousin wed?”

      “It’s not—”

      “She doesn’t sound like a very good friend, I must say,” he interrupted. “She passes judgment on someone she doesn’t know and then doesn’t even care enough about you to come to your wedding.”

      Harriet closed her mouth. Her rebuttal died there. His words stung, even though she knew he had it all wrong.

      “You say you write every week?”

      Before she could respond, Harriet heard a thud just outside the window, and she cast a glance in that direction. The curtains obscured everything, and it occurred to her that maybe the sound had been her own heartbeat.

      He shook his head. “She doesn’t need to know about our lives, Harriet.”

      “But our letters are just friendly—”

      “I don’t like it.” His expression slammed shut then, leaving no room for further discussion. Harriet dropped back down into her chair.

      A few moments passed during which neither of them spoke. Then, Harriet shifted in her seat. Her next words were timid. “But she’s my dearest friend.”

      “Your dearest friend? She doesn’t even approve of your husband.” His voice was climbing now, his face growing colorful with intensity. “What does that tell you?”

      He stared at her for a few beats and Harriet pressed her lips together, looking at nothing at all just over his shoulder. Then, he stood.

      “I’m going to bed.”

      It was like something pinged inside Harriet at his words. She knew the conversation was over then, and there was nothing she could do to remedy it. Somehow, she had dented this copper pot of their marriage in one evening. She was stricken with the knowledge that where before, there had been only opportunity for love to grow, there was now a tiny imperfection, a nick where negative feelings could fester.

      The sounds of splashing water from the scullery made her long for Amelia to come out, to interrupt this moment and help undo whatever Harriet had done. But Amelia did not appear. Harriet was on her own.

      “Are you coming?” He was at the foot of the stairs now, looking back at her.

      The letter lay open on the table next to her plate, which was empty except for a ladder of fish bones. The sounds of cleaning intensified, and Harriet felt at once trepidatious and resigned. His words were not a suggestion but a command. It was new, this tone, but she supposed he had to steel himself from her now that he knew how she truly felt.

      She placed her napkin beside her glass of water and followed Christian up the stairs, leaving the letter where it was.

      “I almost forgot,” Christian said as he stopped suddenly on the last step. It creaked in the brief silence that followed while the sway of the gaslight distorted his body. Harriet grabbed the banister. “An inspector came to see me at work. He wanted to know if the Harriet Hunt I married was the same Harriet Hunt whose father went missing last winter.”

      Harriet was glued to the spot. She dared not move.

      “He was shocked to learn that you were my wife,” he said.

      Harriet’s heart was a hammer. So Stokes knew. It was what she’d wanted, and she prepared herself for the relief she thought she’d surely feel at the news. But Christian hesitated, and a resulting heaviness weighed her feet down on the staircase as the clock ticked a warning in her ear.

      “He asked me if I knew your history.”

      “My history?”

      He stood motionless, towering above her in the flickering light. “He wanted me to ask you what happened the night your father disappeared. It’s an odd thing to ask, isn’t it?”

      Harriet thought she saw his eyes narrow, though it was difficult to tell what was real and what was a trick of the light.

      “He also told me to watch out for any hysterical behavior. That’s the word he used. Hysterical.”

      Harriet swallowed, her throat suddenly bone dry. “And what did you say?”

      He smirked then—a mere twitch of the lip—with his eyes still fixed on hers. There was a darkness in his gaze, and it was enough to send a vibration of panic through her.

      “I said I would.”

    
  
    
      
        Chapter Thirteen

      
      It was the coldest morning of the season so far, and the wind plucked leaves from their branches. Harriet slipped her stockings off anyway and dug her feet into the damp moss. She could feel it tickle as it rose to surround her toes. She could see her breath in front of her face, and yet, despite the cold, the garden was the only place she wanted to be.

      She sat at a white-painted table, shifting uncomfortably on the ribs of the iron chair. Christian had insisted, if she were going to be outside, that she not sit on the ground, and so he had garnered this piece of furniture for her, probably from his mother.

      Another letter to Eunice rested open in front of her. This time, she knew she had to fill the page with lies, telling her cousin how wonderful her new married life was. It seemed like a betrayal, but she wanted to keep her promise to Eunice without acknowledging her own reservations about her marriage. This letter she would put in the postbox herself.

      It was Sunday. Amelia had the day off, and Christian had gone out earlier than expected, not saying anything upon his departure other than he would likely not be home in time for church. Harriet had escaped to the garden almost immediately, and the place read the tension in her shoulders, understood what the crease in her forehead meant. The roses immediately perked up upon seeing her there, their blooms growing wider, a truly beautiful sight in this chilled weather.

      The guilt that festered after Harriet’s prewedding pruning had finally begun to subside, and it seemed that she and her garden had made their peace. But now, the garden appeared to be rebelling against the approaching change in season. It was behaving strangely. The blackberry brambles pulled away from the wall and encircled the place Harriet liked to sit beneath the plum tree. Their thorns gleamed in the sunlight and glistened in the rain, growing larger overnight. It was a fascinating sight, as if the brambles were flexing their muscles, testing out their own mettle.

      She did not dare spend time in the garden while Christian was home for fear that she might draw his attention to it. And she was grateful that he did not find any joy in being outdoors himself, so she rarely felt the frantic anxiety of having to keep the tangles of thorns in check. He’d clearly been hurt by the letter to Eunice, and so he was being wary of her. She understood. Thankfully, he did not seem to equate his conversation with Stokes to any unusual behavior from her garden, and she was awash with relief. The ivy and climbing Ayrshires that peeked through the windows occasionally alarmed her—Amelia came close to seeing them on several occasions—but Harriet continued to seal the windows and redraw the curtains after lunch every day. As a result, Sunnyside had begun to feel like a mausoleum, decorated extravagantly but even darker and more closed in than it had been before her marriage. She couldn’t believe she’d once thought perhaps she could reveal her garden to Christian. Now, she knew that she would keep this secret as close to her as her own heart.

      Secrets. She closed her eyes and laughed ironically. “My mother was right,” she told the garden, and the Madame Audots leaned in to brush her cheek with their silk petals.

      Harriet attempted to force some pleasantness onto the page, but her mind kept circling back to Stokes. It was apparent that she was still not safe from his questions, which meant she would have to pick up the torch and begin her own investigations again. She would find her father. It was her only hope now that Stokes had Christian keeping a close eye on her.

      She looked at the page and pressed her lips together. Surely there was something honest she could say to Eunice that wouldn’t be so bad. She had seen a wave of swallows the other day. It was the most beautiful sight, like a black cloud that shifted and rotated whimsically. It was short-lived, however, since the train steamrolled by then, sending the thicket of birds tumbling away. They had scattered somewhere in the distance and gracefully departed—eventually, she was sure, finding their way to the country where they would not be interrupted by such nuisances as progress and noise. She didn’t blame them.

      Harriet tried to convey this story in the letter, but it kept coming out as negative when she wanted to keep her tone cheerful. She was bothered by a sudden thought and set her pen down in irritation. What if she hadn’t married Christian and left Sunnyside months ago? What would she be doing right now? As if in response, a strand of ivy wove its way up the iron table and onto the page, taking her writing hand in a gentle hold. She relaxed.

      Below her, bluebells swayed back and forth in the cool autumn breeze. They would last only another week or so, she knew. And then, the garden would change. The hawthorn would flaunt more red berries while the roses would crinkle and wither, allowing the sour orange hips to bloom freely in their place. Beneath her bedroom window, she would begin to smell the sweet aroma of winter honeysuckle, and at the front of the house, delicate white snowdrops and Christmas roses would soon bloom. The plum tree would lose its fruit, and its leaves would turn and drop, and its branches would extend in all directions like gnarled limbs.

      And, of course, there would be thorns. So many thorns.

      The ivy, on the other hand, would not change one bit. It would not stop growing. It would not cease moving about as it pleased. It would glow that earthly green all year long. The ivy held everything together—the house, the garden, even Harriet at times—no matter what the season. It was the only lingering regret she had after she’d pruned back the garden. She knew she would have to tame the ivy should it become too at home high up on the side of the house. Christian would notice such an intrusion, so rather than be forced to cut it back, Harriet had tried to continuously persuade the ivy to stay low and dormant.

      Even now, she noticed that the leaves had grown as high as the side door. She stood, walked over and held a leaf in her palm. “Come down. It’s for your own good,” she said, and watched as the tendrils retracted from their journey skyward. There was give-and-take with the garden now. Perhaps it was because she had to remain so carefully in control of herself and the garden somehow understood.

      She folded the letter and sealed it in the envelope, preparing to place it in the postbox. But before she moved, she heard a noise from the front garden.

      The roses swiveled and the ivy perked up.

      Harriet listened without breathing, willing herself to stay calm, willing her garden to neutralize.

      “Hello?” It was a man’s voice.

      “Calm down,” she muttered to the plants around her. “Please.”

      A few seconds passed, and it seemed like an eternity. Harriet thought the garden would not ease back. But then, just as a tall frame stepped into view, the ivy eased back to its position close to—but not fully against—the house, and the roses righted themselves, though they still all faced the same direction. Meanwhile, Harriet’s heart thundered. All she could think of was Stokes and the twitch of his mustache, the red veins in his eyes.

      “Harriet?”

      A gasp caught in her throat.

      And then she saw him, standing awkwardly in the front garden, waiting to be invited in. She let her breath go with a force that felt like a laugh. It was only Greenwood. She flinched when she thought of the last time she saw him, when he’d walked out on her wedding breakfast, and though she didn’t like to think about the way she’d acted, she couldn’t deny that letting some emotion go had felt good that day. She didn’t regret it.

      Harriet inhaled and exhaled deeply, finally getting her bearings, and gave him a stilted smile by way of greeting. He came toward her, taking in the sights of her garden as he did. Harriet eyed every plant, ensuring nothing would surprise him.

      He gave her a quizzical look when he finally approached. “I didn’t mean to disturb you.” He spoke sincerely while his gaze roamed her face and then moved down to the letter in her hands.

      “Please sit.” Harriet’s movements were stiff, and she longed for more quiet time with her garden while she could have it, but she could not shun him again. He was cousins with Christian after all, and he should be her friend by extension. She turned to the white wrought iron table, and he followed.

      He cleared his throat when he sat and adjusted his posture so he was leaning slightly forward. He looked prepared to speak but then thought better of it. They were so close now that they could reach out and touch hands.

      Then he mumbled something.

      “What?”

      He cleared his throat, his face a picture of regret. “He didn’t mail your letter,” he said at last.

      Harriet frowned and looked down at the envelope in her hands. “What are you—”

      “That day, in the rain. I saw it later, in his study. At his parents’ house. Christian didn’t give it to the postman.”

      Harriet watched Greenwood as she tried to take in this information. He was talking about her letter to Mr. Davies. That certainly seemed like a lifetime ago. But if Christian didn’t mail it like she’d assumed he had, what did he do with it?

      “I don’t understand,” she said at last, catching Greenwood’s golden-green eyes and then tearing her gaze away.

      He sat in a silent half shrug for a few moments while Harriet’s thoughts caught up. If Christian hadn’t mailed her letter, then their first meeting had been—what?—a ruse?

      Greenwood broke the silence with a deep, apologetic voice. “I wanted to tell you sooner. I should have…” He broke off.

      “But I saw him hand it to the postman.”

      He was shaking his head, eyes downcast at his folded hands.

      “Yes,” said Harriet, running through the memory in her mind. “I handed it to him.” She mimed handing over a letter. “Then he ran with it through the rain and reached out to give it to the postman. I saw it.”

      “He took it home with him that day.” He didn’t look at Harriet when he spoke. She narrowed her eyes.

      “But why would he do that?”

      Greenwood dropped his shoulders. “I think he—oh, god.” He took his hat off his head and rested it on the table in a gesture that revealed soft brown waves of hair. He ran his fingers through it. Then he placed his hat back on his head where it sat slightly askew.

      “His mother, yesterday. They were arguing. I heard her ask about you, and I made sure I was close enough to listen clearly. He told her he had a plan. That’s what he said: I have a plan. I didn’t understand it at the time. I still don’t know what he meant, but it’s been eating away at me, knowing that he didn’t mail that letter.”

      Harriet did not speak.

      Greenwood went on. “It was so odd that he proposed so soon. I thought there was no way. He has always, always shared his mother’s love for money. It just didn’t make sense.”

      At this, Harriet’s thoughts snagged. “What didn’t make sense? That he might care for me?” Blood rushed to her head, and she was suddenly sweating despite the chill in the air.

      Greenwood looked horrified. His eyes refocused on hers. “Oh, no. That’s not—”

      Against Harriet’s will, her lip shook, and she moved her hand in front of her face to hide her emotion. She could not afford to lose control in front of Greenwood. The garden floor tingled at the soles of her feet already, starting to come to life. He was telling her that there was no possible explanation for Christian wanting to marry her, that nefarious motives were more likely than love. It had been a surprise to Harriet at the time too, she had to admit to herself. But she’d eventually concluded that Christian was genuine, and she had hoped for a life that looked a little bit like happiness.

      She thought of last night, of her husband’s demeanor when he found her letter to Eunice, when he read her words aloud. If he didn’t love her, why did he care what she said about him?

      “I shouldn’t have come,” Greenwood said. The way his hands were perched on the table made Harriet realize he was about to stand and take his leave. Some dark cloud moved through her thoughts just then, reminding her of Mrs. Comstock’s cold words on the morning of her wedding. I don’t think you and Christian are a good match. She shook her head, hoping this memory would crawl back inside her and disappear, but the motion only served to scatter loose other thoughts. Perhaps he was not quite as hurt as she’d assumed by what she’d written to Eunice. She cast her eyes around, not seeing anything. Perhaps there was some truth to what Greenwood was saying.

      Confusion mingled with exasperation, and she couldn’t hold it in any longer. “But why me?” she said. “I have no fortune, no inheritance. I barely have enough money to see me through the year.” She said it with an edge, forcing him to question his statement, to give him a chance to take it all back.

      He put his palms over his eyes, thinking.

      Without warning, a finger of ivy appeared next to Harriet’s hand then, curling around her wrist. Her heart lodged itself in her throat and she shook her hand wildly. “Not now,” she said in a forced whisper.

      Greenwood peered at her from behind his hands, and Harriet held his gaze to give the vine time to slither away. He searched her face, as if he were looking for answers there.

      “I should go.” His voice was velvety and low, and it should have eased her, but a thought suddenly nipped at her insides. Everything she’d believed about Christian, everything she had come to see as safe and comforting, now looked pallid with this new revelation. Their relationship had begun with what Harriet had thought was a show of selfless chivalry, a small act that had warmed her to his affections, and as a result, she’d allowed herself to tumble into his arms without questioning it any further. To find out that the act that brought them together had not truly happened—it sent her head spinning. It wasn’t that she dreamed she had a fairy-tale romance, but she had thought Christian at least genuine. Instead, now, once again, she felt the cold hand of reality on her shoulder, the reminder that people were not kind, even when you thought they were, men least of all. She didn’t know why he lied, but it hardly mattered. Everything colorful was now streaked with bleak gray.

      Suddenly, the train horn sounded, shaking both of their hands off the table. Their eyes met momentarily, and Harriet saw compassion in the small folds of Greenwood’s forehead. She was grateful, but it wasn’t enough to lift her spirits.

      “Greenwood?” The voice came from behind him.

      Ice froze Harriet’s body.

      “Ah, Comstock,” said Greenwood, fumbling to stand. He cleared his throat and tugged firmly at his hat.

      Christian rounded the corner and strode over. His face was forced brightness. At that moment, every rose on the side of the house lifted its head and stared up at him. Even thorny brambles peeled away from the wall. But neither man noticed. They only stared at one another. Still, Harriet shook her head in the direction of the brambles until they eased off.

      She looked at her husband then. He looked different to her than he had only hours ago, as if she was now seeing him through a prism that exposed his true nature, and she couldn’t see beyond it.

      “Good day,” Christian said. His stance was wide.

      A slight tip of the hat from Greenwood and the exchange was over, mistrust thick in the air between them.

      It wasn’t until Greenwood bobbed out of view and Christian swung the door open to let himself inside that Harriet realized her husband hadn’t acknowledged her at all.

      

      ***

      Harriet and Amelia stood over a cookery book later that afternoon, a pot sizzling with oil next to them.

      “But why would he want to keep your letter to Mr. Davies?” said Amelia, running her finger down the page. “It makes no sense.”

      “Onions first,” said Harriet. Amelia turned and held the chopping board over the pot, and the oil began to sing louder. They watched the onions brown.

      “I don’t know,” said Harriet.

      “It’s not as if it had anything to do with him, that letter, did it?”

      “How could it? I wrote it before I even met him,” Harriet replied. “Potatoes.”

      Amelia sliced her knife through the flesh one last time and then pushed the chopped potatoes into the bubbling oil.

      “Maybe he just forgot to mail it?”

      Harriet shook her head. “I watched him hand it—or pretend to hand it, I suppose—to the postman.”

      “Hmm.” Amelia stirred in the curry powder. A spicy, smoky aroma filled the room. “And you can’t very well ask him.”

      Harriet wiped a hand on her apron, then lifted the mutton shoulder into the pan. Cooking oil lapped at the sides of the meat.

      “It’s not just the letter,” she said. “It’s what he said. He has a plan.”

      “A plan,” repeated Amelia thoughtfully.

      “Perhaps it’s innocent, and his plan has to do with acquiring some more artwork for the house. He mentioned something about that recently.”

      “No,” said Amelia. “You said Greenwood told you the conversation he overheard was about you.”

      “That’s true.” Harriet fetched the pitcher from the table and splashed water onto the marbled meat, then covered the pan with a lid.

      “Here’s my advice.” Amelia was facing her now, one hand resting on the table. “Don’t let on that you know anything. Just stay diligent. Listen. Pay attention. Find out what he’s hiding.”

      “Harriet.”

      Amelia’s gaze shot to the doorway, and she stared as wide-eyed as a rabbit, knife hovering. Harriet’s heart knocked against her chest as she turned to see Christian standing there.

      “Christian,” she said, hoping the tremor she heard in her voice was worse to her own ears. “We’ll be ready to eat soon.” She brushed her apron along the front, trying to appear composed.

      “Please come out to the parlor,” he said and turned abruptly.

      Harriet looked to Amelia, who put a finger to her lips. She swiftly untied the apron at her waist and handed it to Amelia. She was keenly aware of herself as she walked out of the kitchen.

      When she saw him again, Christian stood stock-still in the parlor, hands in his pockets. His face was caught in the glow of the fire. The scene struck Harriet as oddly peaceful. A wife finding her husband waiting for her in front of the fire, spices from the kitchen wafting through the room. But that was not the whole picture. She could not see him the way she had before, and looking at him for too long felt like her insides were being scooped empty.

      “Is everything all right?” she said.

      And then he turned and grabbed a vase from the mantel.

      The next moment happened slowly, at half speed.

      She felt the wake of the porcelain as it flew by her, missing her head by only a few inches. She was rooted to the spot, though she flung her hands up to cover her face. The vase smashed against the wall behind her.

      He took two strides until his nose was almost pressed against her own. His breath was like steam on her face. Harriet tried to stop shaking by clasping her hands together tightly.

      “You will not see him again.”

      It was not a question.

      He waited for her to respond, but no thoughts, no words came to her lips. Her mind spiraled, searching for a response. But there was nothing, nothing but the roar of silence in her own head.

      Instead, she watched the limp rose that had sat inside the vase lying on the floor, a flower Christian had asked her to cut. Unattached from its body, it was motionless, unseeing. Harriet heard a tapping from the direction of the window. But the glass was sealed shut and the curtains closed, her garden on the other side.

      He grabbed her wrist and tugged her toward the dining room. “Amelia,” he called out, yanking Harriet harder and shoving her into a chair. Her wrist tweaked painfully, and she winced. He let her go then, and her hand dangled at her side, throbbing. He took a seat at the other end of the table just as Amelia appeared, her eyes saucers.

      “We’d like our dinner,” he said.

      She looked at Harriet, who gave her a quick apologetic glance but looked away before Christian could see. Amelia nodded silently and hurried out of the room. Her husband was completely unrecognizable across the table. There was a scraping sound outside the window, so faint Christian didn’t appear to hear it, but Harriet knew it was her garden clamoring to get inside. Her throat was tight as she thought back to what he’d told her about Stokes’s questions and what he had replied. Christian was watching her, she noticed out of the corner of her eye, but she didn’t move an inch.

      Instead, she sat with her back pressed straight up against the chair, wondering how on earth she could have made such an error in judgment. Christian was not a safeguard against the malicious threats coming from Stokes. Her husband was not going to protect her from any of it. He was waiting for her to slip up, just like Stokes. Which meant she was no closer to being safe than she had been before she’d met him.

      Which meant she would have to exonerate herself.

    
  
    
      
        Chapter Fourteen

      
      St Katharine Docks was a swarm. Harriet clung to Amelia as a stout woman with a basket of sandwiches bumped her arm. Harriet almost cried out in pain, still tender from where Christian had grabbed her. A boy to their left stood strumming a harp that was as tall as he was. Shouts of “Which boat?” and “Try the other!” added to the wharf’s chaos. Families held hands, scrambling to gather luggage as a deckhand on the largest ship rang a bell so violently, it looked as if he might fall off his perch. The crowd surged this way and that, undulating against Harriet’s momentum no matter which way she went.

      Despite the frenzy all around them, Harriet’s nerves had remained in check. She was sweating, but not as much from anxiety as from the close quarters with other bodies. It had taken them a couple of hours to get all the way down to London, and she’d been distracted the entire time, eyes glued to the streets as the omnibus bumped along. No sign of Christian, thankfully. London was a big place, and she knew the chances of seeing him were small. And yet, she couldn’t be too careful. Answers. Harriet needed answers, and she thought—no, she knew—she would find at least one answer she needed at the docks. It had been the place she and Amelia had decided proof about her father’s whereabouts could be found. As she’d swayed in her seat, not allowing herself to acknowledge stares at her scar from other bus passengers, she’d imagined the two of them arriving at the docks and leaving again with the information they needed, quick and simple. Then, all she would need to do would be to somehow alert Stokes without provoking him. That would not be easy, but she would have to worry about that later.

      Now that they were here, the task seemed more daunting than she’d expected. She wanted to ask Amelia if she thought they would make it home before Christian did, but whenever she leaned in to speak, some other bell rang or porter bellowed or busker played.

      Amelia did not bother to hide her excitement. She shouldered grown men out of the way, carving a path through the throngs. They ducked into the doorway of a tall round building. A man hurried out of the door, and Amelia caught it, helping Harriet through. The building was not quiet by any stretch—men still bustled about—but it was a reprieve from the busy docks, and Harriet could at least hear herself think.

      Amelia caught the attention of a young man with a flat cap and a determined expression. “I beg your pardon,” she said, and Harriet was not surprised by her brisk tone.

      “Yes?” said the young man as he was passing them by, sounding irritated. Harriet saw that he intended to continue with whatever task he was about to do, but when he saw Amelia, he stopped. His businesslike demeanor changed almost immediately. She was only seventeen, but she had the stature of a grown woman and the attitude of someone with twice as much life experience. The young man looked young too, perhaps the same age. The way his mouth twisted up at the side told Harriet that he had a mischievous streak. Amelia had found the perfect target.

      “Where do we find the dockmaster?” She spoke quickly, all business.

      He seemed to appreciate her straightforwardness. “He’s not in, miss. Won’t be for at least three hours.”

      Amelia began to move away, her head scanning the crowd for someone else who might be of service.

      “But maybe I can help you.” His eyes darted around, perhaps ensuring that none of his superiors were watching him idle.

      Amelia looked satisfied. She turned to Harriet with an expectant glare, and Harriet could have laughed aloud. Amelia was determined when she wanted something, that much was certain, but she was not going to let Harriet off the hook.

      “We are looking for a ship’s passenger list,” said Harriet. “From the first of January, this year.”

      He cocked his head to the side and considered. “Sorry, miss. I can’t help you, I’m afraid. Ship’s lists are in the dockmaster’s office.”

      “Yes, I know,” said Amelia.

      “Do you have no way of getting in there?” Harriet asked.

      “I’m just a laborer, miss.”

      Harriet puckered her lips, disappointment roiling through her. Her dreams of waltzing in and procuring her father’s name slowly dissolved into the air.

      “And where is his office?” Amelia was not giving up, it seemed.

      The young man studied her briefly, still not willing to tear his eyes away from the doorway for too long. She stood in silence, raising her eyebrows as if to say, Well?

      “Ahhh.” He let out a breathy sigh and hesitated, rocking back and forth on his heels, his gaze flitting around the hall. He looked at Amelia then and half grinned, like he didn’t want to but couldn’t help himself. There was that mischief that Harriet had thought she’d seen before. “Come with me.”

      The door was locked, as expected. Amelia looked to the young man, her frustration apparent.

      “There’s a spare key,” he said quickly, clearly not wanting to disappoint her further. “But it’s behind the main desk. There’s no way—”

      But Amelia was off, walking swiftly back the way they came.

      “Harriet,” she said, whirling around. “You ask the nice gentleman at the desk for directions. Say you’re looking for a boat to France.” She turned to the young man. “You, make yourself scarce. Meet us back at the office in a few minutes. Make sure no one is there.”

      He looked affronted but equally impressed and set off to his task.

      Harriet, on the other hand, had less enthusiasm. “Amelia, can’t we just ask?”

      “If you want to wait three hours, that’s fine with me. Only, I’m sure Christian will wonder why you’re on the same bus home as he is this evening.” She shot her a look that quieted any of Harriet’s follow-up questions.

      Harriet made her way to the front desk, shaking her head. Amelia disappeared. “Excuse me,” Harriet said. “Do you know where I can catch the boat to Calais?”

      Before the man behind the desk could respond, a woman hawking sandwiches stepped through the door with an enormous tray. “Pardon me, miss,” he said to Harriet, and he left to shoo the woman outside. Harriet watched the disturbance interestedly. He put his hand on her tray to guide her toward the door, and in doing so, the woman dropped several sandwiches, which splattered onto the floor. In a fury, she began to berate him. “You owe me a shilling!”

      Sometime during the commotion, Amelia appeared alongside Harriet jingling a set of keys down by her hip. “Let’s go,” she whispered.

      

      ***

      The dockmaster’s office was crimson, appointed in velvet and polished rosewood. A crystal decanter of amber liquid rested on the windowsill. The air smelled of tobacco. The young man took a seat and set to tapping his foot beneath the desk as he handed Harriet a stack of record books. He opened the top one. “Here is everything between the thirtieth of December and the first of January.”

      Harriet scanned the page header. “There’s a ship to Amsterdam here, leaving at nine o’clock,” she read. “But that’s from December.” Her fingers shook and her eyes kept flicking toward the door. This was the kind of inappropriate behavior Stokes would find repellent. Despite that, Harriet did not try to suppress the small rush of excitement she felt now that they were here.

      “There’s another one. Here, the first of January.” She leaned in closer, traced her finger across the top of the page. “It’s Edinburgh.”

      “Nothing to Denmark?” Amelia bounced on her toes, leaning forward with her hands clasped behind her back.

      They both looked to the young man for an answer. He shook his head, studying the page. “I don’t know. It’d be in the log if there was.”

      Frustrated, Harriet flipped back a few hefty pages. “Wait,” she said, stopping on one. “There was a passenger ship to Copenhagen on Christmas Day.” She scrunched up her face. Christmas was too early. He hadn’t left yet. “The next boat to Copenhagen after that was…” She lifted another book into her lap and peeled it open. “Not until February.”

      Harriet scanned the names on the list anyway, twice, just to be sure. Then she sat back and lifted her gaze toward the ceiling.

      A voice outside made all three of them go still.

      Footsteps came nearer, stopped just on the other side of the door.

      There was a tinkle of keys and a murmur they could not understand. A hint of a shadow shifted in the small strip of light where the bottom of the door did not quite reach the floor.

      Harriet held her jaw together tightly. If someone came in now—she had broken into the dockmaster’s office and had a logbook open on her lap. It would be difficult to talk their way out of this situation, even for Amelia.

      “Yes, sir?” said the voice just outside. Harriet was so still she was starting to feel lightheaded from lack of breath. The pile of record books on her lap was becoming unbalanced, and she could feel the whole thing start to tip. She jutted out a hand to stop it but instead knocked the spine of the bottom book off her left knee. The pile careened to the right, and panic swelled in her chest. It was slipping and there was nothing she could do.

      “Of course, sir.” There was another silent pause, another clang of keys, and the books slipped another inch. Harriet glanced up at Amelia in alarm just as the books tipped further out of her grasp.

      The man’s footsteps picked up again just as Harriet lurched forward to try to stifle the toppling books, but before anything touched the ground, the sounds from outside the door faded into the distance.

      Inside, there was a collective exhale.

      And then a crash of dense leather bindings echoed throughout the room.

      The young man laughed. “This was supposed to be a quiet day at work.” Then he became serious. “They’ll be looking for me soon. I have less than five minutes before I’m discharged, I’d guess.”

      Harriet dove onto the floor and started opening books at random.

      “Check the Edinburgh ship, just in case,” Amelia said quickly.

      “Which one is it?” Harriet couldn’t tell one from the other so she just started reading names on any list she could find. “Amelia, quickly. You start with this one.” She pushed a book toward her along the floor.

      The girl didn’t move, only stared.

      “Amelia, aren’t you going to help?”

      Amelia pushed her chin forward and looked away.

      Harriet’s patience was wearing thin. They only had another minute or so left to search.

      “Why won’t you—” Harriet started, but then she understood. Amelia must not be able to read. Harriet, who sat in a puddle of logbooks, was struck by this small vulnerability, a crack in her friend’s brick exterior. She vowed to herself that she would teach Amelia how to read and write. They could start lessons as early as tomorrow.

      “It doesn’t look like there was any ship to Copenhagen in all of January,” said Harriet after flipping hurriedly through a few final pages.

      “Ah, sorry for the bad luck,” said the young man, picking up the books and returning them to the shelves. “Now, out with you before I get sacked.”

      

      ***

      Harriet picked at her fingernails on the bus ride home. They were clean. There hadn’t been dirt beneath them in months, but it didn’t stop her from digging into the crevice between nail and skin until it was red and raw. Her wrist throbbed in her lap as she worked at her nail beds, and soon the dull pain was too much, and she had to stop. She and Amelia had only briefly discussed what they’d hoped to find before arriving at the docks. And now they sat in silence, listening to the plodding of horse hooves as Harriet tried to piece the news together. She supposed her father could have left from another dock, but St Katharine was the most likely. Her mind whirled as they passed blurs of buildings with businessmen passing in and out of them like black ants.

      Next to Harriet, Amelia wore a hint of a smile. The brazen young man had caught up with them on their way out, waving a small slip of paper. His name, Mr. John Harlowe, was scribbled next to his address—Harriet thought this was particularly bold—and he had breathlessly asked Amelia to write to him. To her credit, she took the paper without blanching, but after he’d gone, she’d reluctantly handed it over to Harriet to read aloud.

      Amelia might have been pleased with the outcome of their adventure, but Harriet was not. She was still processing what Harlowe had told them. There was no record of her father leaving London for Denmark on New Year’s Day. In fact, there was not even a passenger ship that had left for that destination the whole month of January. As the omnibus left the bustle of London behind them and eventually turned onto her street, she felt the weight of it fully. There was no trace of her father. The last thread of hope Harriet held had just snapped. She had been certain she would walk away with confirmation of his abandonment, and she could have something to show Stokes to prove that she was not worth his time or suspicion. But instead, she’d walked away with more questions.

      Her aching feet dragged her through the front door, and she immediately trudged up the stairs to change. She felt like a child who had gotten mud on her dress and didn’t want her mother to see. Christian had never told her outright that she should not leave the house, but she had the sense that after her discussion with Greenwood in the garden, he would not be pleased to discover she had been traipsing around London while he was working.

      Still sore from whatever it was inside her wrist that had tweaked when he yanked her up the stairs, Harriet was relieved that the city was a sprawling place and they had not crossed paths with Christian. A small part of her had thought he might see them while passing on the bus—so seemed her luck lately. But she had gotten away with the outing. And like the child who kicked off her muddied clothes and hid them under the bed, Harriet felt dread mixed with exhilaration, for there was something exciting about exercising freedoms that one was not explicitly given.

      Not long later, she sat in front of the fireplace, staring out the window at her garden, which was shedding its summer beauty and fortifying itself for a new season. She was pretending to idle, but she could not stop her mind from racing. No sign of her father at the docks. No response from Markus Sanderson, assuming the cousin in Denmark indeed existed. Stokes was still asking questions about Harriet, which meant he hadn’t found anything either. It meant she might not have much time left to build a defense for herself. But with what?

      Her reeling thoughts landed on a memory of something Greenwood had said. That Christian had a plan.

      The evening omnibus jangled as it rolled by.

      How far into the past did Christian’s plan stretch? She remembered Stokes escorting her home from Highgate Cemetery, where she had planned to meet Mr. Davies—but Davies had never even seen that letter, had he? Christian had kept it.

      Quick steps shuffled up the front stoop.

      It was Stokes’s words that stuck in her mind. Someone had called in at the station reporting a hysterical woman wandering the cemetery.

      But she’d only been calling after Amelia for a few minutes before Stokes appeared. That hadn’t been enough time for someone to walk to the station, alert Stokes, and then for Stokes to return to the cemetery to find her.

      A rattle of the doorknob, the click of the latch.

      A hysterical woman wandering around the cemetery in the dark.

      Christian walked inside then and closed the door with a slam.

    
  
    
      
        Chapter Fifteen

      
      On Halloween night, the garden was thrown into shadow by dancing candlelight.

      Though the festivities were to take place indoors, the backdrop of the house’s eerie exterior brought even more fright to the whole evening. Christian had decided on the decor, and Harriet and Amelia had set out to light lanterns and drape black gauze over the table, the tree, the rosebushes along the side wall. They lined up pumpkins, which had been carved with faces, lighting candles within them too. The whole thing was a spectacle, Harriet mused, bordering on ridiculous. The thorned brambles remained uncovered, adding to the sinister atmosphere, and gray clouds eddied threateningly above the whole scene.

      Candles and lanterns were lit inside as well, though the place was left intentionally dim. Christian was aiming for elegant and chilling with a twist of good fun, though Harriet could not help but be sufficiently frightened by his decorative pieces. A skull—she had no idea where he had procured that one—sat on the mantel beside a stuffed crow. It looked like something her father would have displayed, and seeing it made her feel suddenly sick. She wondered if the animal had been killed for such a purpose, and, if so, if its spirit would indeed be content to grace the mantel of some suburban dwelling while its occupants drank and laughed raucously throughout the night. She supposed not, though she tried not to think too hard about it.

      It was the same way she tried not to think too hard about the red splatter on the wall leading up the staircase. The first moment she had seen the dark splotch illuminated by a single sconce, she’d jumped back, with her hand on her heart, almost missing a step. She reached out with a curious finger, believing and fearing that it would, indeed, be sticky, but she was met with dry paint. None of it came off on her hand. This was one of Christian’s touches, she presumed. She was learning that he loved Halloween, seeming to revel in the art of scaring.

      His dress for the evening reflected such art as well. The hint at Frankenstein’s monster was subtle. He wore a black wig, which flowed loosely under his hat, and he had smeared his lips with black charcoal. The light from the fireplace cast a yellow pallor onto his face as he turned to look at Harriet, and she nearly jumped back in fright.

      “A crown of thorns,” he said, leaning into the room. “You ought to be careful.”

      Harriet’s hair was stuck in with a few wilting roses and thick tangles of thorns. She looked like a woman of the garden, born to the roses herself. She had somehow convinced her husband that dressing in this rather than in some ghoulish mask was superior, and though any kind of costume would have been uncomfortable, she supposed she would prefer to be surrounded by thorns she had saved from when she’d pruned back the garden. Something about it strengthened her.

      “I do feel as if we’ve had some distance between us lately,” he said. “I wanted to let you know I’ve squashed the whole thing. In fact, I have forgotten why we even spatted, haven’t you?” He smiled.

      She wondered, perhaps, if Greenwood had been wrong. Maybe he’d thought he’d seen the letter among Christian’s things, but it was something different. It was possible, wasn’t it?

      If Christian noticed that she was considering a response, he paid it no mind. He began to fuss once again with the parlor chairs, moving them to yet another spot, then called out abruptly, “Amelia, the guests will be here any minute. Do you have the wine ready?”

      

      ***

      Although Christian said he had squashed the whole thing, Harriet noticed immediately that Greenwood was not in attendance. Half the bank and their wives were here, however. Sixteen people crammed into the small parlor after they ate, just as the rain began slashing at the windows. Despite the surroundings and a shout or two regarding the blood splatter on the wall, the mood was good-natured, if not downright overindulgent. Amelia had set out a pot of warm melted caramel, which the guests were encouraged to dip apples into and to drizzle over plates of nuts, but Amelia herself scampered away after only a few moments.

      Harriet looked around the room from where she stood near the entrance. There were only two faces she recognized—a square-shouldered man called Wallace and his wife, who had come around for dinner once in September, shortly after Harriet and Christian had been married. She couldn’t say they were particularly friendly on the first night they had met, nor were they particularly friendly tonight. Mrs. Wallace said only a few words to Harriet.

      “By jove, Comstock,” said Wallace, gaping at the painting above the fireplace. “Is this a Henry Pickering?”

      Christian’s expression swelled. “A fine piece of art, isn’t it?”

      “Indeed. You could get a fine sum for it too.”

      More faces in the crowd laughed and toasted glasses together, and the caramel was consumed well enough. Harriet stood twirling a nervous finger around the base of her wineglass. Christian took up a chair that had been moved to the side of the hearth in front of the window, facing her. She took a sip as she looked over his shoulder at the window. The curtains were open, revealing the sinister garden decorations, but the window was closed. A sudden, deep longing to be outside, away from this forced conviviality, overcame her. She thought she caught a long glance from a woman in the corner, and a hand reflexively flew up to her scar to obscure it from view.

      “How about a game of wink murder?” proclaimed Christian, suddenly sitting up straight in his chair. That sent the room into a frenzy of excitement. Someone produced a deck of cards, and they all gathered in a circle, huddling around him. He handed each person a card upside down.

      “Now, don’t look at the card until I say so. Thibold, dear man, not yet.” Small laughs rose up from the circle. “When I say so, look at your card, but only you may see it. Share it with no one else. The one who gets the one-eyed jack is the murderer.”

      More giggles and murmurs followed, and Christian looked overtly pleased at the reaction. She watched him flex his cheeks around a conspiratorial smile. That face that she had thought so genuine. Had it all been a lie? There was something important that she was missing—something about Christian, about Davies, about her father—but she could not make the connection.

      “Tell no one your identity,” Christian said, “whether you are the murderer or not. Then, we will continue our evening of conversation and go round the room together just as we have been doing. Nothing will be different, except—” He paused and leaned forward. “The murderer must wink at his victims one by one, as casually as he can so no one can guess. If you are winked at, you must die a gruesome death. Writhe on the floor, faint, scream in shock. The more horrible the better, and you may wait some seconds between wink and death, to throw others off the scent.” They laughed at this. “If you die, you must sit out the rest of the game. Those still in the game can take a guess at who they think the murderer is. Wrong guesses result in death. Correct guesses win the game. Questions?”

      The room lit up with excited conversation. Harriet saw the man called Thibold sneak a look at his card and then look around as if he had done nothing of the sort.

      “All right, look at your card and then hand it facedown back to me. Once I have all the cards, we will begin. Remember, the murderer is among us. Beware.”

      Harriet cupped a hand around her card, seeing others start to do the same. Some of the women of the group tittered, but otherwise the circle was silent. The fire cracked. Harriet’s card revealed a sideways looking man with a funny hat. One eye. Of course, she thought, trying to hide her flushed cheeks. She was not pleased to have gotten this card, and she had the brief thought that somehow her husband had arranged it, just to embarrass her, to make her the center of attention at a party where she knew no one. Even as she sensed her humiliation rise, she knew she was being ridiculous. She didn’t know what to think anymore. A few of the men looked around the circle lifting their eyebrows with mischief, searching others’ faces. Harriet’s initial rush of blood subsided, and she regained her composure.

      The game commenced, and conversations ensued with much more enthusiasm than they had before. Harriet set out to accomplish her task. Her heart beat wildly, and she felt the excitement the game was supposed to inspire. She sought out her first victim. A woman whose name she couldn’t remember—Bethany? Kitty?—and whose hands were donned in white gloves. It was the woman Harriet had seen eyeing her scar.

      “Are you enjoying your evening?” Harriet asked, feeling bold beneath the cloak of her secret.

      “Oh, yes, very much so,” said the woman in a voice that was sickly sweet, like a child’s. She looked around the room, as if to catch someone in the act.

      “Oh, I am so glad.” And then, Harriet gave a subtle wink when the woman’s eyes met hers again. The look of astonished confusion the woman gave her was soon replaced by absolute glee. A few men joined their conversation, and the woman exchanged words with one of them before falling to the floor with a hand to her forehead and a dramatic gasp.

      The room went silent. The woman lay on the ground, as still as a corpse, and Harriet was suddenly lightheaded with power. No one moved, perhaps forgetting this part of the game, and the woman stayed on the floor until Christian came over and helped her up. “One dead,” he said ominously and showed her over to a seat by the wall.

      Feeling even more emboldened at not having attracted any attention, Harriet scanned the room for her next kill. Dark suits and white waistcoats blinked in the firelight on all sides of her. A series of pale necks and broad décolletage swam before her eyes. Murmurs thrummed from every direction. She targeted her next victims in a matter of a minute. A circle of five had formed, and Harriet caught two men one after another, dealing her blows at the earliest opportunity. Both fell to the floor immediately; one held his hand to his chest as if he had been stabbed, then went still.

      A gasp went up from somewhere behind her, and Harriet hid her smile in her wineglass.

      “Bravo,” said one onlooker.

      “A valiant death,” said another, and the jovial tension of the game commenced.

      Soon, Harriet felt like a ghost as she glided through the room from group to group, slipping into conversations unnoticed and out of them, leaving one, two, three dead in her wake. Whistles of wind and deep shudders of thunder set the backdrop for her executions. Down they went, clutching the arms of their stunned companions on their way, each proud to have been picked to be the ones to sacrifice themselves for the sake of entertainment. It was dizzying, the thrill of the game—so much so that Harriet began to forget who she had spoken to and who she hadn’t. She was not aware of anyone watching her. They were all too afraid of being caught. She spun from conversation to conversation. No one suspected a thing.

      She avoided winking at Christian or anyone near him for fear that he would not handle it at all well. Every time she came close to meeting his eye, she would twirl in the opposite direction, hiding her predatory purpose behind a sea of his colleagues.

      And then, after another fell dead, her husband shouted from over by the seat by the window. “Oho! I know who our murderer is.”

      The room silenced, and all turned to look at him. He stood, drink in hand, surveying the crowd. He took his time, enjoying the spectacle, the tingle of anticipation. He smiled that wry smile. “I have deduced that the murderer is cunning, sly, and has had a bit too much to drink.”

      The guests laughed. Harriet did not. She stared at him, wondering what was going on behind those smiling eyes.

      “Our murderer is…Mr. Ferdinand Wallace.”

      All heads turned at once to Wallace, who stood with his back against the wall. He looked around in astonishment, suddenly noticing all eyes on him. But at that moment, he broke into a wide, theatrical grin and shook his head fervently. “It’s not me, my good man. But honorable guess all the same.”

      An almost imperceptible twitch of a thumb against his glass was the only sign that Christian had heard him. But the guests appeared to love this turn of events, and laughter chorused throughout the room. Someone shouted, “Comstock, old boy, I believe you’re dead now.”

      For a moment, he didn’t move. Harriet thought he might declare the game dead. But then he shook his head and grinned, sinking into his seat with an ostentatious flop. As he did, a sudden flash of lightning illuminated the room. A crack of thunder followed, garnering startled gasps. The guests recovered quickly, and a few laughed uncomfortably. But soon, uproarious chatter replaced the silence, and the game resumed with even more fervor.

      Finally, when there were only three players left alive, Harriet being one of them, of course, the room quietened to watch the last scene play out. She caught the eye of the squatty Mr. Thibold and gave him a soft wink. Her back was to everyone in the room except him, and he looked at her with wide eyes. No one had guessed it was her, even in their last throes of life. Satisfaction blossomed within Harriet as Thibold tossed her a gamely smile and collapsed onto the floor.

      Harriet looked at the other player remaining, a balding man who was sweating in the heat of the sputtering fire, and, without warning, gave him one final wink. He went down soft and slowly, like a pile of ashes, and murmurs arose throughout the party.

      “It was you all along?” Thibold said to her, climbing to his feet, apparently dumbstruck at his ignorance. A few of the women wrapped their hands around her back and congratulated her on a game well won, and one man topped up her glass of wine. A thorn from her crown, she realized now, was scratching at her head, irritating one place, and though she was proud of her gamesmanship, she was suddenly spent. Her head swam. Inadvertently, she found Christian, who sat in his same chair like a king, beckoning her over.

      “Aren’t you clever?” he said, his voice slithering into her ear. He reached up and traced a finger along her crown.

      “I rather enjoyed that,” she said. She had surprised even herself.

      His hand ran down the sides of her face until his thumbs reached the tops of her ears, and then he paused, found her eyes. For a moment, she thought she saw tenderness there, and she was going to say something—apologize, maybe—but then something bit at her left ear.

      “Christian,” she said, bringing her hands up to his wrists. He was pressing a thorn into her ear. But instead of moving his hands away, he pressed them together, harder still, until pain radiated throughout her head. She could feel another thorn digging into the soft flesh of her earlobe, and another still being forced into the inner folds of her ear. The pain grew more unbearable until her eyes began to water from it. Hot trickles of blood pooled inside her ear as he twisted his palm, pressing the crown into her skin with even more force. She wanted to cry out, but his gaze held a warning, and he shook his head slightly. Harriet wondered why no one was running to her aid, but she realized she was facing away from the party. With Christian leaning over her in this way, it must have looked like a simple embrace. Her breath was stuck somewhere deep within her, shoved down by pure shock, as he gave her head a final, searing squeeze. Her ear pulsated, and blood dripped off it and spilled onto her dress. A tear stained her dress in the front as she squeezed her face hard, trying to brace herself against the shock of pain.

      And then, he released her.

      She did not meet his eyes, but only grappled for her ear. She winced at the fresh pain, and when she pulled her hand away, she saw that it was painted red with blood.

      “I think you ought to go see Amelia in the kitchen” was all he said, accompanying his words with a smile.

      “Newlyweds,” a woman said from behind her. “How sweet.”

      Trying not to fumble or stagger, she cupped her hand over her ear to try to staunch some of the bleeding. She made her way to the kitchen where Amelia sat at the table, sleepy head in hands.

      The blood soaked through the first bandage Amelia brought her, and it was only the addition of the second one that stopped the stain of red from seeping through. The pain still had Harriet in shock, and the two women worked quietly. Harriet pressed a cloth to her ear, hoping the blood would stop flowing. If there was one thing she knew, it was that she would not make a show of it, even if she could feel nothing other than the throbbing of the deep wound.

      Amelia took the cloth from Harriet’s hand and dabbed at her ear. Then she wet the cloth and wiped away the bloodstains, Harriet flinching with every swipe. Amelia looked at Harriet with an apologetic shake of the head. “The ears bleed a lot,” she said. Harriet could feel the blood still dripping down.

      Suddenly, there was a scream from the parlor. Then another scream and a shout. Harriet and Amelia looked at each other and bolted from the room, peering around the corner to see what happened. All eyes were on the window behind Christian, who sat in his chair as he had most of the night. Only now, his eyes were wide with terror. A loud crack came from behind him.

      The room had darkened, the fire almost spent. The window flickered with the reflection of the two mantelpiece candles that remained, but behind the flares of candlelight, Harriet thought she could make out a tree branch, suspended alone amid diagonal knives of rain, banging repeatedly against the glass. The glass itself was cracked in a jagged line down the middle, concentrated where the branch had hit it. Harriet ran over to the window. She could see that the branch was suspended amid tangles of ivy and swinging back and forth like a club. It must have snapped off the plum tree during the storm and gotten swept up in the vines. The branch smacked into the glass again. Another collective scream of fright went up around the room. Harriet touched the glass delicately with her fingers. “Don’t,” she whispered. The vine flinched at seeing her, and stopped, as if coming back to its senses. It lingered for another moment, the branch dangling there, but then the piece of wood dropped to the ground and the and the vine reluctantly slunk back out of sight.

      In another moment, the room was quiet except for the sizzle of the dying fire. No one seemed to know exactly what to do, least of all Christian. Harriet turned slowly, watching him, trying to read his expression, trying to determine whether he fully understood what had just happened, but his face was set in a frown as he continued to stare out the window.

      Then, someone began to laugh. The laughter transitioned into conversation, and the festivities lurched on.

      Thibold clapped Christian on the shoulder. “Marvelous, Comstock, just a marvelous parlor trick. How on earth did you pull it off, old boy? Halloween frights, indeed. It will be hard to top that one next year, won’t it, Wallace?”

      Christian barked out a laugh. “It was only a branch. This blasted storm.” Someone poured him a fresh drink.

      Harriet glanced out the window. From here, she couldn’t see where the vines had retreated to or where the branch lay. She could only see the glow of the jack-o’-lanterns grinning up at her.

    
  
    
      
        Chapter Sixteen

      
      Harriet stood in the kitchen with Amelia for the second straight hour, each of them trying her hardest to blow a tiny ball of wool off the other side of the table.

      Their play was interrupted every now and again by fits of laughter, especially since the woolen game piece flew off in whichever direction it chose and not where either woman intended it. Christian had not come home yet, and as it was half past ten already, Harriet didn’t know when to expect him.

      Several days had passed since their Halloween party, and if he had any ideas at all about what happened with the vines in front of his guests, he said nothing to Harriet. Her ear had only just stopped pulsing painfully, but she thought she might end up with a new scar at the top where a thorn had poked all the way through her ear. She expected Christian to explode at her, blame her for the rogue branch in any case, or for somehow embarrassing him. But, instead, and perhaps more worryingly, he had adopted a more elusive air and began staying out until late in the evenings. He tended to come home looking worse for wear, his eyes red and darting, his face pale and sweaty. He was avoiding her. And his avoidance of her, though otherwise welcome—even she had to admit that her affections for Christian weren’t exactly passionate now—scared her. She knew, she knew Christian was not her father, but the feeling she had around him was similar. She couldn’t shake the idea that he would be quick to explode if she didn’t swiftly temper his fuse. For this reason, she didn’t let her guard down, not even for one minute. Not even when Amelia put on another pot of tea.

      “It’s your turn to begin,” Amelia said, readying herself. They had long since moved the chairs away. The game had become quite lively indeed. Harriet placed the small tuft on the table and gave it her greatest bellow. The thing barely moved, as she had blown too high. Once again, the pair dissolved into laughter. “You really are terrible at this game,” Amelia said.

      Harriet exhaled, dragged a chair over, and dropped onto it. “You know, I could help you write to him if you want,” she said.

      Amelia looked down at her hands for a moment, and then, recovering her pride, nodded at Harriet. “That could be something.”

      “Tomorrow.” Harriet set her teacup on the table.

      “Mr. John Harlowe,” Amelia said, trying his name out on her tongue. Her face fell. “He’s only a porter.”

      “Dock laborer actually. And a handsome one too. Don’t you agree?”

      Amelia laughed. Soon, silence spread its fingers between them.

      “Harriet.” Amelia was serious now. She glanced at the kitchen door and lowered her voice. “Someone approached me on the high street. A man.”

      Harriet studied her face, frowning.

      “He asked me about you. Said he wanted to talk to you.”

      A spike of fear pricked at the back of Harriet’s neck. “Who was it?”

      “Said his name was Mr. Davies.”

      They both took a sip of tea. Amelia was watching Harriet, and Harriet was trying to think. She was surprised that he had come looking for her. A chill moved through her, and she realized the window was open a crack. She’d become more relaxed in Amelia’s presence, it seemed.

      “It’s him, isn’t it?” Amelia asked. “The man we were supposed to meet in the cemetery.”

      Harriet looked at the girl closely and saw, for the first time ever, something familiar. It was in the way she stared into Harriet’s eyes, trying to see beyond the surface. Oddly, Harriet was reminded of someone else she knew looking at her that way, but she couldn’t recall who. She nodded.

      “What do you think he wants?” Amelia asked.

      “I don’t know.”

      A beat passed while the Dutch clock ticked in the hall. Amelia reached into her pocket. “He gave me this.”

      A folded-up note rested in Amelia’s outstretched palm. It was so small, Harriet wondered how anything could have been written on it. She hesitated before plucking it up and peeling open each fold like the petals of a flower.

      More urgent than ever, Miss Hunt. Name the time and place. Do not tell your husband.

      Mr. Davies’s address was scrawled at the bottom.

      Both women’s gazes were fixed on the hurried writing.

      “Harriet, I’m not sure you should contact this man.” Amelia’s words were slow, careful. It was the first time Harriet had witnessed caution override her curiosity. It gave Harriet an unsettled feeling.

      A slam came from the front hall.

      The spell from the mysterious note was broken in an instant. They both swept themselves up, blinking the kitchen back into focus. Harriet could see lingering trepidation on Amelia’s face, and she wished for nothing more than to sit here with her for the rest of the night. Nevertheless, chairs were straightened, balls of wool were brushed onto the floor, and the tiny note was stuffed into Harriet’s pocket.

      Harriet gave Amelia one last look and then made her way out, expecting Christian to be as drunk as he had been over the past few evenings. Irritation clouded over the questions Mr. Davies’s note had left behind. But when she stepped into the front hall, he was staring, red-eyed and alert, directly at her.

      “You,” he said darkly.

      His hair was a mess, and his chest heaved up and down. Harriet stood by, warily keeping her distance, unsure what he was going to do.

      “I thought this would be easy,” he said to himself. He began to pace back and forth. “I thought they were all just superstitious.”

      He crossed into the parlor, muttering something unintelligible. Then he came back out again and pointed furiously at her.

      “You.” He shook his finger in her face. “You’re pulling me into madness too, aren’t you?”

      Harriet felt like she’d been slapped. He leaned in toward her, and she stumbled backward, winded, catching herself with the basement door handle. The rhythmic tick of the clock boomed in her ear while the door undulated and swayed beneath the light of the hall lantern. A pop from the parlor made Harriet gasp. It took her a moment to remember that she had lit the fire earlier, and she’d only heard a log settling.

      A memory landed on her then, like a raven perched on her shoulder, and she became swept up in it. Her father, standing where Christian stood now, his reddened eyes over his evening stubble giving him the look of a panicked animal. He’d accused Harriet of something similar, just before grabbing for her with hungry hands, ready to snatch her up and take her away.

      She took another involuntary step away from Christian, but he did not lunge at her. He only let out a mirthless laugh, like he couldn’t believe his bad luck. He stepped into the parlor, leaning a steadying hand against the back of a chair.

      Harriet was shaking. His outburst had thrown her, but she was compelled to seize this moment of defenselessness. He was weakened and seemed close to exposing some secret. She decided not to let herself get backed into a corner. At the risk of igniting his crazed behavior, she followed him in. “Why did you marry me?” she asked, rounding on him so she was close to the fire. The tension felt thicker in the close room.

      He only shook his head, and then shook it some more. He looked like he was trying with all his might to shake her free of him.

      “I don’t understand,” she said.

      She saw that he was panicking under the shiny anger at the surface. Something was starting to bend in him—something that hadn’t quite snapped yet.

      “It’s not like I thought,” he said. “This house. That garden. You.” He held her gaze. “Halloween. I swear I saw something move out there.”

      A slam came from the window then, shuddering the wall.

      Both Christian and Harriet turned toward the source of the sound. Another slam. A thick tendril of ivy writhed just outside, smacking its body against the glass where it was already cracked. The smack came again, and then again. Christian’s face was pale, catching the light of the fire. He stumbled back, then looked at Harriet before reaching for a log and bringing it over his head, poised to throw the wood at the window. Harriet held her breath as she prepared for the shatter of the glass, but he changed tack at the last moment and pitched the log into the fireplace with a roar of frustration. It cracked against the brick wall and landed with a thump on top of the others. The flames blazed at the new addition, and a spark leapt out at the back of Harriet’s dress.

      Outside, the smacking stopped, or at least, she thought it did—she couldn’t quite tell if the ivy retreated or if it was just drowned out by the din inside her head. Her dress was aflame suddenly, at the hem, and panic screamed within her.

      The flame grew hungrier with every second. Christian looked down at her for a moment without moving, the fire consuming Harriet’s dress reflected in his eyes.

      “Christian,” she said.

      He backed away slowly, terror draining the color from his face.

      “Help me, please.”

      Then, he picked up his hat, spun, and ran out the door, slamming it behind him.

      Harriet searched frantically around the room for a way to snuff out her burning dress. She batted at it, but it only grew in response. Amelia ran in, but Harriet barely noticed her. The wild flame gnawed at her leg now, the sensation blossoming into a white-hot burn. The fire began to devour her skirts and then her stockings, layer by layer until it started to gnaw painfully at the skin underneath. Harriet’s mind was ablaze with fear. The idea that she would never escape, that she had no control over this wild, destructive flame, spiraled her thoughts. She would die here, she would become ashes as this small closed-in room burned around her. Her breath was sucked out of her lungs involuntarily. Outside, she could see barbed brambles tumbling away, cascading wildly over the magenta Duchess of Sutherland roses, slicing through flower petals and tightening around green stems. It was as if the garden scrambled away in fear of the fire, rather than coming to her aid, and it was taking itself down in its own panic.

      Within moments—though Harriet could not truly be sure how long, the pain was so intense—she was on the floor. Her legs were soaked from knee to toes, and she breathed through gritted teeth.

      Amelia stood above her with a dripping pot. “Oh my god, oh my god,” she muttered.

      Harriet’s breaths were short and high in her chest. She reached out to touch her burned leg. The wound seared under her touch, and she cried out in pain.

      “Are you hurt?”

      Harriet bit her finger to distract from the throbbing in her leg.

      Amelia knelt, reached out a hand.

      “Go away,” Harriet snapped.

      Amelia peeled Harriet’s dress away from the tender red skin, not listening.

      “I said go away.” Harriet’s words were a growl now, and she gave Amelia a shove. The girl rocked backward, falling on the floor, staring at Harriet. A few moments passed during which they locked eyes. Harriet wished she hadn’t pushed her. She wanted to say something, but she couldn’t see straight. The burn seared.

      “I’m just trying to help.”

      Pain shot like lightning up Harriet’s leg. “Get out!” she shrieked in a voice so loud it made her hoarse. Finally, Amelia obeyed, scrambling up and slamming the kitchen door behind her.

      The fierceness of Harriet’s words shocked even her, and she pushed down the thought that her outburst was not unlike her father’s had been. But the pain was so acute, and the way Amelia wanted to help her, to pity her—the way she creased her eyebrows together in that condescending way—Harriet could not stand to look at her for one more minute.

      She sunk deeper into the floor, soaked to the bone, a hole through every layer of clothing, and though Harriet regretted her outburst immediately, her leg burned furiously, and she struggled to regulate her breaths. She half stood to get another look outside, and noticed that the blackberry brambles had retreated, leaving shreds of leaves and petals in their wake. A few rose stems leaned unnaturally over, the moss churned up underneath.

      Soon, she could hear pots banging around in the kitchen, and Harriet felt a bitter, confused guilt as she limped upstairs alone.

    
  
    
      
        Chapter Seventeen

      
      It was early afternoon.

      Harriet’s leg was swollen, though the cool, damp air helped ease her searing pain. In the end the burn had been the size of a fist, raw flesh exposed, and it had taken her a quarter of an hour to dress it, since it was difficult to get a good look at on her own.

      Outside now, with her leg propped up on one of the white iron chairs, she tore open an old issue of The Gardener’s Chronicle but did not see the words. Christian had stayed out all night, which she’d noticed in the morning with a sigh of relief. Less pleasant was that Amelia had avoided her all day. When Harriet had entered the drawing room in the morning, trying not to limp too obviously, she saw only the hem of Amelia’s dress swishing out through the other door.

      She could not bear to be pitied, but she could also feel her resolve crumbling. She shouldn’t have pushed Amelia, but what could she do now but apologize? Guilt nagged at her, and she tried to ignore it. Instead, she unfolded the tiny note from Davies that she’d kept in her pocket and flattened it against the page, wishing she wasn’t too proud to ask Amelia her theory about who this man could be.

      A knock from the front of the house gave Harriet pause. She did not want any visitors in her garden, not today, she decided, and so she hobbled over to see who was there.

      Standing on the front step, speaking to Amelia at the door, was Anna. Harriet’s heart swelled. She’d hardly seen Anna since her wedding, and that was months ago.

      “Anna?” she said, and her friend spun around.

      “Ah, and there she is now,” Amelia said with bite.

      “Yes, here you are,” chirped Anna. So, she was still happy to see Harriet, even if she hadn’t received an invitation or call these past months. Relief and happiness flooded through Harriet, which she gladly allowed to override her feelings of guilt. They met halfway up the front steps and embraced while Amelia disappeared inside.

      “Come in,” Harriet said, looking behind her as she did. She knew she should not let Anna stay for long—she was not sure if Christian would be pleased to see her here, if he ever decided to come back—and yet, she wanted to visit with her properly.

      They sat down with tea in the parlor. Amelia disappeared again after fulfilling her duties, not sparing her a glance, and Harriet was reminded that they were not friends but employee and employer. It stung to think that way.

      “How have you been? Are you well?” Anna asked.

      Harriet was not quite sure what to say. She deflected, not wanting to explain how she’d caught fire last night. “I’m fine, fine,” she said. “What about you? And your brother?” Harriet heard herself sneak in the small mention of Greenwood, not pausing to think how it might sound. But Anna simply smiled and told her everything was wonderful.

      She was illuminated, Harriet noticed now, and bursting to tell her something.

      “You are looking at the Shrew,” Anna spouted, unable to contain herself. “As in, the star of the newest production of The Taming of the Shrew.” Anna’s face glowed with unfettered delight, her teacup poised in her lap.

      “Oh, that’s wonderful,” said Harriet.

      “I can’t believe it myself. I went and auditioned a few months ago, on a whim, and encouragement from my dear brother, of course, and I was short-listed. The lead has fallen ill with scarlet fever—poor thing—but it is good news for me. I am performing next week.”

      Harriet ignored her tea. “How extraordinary.”

      “Oh, thank you so much for saying so. I must say that I do agree. It is going to be extraordinary. Me, onstage.” She smiled wistfully. “Anyway, I’ve already gotten you and Comstock tickets for the premier Saturday next, and you must come. I would love to have you there.”

      Anna didn’t bother to feign humility as so many other women might. She was downright alight with glee. Harriet was swept up in the joy of her friend’s news, the pain in her leg becoming dimmer. For a moment, Harriet allowed herself to imagine what it would be like to attend the theater with Christian, if he would even want to go. She wondered if she could sit through an entire play without becoming too anxious, but she knew Christian would cloak her in his respectability. This was the kind of thing husbands and wives did together, wasn’t it? Besides, a morsel of an idea was starting to form in her mind. Perhaps she could use this outing to her advantage.

      “Thank you. We would love to attend,” she said.

      Anna laughed heartily. “That’s excellent. I think you will love the theater, Harriet. I tell you, acting is unlike anything you’ve ever done. The position of the stage versus the spectators, the volume of my voice—I can shout if I want to, and I do. If I be waspish, best beware my sting!” She laughed again. “When I walk from one end of the stage to the other, their eyes follow. It’s—oh, what’s the right word? It’s…freedom.”

      Freedom.

      Harriet imagined herself up on a stage, performing in front of people. She imagined that freedom pouring over her, imagined her feet light, saying this or that, letting herself be seen. It sounded terrifying. A stage was such an exposed place. And it was not exactly hospitable to a woman. What if the crowd jeered or she read one of her lines wrong? She would feel such humiliation. But as she pictured confident, bold Anna up on that stage, she knew her friend would see the whole thing differently, and for a moment, Harriet let herself see it that way too. She let that sense of freedom infuse her imagination.

      “I’m green with envy,” she admitted to Anna when their tea had gone cold and she’d listened to her friend go on about her costumes and makeup and the director and her stage partner, who was quite handsome but truly a handful. “I could never do such a thing, be so brave as to act,” Harriet said.

      Anna placed a hand on her knee. “You are brave, you know. You just need practice. Come next Saturday and practice being brave. Maybe I can even send you home with the same love for the theater that has enraptured me.”

      Though Anna smiled, a tightness closed around Harriet’s heart. Anna kept getting freer and freer while Harriet’s choices had done nothing but shackle her.

      Harriet squeezed her fist instinctively, and she realized then that she still held tightly to the tiny note from Mr. Davies. It scratched at her palm. Perhaps she could be a little brave, and there could be a way to exercise some freedom after all.

      “We will be there,” she said.

      

      ***

      That evening, Christian sat across from Harriet for a cold meal. He did not look at her, but he no longer wore the frantic look that he had the night before. This oscillation between fury and control had Harriet on edge. She hadn’t mentioned her burn to him, but she sensed he knew. How could he not? He had seen the char mark on the wood when he’d stood in the parlor closing the curtains. He’d seen her limping into the room—even though she’d tried to hide it as much as possible. She didn’t want to let him see her suffering on his account.

      Now, Harriet watched him closely, assessing whether he would tolerate her suggestion. He did not bother to keep the bottle of whiskey on the side table, she noticed, but had it right next to him so he could fill up at regular intervals.

      Harriet watched him chew and then wash down his bite with a full swig before she steeled herself to speak. She was lightheaded as she forced the words out of her. “Anna is acting in a play at the Pine Theater next Saturday. She has secured tickets for us, and I would like to attend.”

      She exhaled and hid her face in her glass of wine, keeping her eyes trained on the hand that held his drink. She did not think it wise to look him directly in the eye.

      Christian wiped his mouth. Then he went on eating as if he hadn’t heard her. But she’d spoken loudly, partly intentionally and partly due to nerves. She gripped the tablecloth, readying herself for an emotional outburst, or at least a dismissal of her idea. He chewed and sipped and swallowed. She could hear every bit of food journey from his plate to his stomach, and she suddenly felt sick.

      Finally, he put down his fork. His eyes found hers, and though they were slightly unfocused, they were ice-cold. Harriet felt all the blood rushing from her hands and glanced down to see that they were growing pale. She grasped the tablecloth too tightly.

      And then he spoke. “I assume you are asking me for my permission.”

      It wasn’t exactly true, but Harriet didn’t think it prudent to disagree.

      His stare grew more intense. Harriet did not look up. She couldn’t. She would take whatever came her way, but she had to win this. There was too much at stake.

      “I don’t see why not.”

      Harriet froze for a moment, unsure of what he had just said. Had he agreed to go or was this some kind of trap? She dared not speak. But if she thought her silence would encourage further explanation, she was mistaken. He simply filled his glass to the brim, took a hearty sip, and threw his napkin down on the table. Then, he turned and walked out of the room. Harriet remained still. She could hear the creak of the staircase beneath his unsteady weight, and it was the oddest sound. Surely, she had not misheard. A flicker of hope grew into a flame inside her chest. She would arrange to meet Mr. Davies at the theater, make some excuse to Christian—a visit to the water closet just as the show was beginning, perhaps. She could wear her blue dress. So much exhilaration and nerves roiled within her that she barely noticed Christian’s clammy body next to hers as she crawled in beside him that night and slept.

      

      ***

      Saturday took forever to arrive, as important things were wont to do. She had chased down the postman the next day and delivered her message to Mr. Davies. Her head had been light with anxiety as she parted with the note, her first real correspondence with the man. She thought the idea was a clever one. It would be a public place, so if he meant her harm, he wouldn’t be able to act on it there. And yet it was within the confines of Christian’s permission, which meant she only had to worry about sneaking around him for a few minutes, and even then, Mr. Davies could easily become an usher if Christian grew suspicious and came out to look for her.

      She felt a pinch of guilt for using Anna’s debut as an excuse to meet Mr. Davies, but she couldn’t worry about that right now. She had to focus on staying calm.

      When Saturday came, Harriet had everything ready. Her dress was laid out on the bed. Amelia was clearly looking forward to the evening off. She’d made plans already, the details of which she didn’t share with Harriet. Harriet’s heart sank as she watched the front door close behind her. They were acting like strangers under the same roof, and it was Harriet’s doing. If everything went well tonight, she resolved to tell Amelia everything. She knew her friend couldn’t resist a bit of intrigue.

      Harriet had occupied herself around the house with chores throughout the morning. She found a few minutes to bring tea out into the front garden and wrap herself in her coat beneath the bare hawthorn, admiring the newly budding white snowdrops and listening to conversations of passersby. Harriet had never been interested much in the people who walked by her house, but she realized, now, that if she listened closely, everyone had their oddities. One woman complained about a child’s fever, another spoke of his Christmas plans to a man who was obviously hard of hearing, and another seemed to be talking only to a cat, for Harriet could hear the cat’s persistent mews clearly from behind the hedge.

      When midafternoon came, she rushed up to bathe and put on her blue dress. Christian had several new dresses made for her just after their wedding, and though it was not her favorite item of clothing—she didn’t care much for fashion—she knew it would cheer Christian to see her in it. Keeping him happy tonight was of utmost importance. As she knotted back her hair, she let a few loose strands fall over her shoulders, and she wondered what Anna was doing now to prepare for her big show. She imagined her full of confidence, closing and locking her nerves behind a solid door.

      Harriet inspected herself in the mirror and thought she looked the part well enough. Yet, there was something about her reflection that made her pause. Maybe it was just that she hadn’t seen herself in the mirror for some time, but she looked as if she had aged ten years in a few short months. Hollowness pulled at her eyes, and the corners of her mouth sagged, tugged up only by the pink thread of her scar. Shadows hid beneath her lower lashes and next to her nose and below her cheekbones—not so horrifying that Harriet regretted not having any makeup, but enough that she looked harried. The ensemble needed something, she thought. It needed one more touch that would bring some of Harriet back to herself.

      Downstairs and outside she went, shears in hand. This was nothing like what she had done before her wedding. She carried with her a tender caress for the stems and petals she meant to harvest, thanking them for their beauty and letting them give themselves over to her rather than taking them en masse with reckless haste. She knelt beside the patch of Christmas roses that grew beneath the parlor window. Harriet wondered, as she had a thousand times, how this flower could withstand the colder months with petals so delicate. Small white faces with pale yellow middles turned to look up at Harriet, almost adoringly, and she let their gaze infuse her with warmth. This is how they do it, she thought. They are filled with the magic of love. It was impossible for her to be out in her garden and not feel the love all around, almost consuming her, even on this cold, dreary day.

      She reached out a hand and touched a single petal. It leaned against her, softly, in a tender embrace, and she thanked it. The flower itself bent its head, almost sacrificially, and Harriet ran her finger down the stem and made a swift, silent snip. She placed her hand onto the earth just next to the plant, feeling suddenly grateful for her life. She’d become so used to thinking of her plight as one of suffering, but how could she think that now? She had a loving, tender garden, and she was about to watch a friend star in a play. She would wear a dress that would likely showcase the few qualities of beauty she knew she possessed, and—at last—she was going to put a stop to her fears about Stokes. A loud exhale escaped from her then. She wanted to shout out loud what today meant. She would find out about her father and be free of the inspector. She would not have to worry about his threats. Perhaps even Christian’s suspicions would abate, and she would be uninhibited and could live her life. Finally. Today, she was a woman taking back control of her own destiny. She could almost feel it.

      A stirring started just beneath her fingertips. The cut stem turned brown and began to shrivel. In its place grew a new, sturdy stem, and within moments, Harriet watched a delicate new Christmas rose unfold before her.

      She knew she could spend hours in this garden, watching it change and grow at her touch, with her emotions, but today was not going to be one of those days. She was going to get answers. She lifted herself off the ground and ran upstairs where she could get a close look at her hair. She found the exact right place to pin the flower and turned her head until she could see it at almost every angle. It wasn’t that her countenance changed—she still held onto some shadows—but something felt lighter within her, and she supposed that was enough.

      The show would begin at seven o’clock, and Harriet sat in the parlor in her coat and hat, right up at the edge of her chair before the sun had even set. Harriet wondered if Davies would recognize her or if she would have to go searching for him. She ran through the plan in her head one last time. Once the lights dimmed, she would excuse herself, feigning embarrassment so Christian wouldn’t ask too many questions. Then, she would make her way toward the water closet, outside of which she hoped Davies would be waiting for her. She could hardly keep herself in her seat, she was so nervous, and indeed kept popping up to look out the window at every passing sound.

      It seemed like an eternity by the time the Dutch clock chimed again. And she sat some more, watching the evening darkness creep into the parlor. Harriet positioned herself so she would see the door as soon as it opened. There was still time to reach the theater if Christian arrived now—if they could wave down a hansom cab. But more time ticked by, and the front door remained firmly shut. She refused to light a lantern, certain that he would be home soon.

      And then, the clock chimed a third time, and heat sprung to her eyes.

      She imagined Davies glancing up and down the halls outside the theater, searching for her. She was sure the show would begin any minute if it hadn’t already. She imagined Anna stepping onto the stage, showered in applause and raptured gazes, glancing at the seats she reserved for Harriet and Christian, flinching or perhaps not—sadly—because she wouldn’t be surprised by their absence. Harriet wondered what it would feel like to be someone else, for just a moment—someone brave, someone who threw caution to the wind and caught a hansom on her own, who made her way to the theater, met the stranger as she intended, and then, with the answers she needed in hand, stayed out late to drink champagne with her friends. She thought for a moment that she should simply go on her own. Why not? But she knew she would not. She knew that, despite his secrets and erratic behavior, Christian by her side meant she could be confident. Without him, she was still just Harriet Hunt, the strange daughter of Clement Hunt, a man who hadn’t been seen in months.

      It was completely dark in the parlor, and freezing, before she finally stood. Her leg throbbed and she was tired. She did not light a fire. She did not eat anything, though her stomach protested. She simply walked upstairs, shed her dress, and left it in a puddle on the floor. Avoiding the mirror, Harriet reached up and ripped the flower from her hair with such force that she pulled out several strands with it. The pain of it tore through her, and yet there was something satisfying about the way it felt—something reminding her, at least, that she did indeed exist.

      

      ***

      Her husband came up many hours later, waking her with a cold, sweaty embrace.

      She turned away, hoping her frosty attitude would induce some explanation from him. Instead, he said nothing, and put his hands on her body. They slid around her waist, creeping up her back, onto her neck, and tugging at her hair. She lay completely still, breathing into her pillow, fists bunched around the sheets.

      “We missed the theater, Christian.” She spoke the words away from him but kept her voice pointed.

      His hands didn’t stop their roaming. “Oh, was that tonight?”

      Harriet tensed even more. He knew it was tonight. What other night would it be? It was not as if they’d had weeks to prepare. It was only days ago that he had agreed to go. She wanted to tell him what he’d cost her. She’d missed her chance to find Mr. Davies and, most likely, her father. She couldn’t see Christian, but she could hear his taunting silence as his hands slithered along her hip. She longed to ask him again what this was all for—why he’d wanted so badly to be her husband if he only intended to be cruel.

      His lips were rough on her shoulder now. They were greedy, taking what she didn’t want to give. She resisted the instinct to shudder.

      Without warning, a breeze shook the window then.

      Suddenly, he pushed off her, jumping to his feet. He stood over the bed, panting. Harriet glanced at the window. The curtains were closed, of course, and beyond them, through a small part in the fabric, there was only blackness.

      “I’m sleeping in the other room.” His voice trilled.

      Harriet felt resentment doubling inside her, and she stifled a laugh. “What are you afraid of?” Her comment was unmeditated, but once she said it, she knew she had intended to land a blow, to frighten him perhaps, to push him to feel out of control.

      Harriet remained tense as she waited for his reply, wondering what he would say in response. Just when she thought he was about to retreat, he leaned down over her.

      Then, his hand was on her face, pressing down hard over her nose and mouth.

      She tried to gasp for air, slapped at him, kicked free of the blanket.

      He was on top of her, pressing into her.

      The world began to fade at the edges. Harriet’s eyes bulged. Christian’s face above her was clenched with rage.

      And then, just as suddenly, he released her, still breathing heavily. Only now, Harriet’s panting outpaced his. She lay petrified on the bed, her pulse rushing blood back to her face, air filling her lungs. What just happened?

      Without another word, he burst from the room, consumed by the treacly darkness of the hall beyond, the floor creaking with the strain of his departure.

    
  
    
      
        Chapter Eighteen

      
      Harriet found Amelia in the scullery, her arms deep in a bucket of laundry. The room was dim, lit only by a small window and the rectangle around the unsealed door to the back garden. A splash covered the sound of Harriet stepping into the cramped space.

      “Amelia.”

      The girl yelped, throwing her arms and suds into the air. She spun.

      “Bleedin’ hell, Harriet.”

      Harriet grimaced. It was not how she had wanted to approach the conversation, and she hoped she could recover. “I’m sorry.” A pause. “About yelling at you. I know you were only trying to help.”

      “You want to discuss this now, then?” Amelia’s tone was curt, but she turned and wiped her hands on her apron and nodded toward the kitchen.

      Harriet placed the kettle to boil while Amelia sat, waiting.

      “I don’t know what to do.” They sat across from each other. Harriet’s leg stung as she adjusted in her chair. The floor was cold beneath her.

      “I thought this was going to be an apology for you yelling at me.” Amelia crossed her arms over her chest and leaned back.

      “Yes, I’m sorry. Of course, I’m sorry. I was not myself.”

      Amelia leaned forward, her eyes flitting around Harriet’s face. Then she inhaled sharply. “I suppose you were on fire. Apology accepted.”

      Harriet suppressed a smile.

      “Now tell me what it is you don’t know.”

      Harriet explained about the invitation to Anna’s play and her thwarted meeting with Davies. Outside the window, a two-day-old rain cloud sagged low. Fat rain began to fall on the roof, echoing through the house.

      “What happened when he came home?” Amelia’s question was marked with an expectant pause, and Harriet knew she was waiting to hear whether he struck her or not.

      Harriet hung her head.

      “You could just leave,” Amelia said, her expression tight.

      Harriet laughed then, but it had no feeling behind it. “How?”

      “You just do it. You pack a case, and you leave.”

      “I couldn’t.”

      “Why not?” Amelia was glaring at her, and Harriet had to look away. Pots hung from a rack along the wall, jostling about as the train steamrolled by.

      “I’m not like you…free to do what I want.”

      At this, Amelia let out a scoff.

      “You think I’m free, do you? Who pays my wages? And how much do you pay? And how am I to eat if I don’t work for your pennies?” Her voice had risen until it filled the room, bouncing off the copper and porcelain.

      “I’m sorry, I—”

      “You may be sorry about something, but you’re not sorry about that.”

      Heat rose in Harriet’s throat. She ground her teeth together, trying to suppress whatever was starting to bubble up inside her. The rain pelted the house now, her thoughts drowning amid the racket. Water soaked the windowsill and cascaded over the edge. She ran over and immediately a vine encircled her wrist. Outside, she saw a thicket of vines twisting, moving closer.

      She yanked the curtains closed before twirling around. “I can’t leave. I want to. You don’t think I want to? This house feels like a coffin to me. But if you knew what happened. If you knew what I did here…” She stopped to catch her breath.

      Amelia was sitting very still.

      “It was my fault,” Harriet said. She thought of her mother’s face, the shock she had worn when she realized what was happening. The way Harriet’s heart had leapt down after her, wanting to save her but unable to. “I killed her.”

      Amelia hadn’t lost her incredulity, but curiosity got the better of her. She leaned in. “Are you saying you won’t leave because of guilt?”

      “I’m saying I won’t leave because I don’t deserve to.”

      There was a tickle at the back of Harriet’s neck and knew it was her garden offering her comfort, protection. But she did not want comfort. She didn’t need protection.

      “Harriet.”

      Harriet didn’t wait to hear what Amelia was going to say next. She hurried out of the kitchen and swung open the front door. She didn’t stop until she stood before the gate, rain pouring over her. The climbing Ayrshires made a final attempt at consoling her by nestling up close, but she shook them off and wandered into the road.

      

      ***

      She walked for hours, until her feet were sodden inside her boots and her hair matted to her face. She knew she looked like a drowned rat, but for once she couldn’t bring herself to care. She was disconnected with herself. Had her heart hardened? Harriet had spilled the truth all over the kitchen, and she needed time to be alone with that. There was a hole—no, a sprawling canyon—inside her where her mother used to be. It was deep and empty, ripe for loneliness to grow. And now, on top of the heap of guilt she carried from the night that had changed everything, the night that had taken her mother from her, a taut thread of something else pulled at her. Christian. He’d claimed her, sunk his vampiric fangs into her neck, used her, but for what purpose, she still didn’t know. She only knew that it was like darkness closing in. As she passed by all the shut-up shops on the empty street, she looked down side roads, at the rows of terraced houses. Who was inside all these homes? Were they happy or were they looking out the window dreaming about a life they could have had, wondering if they could have been someone else?

      Being alone was something Harriet was used to. She’d spent most of her time alone in the years following her mother’s death. Mrs. Botham had mostly ignored her when she was a child. There were years when Eunice was away at school and Harriet had no one. She remembered how much she’d longed for her friend, how they toppled over one another with joy when Eunice finally came home. Then Harriet had grown used to solitude even more after her father’s disappearance. She had become comfortable in it, she realized now as she navigated the uneven cobblestones. It was always a pleasure, of course, when she’d received a visit from Eunice, but her cousin had not come every day. Harriet was, at the level of her soul, completely alone.

      She estimated that Christian would not be out for long, having gone to church and then probably dinner at his parents’ house, likely making some socially acceptable excuse to explain her absence. It was best for everyone if she made her way back home soon, before he saw that she wasn’t there.

      Amelia was wrong, of course. Harriet could not just leave. She was chained to Sunnyside because of what she’d done; she was haunted by her past. And because if she left, her garden would turn wild and unbridled the way she knew it could—or someone might destroy it altogether. Besides, she would have no money, no connections, an inspector after her, and now she’d have a husband looking for her—a man that seemed to fear and despise her equally. Leaving was not as simple as Amelia imagined.

      Behind her, a horse and carriage clopped by. A splash of street water stained the hem of her coat, and yet Harriet plodded on. The cold was beginning to numb her shoulders, her hands, her feet. She couldn’t feel her nose.

      As she turned onto the street next to her own, she heard a man call out. Her heart tightened at the sound, and she realized she would be fine to never hear the low tones of a man ever again. But when he spoke again, she recognized his voice.

      “Harriet?”

      She looked up, the rain blurring her vision instantly, and she caught sight of a tall dry man clutching an umbrella. The concern he wore on his face was obvious, but it was the tender way his eyes met hers that caused her to swallow back unexpected tears.

      “Greenwood.” It was all she could manage to say. Between the garbling rain and the lump that had formed in her throat, no other words came.

      “I—” He looked as if he wasn’t sure quite what to do with her. “Here.” He hurried over and shielded her with his umbrella. She was soaked through completely. The umbrella allowed her to look up at him with clear eyes.

      “You look absolutely freezing,” he said.

      Harriet hadn’t felt cold until that moment, but now that the words were out there, she began to feel it deeply. An intense shiver took her over. Greenwood’s eyes went wide with concern, and he wrapped an arm around her. He was so warm, but it only made the rest of her—everything else that was exposed—feel much colder.

      When he addressed her again, she could hardly hear him above the chatter of her teeth. “Please. Can I convince you to come in, just for a few minutes, to thaw by the fire?”

      Harriet said nothing, but her body took over, nodding her head reluctantly. Her legs felt suddenly weak, and she leaned on him. He held her with easy strength and guided her to his front door.

      Inside, the rush of heat overwhelmed her, and a new surge of uncontrolled shivers seized her. Her coat and dress clung to her, and her boots squelched beneath her raw feet. Greenwood’s home glowed with a soft golden hue, a welcome contrast to the gloom outside the windows.

      He seated her on a chair near the fireplace, which whistled and hummed at her feet, while he scrambled around somewhere else in the house. She thought she heard him mumbling to himself, saying something about a blanket, something about tea, hot water. The chill was lodged deep in Harriet’s bones, and she hardly had the strength to listen, let alone to offer to help.

      Greenwood came in then, covering her and handing her a steaming cup before settling into a chair next to her.

      Silently, they watched the fire together for what seemed like an age. Soon, Harriet’s shaking subsided.

      She turned to him. “Why did he marry me?”

      He examined her face, and she examined his in return, until he tore his eyes away. “I don’t know.”

      Their silence resumed, and she leaned back against the chair, letting her eyelids droop. The fire flickered before her, and she thought she might finally begin to feel a tingling in her toes.

      When she opened her eyes again, she was covered in a thick blanket, and her feet were dry. She wore a pair of woolen socks tucked up in men’s slippers. She could feel the damp of her dress beneath the blanket, but it was insulating, and the chill from before was completely gone. She sank deeper into her chair, comfortable.

      Greenwood’s feet were outstretched on an ottoman they shared, his toes almost touching hers. He did not sit directly in front of the fire but next to it, as if to ensure all the heat was reserved for Harriet alone. His eyes were closed and his arms crossed loosely underneath a tucked chin. He wore no hat, and hair hung loosely down over his eyes. His mouth was set tight. He looked like he’d fallen asleep with something troubling him.

      It seemed they were alone in the house, for she could hear no one else. As she began to awaken fully, she became aware of the ticking clock on the mantel. The steady beat of it grew louder in her ears, and she raised her head to see the time. Three o’clock. She’d left hours ago.

      A sick feeling rose like a tidal wave inside her, and she shot to her feet, the comforting blanket becoming a discarded pile.

      Greenwood shifted but remained asleep. She couldn’t stay here any longer. Christian would be furious when she arrived home. As she fumbled with her damp shoes, she heard Greenwood stirring. Don’t wake up. Please, don’t wake up. She didn’t want to be ungrateful. She appreciated every ounce of his kindness, and she knew he had, in some way, saved her. And this home, this bright home, was so comforting. But right now, she needed to get her coat on and slip out that door as if she’d never been here at all.

      “Harriet.” He said it sleepily, trying to piece together the scene in front of him, and she melted at her name on his lips. She pulled one sleeve on and then the other. His back straightened out of the corner of her eye.

      “You’re not leaving?” he said.

      “I must go,” she said, trying her best to avoid his eyes.

      “Are you well enough?”

      She nodded.

      A few moments passed as she fumbled with her buttons. She could so easily imagine sitting here for the rest of the afternoon, sipping tea. They could spend the evening over a game of cards or easy conversation. But she couldn’t imagine such things for long or she might go mad. Instead, she reached for the door. Her intention was not to be callous, but nerves had begun to take over. A longing from deep within begged her to undo her coat, to unlace her boots, to wrap herself in his blanket and sit by his fire as the afternoon slipped into night. Though the yearning was strong, knowing what would await her at home was stronger. She was not free to stay here. She was not free to choose what she wanted.

      She chanced a last look at him, as he stood, hands solemnly clasped. A needle pricked at her heart, but she turned and walked out anyway.

      

      ***

      Harriet slid inside, as silently as she could, through the side door.

      Amelia ran over on her toes. “I said you were resting,” she said in a whisper. She made a face and gestured toward the parlor. Men’s voices wafted out, and Harriet went rigid.

      Amelia tiptoed toward the hall and stood in the shadow of the towering clock, which ticked solemnly above her. She waved to Harriet then, motioning for her to hurry, and then ushered her up the stairs. Harriet risked a glance as she crept upward. Christian and another man stood with their hands clasped behind their backs, facing the fireplace.

      “I will make sure of it,” Christian said.

      She couldn’t see their faces, but she saw the tip of a curled mustache just before creaking up and out of sight.

      Harriet’s mind whirred to life as she began to shed her wet clothes and Amelia finally came in. “They didn’t see you,” Amelia said, helping Harriet with her crinolette.

      “I have to go down there.”

      “Harriet, no.”

      “I have to know what he wants.” She knew that if she did not face Stokes now, she would be letting him draw his own conclusions about her. If he meant to arrest her, he should do it here, now. She would not be dragged from the house in her underthings. She would walk out with him with her chin up. She pulled on another frock and pinned up her hair. But one step on the staircase showed her that her efforts were unnecessary. Christian stood below her in the open doorway.

      “Thank you, inspector.” He gave a perfunctory wave and then shut the door. He turned, catching Harriet coming down the stairs. She willed herself to keep calm. She steadied her hands on the banister. Her feet didn’t want to continue down, she could sense their reluctance, but Harriet forced herself on anyway.

      Her husband’s face changed when his eyes met hers. What had been a look of concern—Harriet had seen the deep indent between his brows from here—transformed slowly, confusingly into a small grin. It was villainous, that grin. Harriet could have thought it almost comical—almost—if she were not using everything she had to still her shivering.

      “Your father didn’t run away, Harriet,” Christian said. “I think we both know that.” He remained standing by the front door. The smile hardened on his face, and Harriet, for the first time, realized how ugly he was. Boyish features that once looked endearing were grotesque in the shadows of the front hall. He rocked back and forth on his heels. “I told him you couldn’t possibly have done what he thinks you’ve done. My wife would never. But then he told me what happened to your mother, and I suppose…” He paused, rubbed at his chin. “He makes a compelling case.”

      Her grip on the banister was like glue, and her feet were locked on the middle step. She remained halfway between upstairs and down now, suspended above Christian, who might as well be a child on Christmas morning. He openly basked in her anxiety, and in being the cause of it. He appeared to be pleased with her inability to speak.

      “I sent the inspector away, for now. He doesn’t have enough evidence yet, it seems.” Christian made a show of looking crestfallen and sighed as he pushed hands into his pockets. “I’m not sure I’ll be able to hold him off next time.”

      He stared at her with a piercing gaze, daring her to speak. When she still did not, he sauntered into the parlor and sat with his back to her.

      A sensation simmered inside her then. She imagined thorns snaking over the armrests of his chair, sliding underneath and around the legs of it, clinging to the thing in a vise grip, ensnaring him in its thorny grasp—she could almost feel the vines pulsing with the same heat that churned inside her.

      She blinked away the image. Harriet would not be a trapped animal. She would be free.

    
  
    
      
        Chapter Nineteen

      
      Harriet stood from where she’d been kneeling, shaking ash from her brush into the pail by the fireplace. She and Amelia had spent the morning cleaning and discussing Stokes, trying to work out how Harriet could evade him. They had come up with nothing.

      “I need to uncover what Christian’s not telling me,” Harriet said, working up the courage to bring up the thought that had been itching at her all night.

      Amelia turned to look at her, fire poker in hand. “Go on,” she said.

      Harriet chewed on the idea. “He said something last night that I can’t stop thinking about. He said he knows my father didn’t run away. But how? How does he know that?”

      Amelia ran a duster over the mantel. “Could be trying to catch you out.”

      “Perhaps. But—oh, god.” Harriet paused, brought her hand to her mouth, finally seeing pieces of the puzzle coming together before her. “What if he knows my father didn’t run away because he knows what happened to him? What if Christian did something—”

      The jangle of the front doorbell made her lurch, almost dropping her ashen brush on the rug.

      She set her thought aside and moved to the front hall warily. When she opened the door, a man she didn’t recognize handed her something. “International post, ma’am,” he said. “Paid by the sender.” She took it and closed the door behind him, returning to the parlor in a daze.

      “It’s from Copenhagen,” she said, staring blankly at Amelia, who stopped scrubbing the fireplace grate long enough to look up at her.

      “Open it.”

      Harriet did as she was told, a shaking finger prying at the corner, the envelope giving way with a resistant tear as she ran her finger down the side.

      “Dear Harriet,” she read aloud. “It makes me both elated and sad to know that I have had a niece all this time and didn’t know it. Your father always was secretive…” She gasped, brought a hand to her mouth.

      “Keep reading,” urged Amelia.

      Harriet skimmed, mumbling words here and there. “Here,” she said at last, her eyes catching on what she wanted to know. “I am afraid I cannot help you, however. I heard from Clement last year, and he said he intended to come here to stay, but he never did. I have not heard from him since.”

      Her hand dropped to her side. Fresh confusion blossomed. She’d thought, even as they had journeyed home from the docks, that there was still a small chance her father had eluded them all, traveled discreetly, and ended up in Copenhagen anyway. There had been moments, too, when she’d thought perhaps there was no cousin in Denmark at all, that her father had simply invented him. She’d been through all the possibilities. Or she thought she had. But this possibility hadn’t occurred to her—that he would have planned to go to Denmark but not followed through.

      “Could this be it?” she asked. “My father intended to flee the country, but he was stopped by…someone?”

      “Greenwood did say Christian had a plan,” said Amelia, waving the duster around with excitement. She continued to dust the furniture and window frames distractedly.

      Harriet spied buds of Christmas roses nestled among ample green foliage just beyond her, and her eyes grew wide. The flowers were not quite in full bloom yet, but they were all turned in one direction, watchful of something, and her heartbeat increased to a quick flicker.

      There was something out there. Something that shouldn’t be. Suddenly, the clock began to clang. It was so loud, so obtrusive that fear coursed rhythmically through her. Her stomach listed.

      Amelia raised her voice over the chimes. “He knew your father. He said as much. What if his plan began before you even met him?”

      The last chime rang out, echoing in Harriet’s head. She stood completely still, staring without seeing, her ears straining. That’s when she heard it. A small, almost unnoticeable creak behind her.

      And then, just when Harriet’s heart lodged itself in her throat, came a voice. Husky, familiar. “Scheming, are we?”

      Harriet and Amelia turned at the same time to see Mrs. Botham standing there, glowering. A hand rested impatiently on her hip.

      “Mrs. Comstock, may I speak with you outside?” She was glaring at Harriet with such venom that Harriet nearly stumbled back. Harriet wasn’t sure when the last time was that she had seen the whites of Mrs. Botham’s eyes so clearly—or been referred to as Mrs. Comstock.

      “Mother.” Amelia took a step in her direction, but Mrs. Botham held up a commanding hand.

      “Just Harriet.”

      Amelia’s eyes flicked to Harriet, questioning.

      “I brought this for you. Bring it up to your room.” Mrs. Botham held out a coat. The three women stood locked in place for a moment until Harriet finally nodded at Amelia. She reluctantly made her way toward the stairs as Harriet followed the stormy woman outside through the side door alone.

      “An inspector came to see me.” Mrs. Botham didn’t wait until Harriet had stepped onto the stone path before she spoke. All around them, roses were watching. “He came where I worked. D’you know how that looked?”

      “Mrs. Botham, I—”

      She shook her head vigorously. “I don’t want to hear your excuses. It’s time you took responsibility for your actions. He asked me about you, and I told him. I told him about that day. About what you did to your mother.”

      Harriet was taken aback. She thought for a moment, not knowing how to counter. “I was a child,” she said, but she knew there wasn’t enough power behind her words. She didn’t believe them herself. She should have stayed in control. Everything would have been different if she’d stayed in control.

      Mrs. Botham narrowed her eyes. Hate radiated from this woman. Harriet had always felt it in every rough tug on her arm, every avoided gaze, every plate cleared before she’d finished. Her childhood memories were blurred and unsteady, and she had previously thought it was just callousness or even just Mrs. Botham’s natural indifference. But now she remembered the hesitancy she felt whenever Mrs. Botham was in the house alone with her. In some ways, it was worse than the fear of her father, because at least Harriet had not spent as much time around him. Mrs. Botham, on the other hand, was there every day, neglecting Harriet at every turn, making her life a little bit worse, forcing her deeper into solitude.

      “You are just like her.” Mrs. Botham spat the words.

      A bubbling inside Harriet spread to her arms and legs. She didn’t know exactly where it came from, but a current moved within her, a simmer intensifying into a boil. The plants around her buzzed to attention, and Harriet suddenly remembered where they were. Thorned brambles lifted off the wall. The Christmas roses, now as open as if they’d bloomed months ago, stretched their little white heads around the house. She thought she could even feel the plum tree’s roots squirming beneath them. Harriet leaned against the iron table with a firm grip, bile writhing within her.

      Mrs. Botham seemed not to notice. She continued, her voice reaching a quivering point that betrayed emotions long kept locked up. “She was never good enough for him.”

      “How dare you.” Harriet was visibly shaking now, unable to control her own unsteady voice. She suddenly wanted to shout, to turn the iron table over and press the woman into the earth beneath it, but all she could do was grab on to the edge while her garden rose to full attentiveness around her. “How dare you. My mother is dead.”

      Botham laughed. “And whose fault is that?”

      Harriet knew the blood was leaving her face, knew that the woman could see her words strike exactly where she meant them to and drain Harriet of rational thought. And yet, she twisted the dagger deeper.

      Her voice became edged as she reached out and grabbed Harriet’s wrist. “I know you did something to him. He would never leave me.” Her hand was fierce, though her voice broke at her last words. “What did you do?”

      Harriet said nothing. She tried to wriggle free, but the hand only closed around her tighter.

      “What did you do?”

      “I don’t—” Harriet’s words came out as a whisper.

      “He loved me.”

      Harriet’s mind was a storm cloud, raging in haphazard directions, electric with chaos.

      Mrs. Botham continued. “I worked here for twenty-two years, first putting up with your impertinent bitch of a mother and then with you. You were so unruly, so disobedient. He hated you, you know. Of course you know. And now he’s gone.” Her voice cracked again, but a harsh cough covered it up.

      Harriet stood in silence, her thoughts circling. Her anger had evolved into a cluster of confusion. Images of her mother, flashes of terror, of screaming, biting, clawing—it all spun wildly though her mind at once. The garden persisted in a steady thrumming beneath her feet. Harriet couldn’t tell if she was hearing it or feeling it, but the thrumming increased with every second that passed. She knew she was about to lose control, and she tried to hold on. She tried with everything she had.

      “I want you to pay for what you did. I want you to know that I will not sleep until you are buried.”

      Through Harriet’s haze, the threat behind these words grabbed her with an unexpected sting, like a twist of thorns. “I don’t—I don’t know where he is. I don’t know what happened to him.” She wanted to say Christian’s name, reveal what she’d discovered, but the words didn’t come. Only billowing, writhing clouds of fury came—intensifying within her.

      “Oh, and that’s why you married so quickly, took his home from him, let another man eat at his table? You know more than you are saying. You can play innocent with everyone else, but I know your true nature. I know what you are capable of.”

      “I don’t know what happened.” Harriet growled out the words through clenched teeth. Dizziness floated in and out of her body. The memory flashed before her again.

      Her father held her arms. She bit his hand, drawing blood she could taste. He grabbed her legs then, and her face slammed into the Dutch clock, sending it tipping over with a crash. Harriet’s mother screamed, pulled at his arms, begged him to leave her alone. Harriet raged, thrashed, her lip throbbed, bled. And then, and then, a look of pure terror on his face, silenced into submission. The wave of green ivy snatching at his wrists, his ankles, holding him back. Her mother crouched before the gaping basement doorway. And a stray tendril, a whip, snapping at her mother, knocking her off balance. Tipping her backward. A tumble, a scream, silence. Down. Down. Down into the darkness.

      What have you done?

      Harriet gasped for air that didn’t want to come and tried to focus her eyes. She reached up to feel her scar, remembering the sharp corner of the clock slicing into her skin, leaving a permanent mark. Blurs of green and brown whirred before her now, adding to her vertigo, intertwining, pushing forward.

      She finally caught her breath in time to see Mrs. Botham scrambling to her feet. She’d been knocked over. Harriet looked down at her hands. Still clasped to the table, white as winter snow. But the table itself had grown into something wild. Strong, nimble ivy had crawled over the iron, snaked its way down the legs and advanced toward Mrs. Botham along the moss and stones. Brambles with long menacing thorns gathered alongside them, cocooning Harriet protectively inside and billowing ahead of her like a kind of barbed cloud.

      Mrs. Botham finally managed to stand fully, turning an ankle as she did. Harriet heard the crunch of bone and a whimper. She watched the woman limp away in terror, wild and uncontrolled plants slithering closely behind. Soon, Harriet heard the harsh metal on metal of the gate being slammed shut.

      She and the garden remained still for a few moments—Harriet trying only to slow the drumbeat of her heart. There were a few pulses during which she could have sworn she felt the garden collecting its breath, just as she was doing. Before long, the tendrils of ivy retracted, the brambles shrunk and reversed course, the whole of the garden putting itself back into place. The train rattled by then, and it was as if nothing had happened at all.

      Harriet was still clutching the table when Amelia burst out through the side door. “I heard a shout. Are you all right?”

      Amelia’s wide eyes scanned the garden. Then, a silent look passed between them, and for a moment Harriet was afraid Amelia had seen something. Fear snapped at Harriet. How could she have let herself go? How could she have lost control? Her legs were weak.

      “Perfectly well,” she said.

      Amelia waited, hesitated like she wanted to ask another question, and Harriet braced herself.

      “I’ll just be a minute,” Harriet said quickly, swallowing back her emotions and waving her back into the house. Amelia retreated dubiously.

      Alone again with her garden, Harriet tried to understand. Mrs. Botham’s accusations had prodded at her somewhere deep. They made her feel a kind of wild uncertainty, as if something was missing, something just out of her reach.

      I will not sleep until you are buried. Mrs. Botham had always hated her, she knew, but Harriet had never understood what she had done to deserve it. She only knew, for she was told again and again as a child, that she did deserve it. She deserved everything that happened to her.

      An idea began to take shape: Had Mrs. Botham and her father really been in love? Harriet flinched at the thought. She’d known there was something going on, hadn’t she? She was innocent to the relationships between adults, had never had one herself until now, but she’d heard the sounds clearly when she was a girl. They made little attempt to hide it from her. Why was she only putting this all together now? She was so foolish, so absorbed in her own misery, that she missed the world turning around her.

      And what about Amelia? What did she know about this strange relationship? Harriet could not exactly picture Mrs. Botham sitting down with her daughter and explaining to her that twenty-two years ago she met a man—

      Twenty-two years ago. And Amelia was how old now?

      Something clicked together inside Harriet’s mind. She knew she’d recognized some of Amelia’s expressions, the shape of her eyes, the fold of her upper lip, but she’d never been able to explain the recognition. Perhaps Harriet had never pieced it together because Amelia’s eyes never beaded with rage, her cheeks never shook with anger. In fact, Harriet didn’t want to believe such a witty, kind soul could come from a coward of a father and a snake of a mother, and she almost talked herself back around.

      Regardless of how her father felt about Mrs. Botham—whether he’d loved her or not—it was clear that the woman held a candle for him, even still. Something had kept that alight. Why not a child? She could almost hear the promises slithering out of her father’s mouth, broken before they were even fully formed. He had not only caged Harriet and her mother. He had done it to Mrs. Botham.

      Harriet did not know about love, but she understood how sometimes things could look a lot like love, especially if you wanted them to. The world could look exactly like you wanted it to, in fact—exactly as you believed you deserved.

    
  
    
      
        Chapter Twenty

      
      Harriet blinked into the darkness, wondering why she was awake.

      Before her marriage, she’d often sat up reading with the window opened wide, until she heard the last train pass by. Lately, however, she simply fell into bed—no open window, no book to speak of, no thoughts either. She just collapsed into a dream-free weariness until finally she woke in the morning. When she thought back, her nights blended into one long string with no beginning or end. With no escape.

      She hadn’t said anything to Amelia about what she suspected about her father—their father. The guilt of her silence ate at her. She didn’t want to have any secrets from Amelia, but how could she reveal this one? It could shake her completely, learning that she had a father like that. A father who wanted nothing to do with his daughters. Harriet stared up at the ceiling, following a spider sliding down a single invisible thread. She had not asked Amelia what she had seen in the garden. She swallowed, feeling regret well up inside her. So much hard work, so much self-control had gone into Harriet’s existence. The garden should not have been allowed to grow wild like that. She wondered what Mrs. Botham would do with what she’d seen.

      A sound caught her attention. At first, she thought it was the train, but she could not hear a railcar either approaching or fading away. Christian’s side of the bed was cold, as he had been sleeping in her father’s bedroom.

      Another sound, and it came from above her. What was it? A piece of furniture being moved? Something falling? She sat up, listened more intently. There it was again—this time she heard a voice too. She couldn’t understand what was being said, but there was a hush about it.

      And then, a shout rang out. It was as clear as if she were in the same room. A voice that was usually so playful gone sour, demanding, afraid.

      Harriet’s stomach clenched. She thought she might be sick. Her feet sprung to action, kicking off the blanket and hurrying to the door.

      She snatched at the handle and swung it open, turning toward the steps up to the third floor. She never went up to the third floor. All that was up there was Amelia’s room and the box room, where Christian had moved the remaining furniture that didn’t suit him, including Harriet’s wardrobe with the faulty door. The unfamiliar staircase was surprisingly quiet, not like the main stairs, which sighed painfully at the slightest footfalls. Harriet was almost silent as she started up. The sounds from Amelia’s room grew louder. She paused, trying to think of what she would do when she arrived at the door. She didn’t know, but it sounded as if something wasn’t right. Another few steps up and she reached the top. She searched around her for an object to hold should he attack. A lamp, a vase, anything, but she could see nothing. The box room next to Amelia’s might have provided a useful tool, but there was no time. Harriet stood outside the door, listening for one more moment to the sounds within, steeling herself. She drew a breath and reached out for the door handle.

      “Get out,” Amelia spat, and Harriet heard a thud followed by a smack that rocked her backward. Before Harriet could react, footsteps pounded toward her. On instinct, she flew down the stairs, her nightdress a cloud of white behind her, and threw herself onto the bed. She heard running on the stairs, and a heavy landing just outside her room. The steps continued down the hall, the whole commotion bookended by a bedroom door slamming closed.

      The door to her father’s room.

      When all was silent and enough time had passed, Harriet crept out, gripping the railing until her knuckles hurt. What had Harriet allowed to happen?

      Amelia could have so much more than this. Harriet couldn’t bear to think of Christian stamping the fire out of her. The thought gave her a moment’s pause. This house was poisonous. Perhaps there was something she could do to help Amelia get out of here. Perhaps she could write to Mr. Harlowe from the dock, encourage their courtship, make it sound friendly, but still press him. Either that, or she could help Amelia find work somewhere else. Anywhere else. Whatever she could do to save her from the fate Harriet had somehow dragged her into would suffice. She took another step upstairs and then another, treading as quietly as she could, pausing until she was sure Christian’s room was silent.

      She hesitated at Amelia’s door, wondered what she would say. Guilt and sadness moved through her swiftly once again. She’d become accustomed to tamping such emotions down, though that was becoming harder to do lately. Now there were new thoughts, new images she had to battle—Christian wrestling Amelia down, his rough hands pushing her, prodding her, forcing her. But the smack—that was Amelia fighting him off, Harriet knew.

      She elbowed open the door.

      Amelia was perched at the edge of her bed. Her face was red-splotched and shiny, exhaustion written there. She looked so small sitting like that, nothing like her bold-as-brass self, and a tidal wave of shame rushed over Harriet.

      There was a flinch, as if Amelia had thought Harriet was someone else coming in, perhaps Christian. But once their eyes met, her face crumpled. At first, she spilled muted tears and then collapsed onto the bed, uncharacteristically releasing muffled sobs into her pillow.

      Overcome, Harriet dove forward, cradling Amelia’s head in her arms. Amelia folded into her like a child, and Harriet held her there until her back began to ache and the girl’s sobs had turned to sniffles.

      “Shit sack,” Amelia managed eventually.

      Harriet moved the girl’s hair away from her face and tried to work out what to say, but Amelia’s exterior was hardening up already. She sat up, cleared her throat.

      Harriet wanted to say she was sorry. She was sorry for all of it, for all the choices in her life that left scars on others. Harriet didn’t know how to say she was sorry she had ever been born, that she had ever met Christian or Amelia herself, that she’d ever known this house, this street, this strange world that strangled the life out of some women.

      Instead, she said, “I’m going to get us out of here.” Harriet looked at her directly in the eyes.

      Amelia nodded and held her gaze, holding Harriet to her promise.

    
  
    
      
        Chapter Twenty-One

      
      Harriet gave Amelia the day off. Told her to be anywhere but Sunnyside, and she set to her task as soon as Christian had thundered, wordlessly, out the door to catch the bus to the city.

      It was a breathlessly cold day, one in which even the birds understood that the time for basking in the sun was over with. The plum tree clung unbelievably to its fruit, though it was sparse among the thinning foliage.

      Harriet sat beneath it, writing to Mr. Harlowe in a hurried scrawl, anxious to catch the early post. She infused her words with sisterly affection, imploring the wily dock laborer to come up to their neighborhood the following week and stroll the Heath with Amelia. She knew he’d been infatuated with Amelia’s brazenness, and so she added a little line at the end implying that the girl had a small line of men interested in her, and if he wanted to get into her diary, he would have to act fast.

      She sealed it and addressed it and waited by the gate, peering out through the hedges. Soon, she saw the postman come into view. She anticipated him swinging in through the gate with his head down, just as he always did, so she positioned herself so he wouldn’t miss her. But as she stood there, she saw him glance down at his letters, then up at her house, and then tuck a small object into his bag. Harriet stiffened. He continued his route without stopping at Sunnyside at all.

      “Excuse me.” Harriet didn’t stop the words from bursting free. She tore out onto the road and waved her letter in the air. “You didn’t stop.”

      The man turned to her, blinking away whatever distracted thoughts he used to occupy himself as he strode along day after day. She waved the letter again, and he walked toward her.

      “You didn’t stop at Sunnyside. Is there no post?” Harriet did not have time to worry what this postman thought of her, but she’d made sure she wore shoes today, just in case she ended up in the road again.

      The postman looked at her dumbly, and then the slow rise of realization lit his features up in a crimson glow. He said nothing, just took her letter and made some kind of strange salute before marching away, looking behind him to see if Harriet was still there.

      The odd behavior lingered with Harriet as she made her way inside the gate. She had decided that freeing Amelia from Christian would have to happen slowly if it was to work without him finding out that Harriet knew, without him retaliating, but now she wondered if that was the right course of action. She thought again of Christian struggling overtop Amelia, and her insides roiled.

      What strange business with the postman. It had reminded her of something, but she couldn’t pinpoint what. Snowdrops nuzzled at her ankles as she tried to think. And then it came to her with a surge of bewilderment. She hadn’t received post in quite some time. In fact, she couldn’t recall the last time she received a letter.

      Eunice. Eunice would not have gone months without writing to Harriet. Harriet had been living within a stretch of time that was at once short and endless, days blurring one after the other. Her numbness, her focus on every part of her life that had slipped from her control when she wasn’t looking—how could she have forgotten to write to Eunice? She had written a few letters early in her marriage, but she’d slowly let the promise fade from her commitments. Fever-hot shame raced through her. Her dearest friend hadn’t heard from her, but it wasn’t like Eunice to forget a promise like that. It didn’t add up that Harriet had not received a letter from Eunice in—how long had it been? Eunice’s fierce loyalty was at the core of who she was. It was what tethered her to Harriet, and for so long, what had tethered Harriet to reality.

      But why had the postman been standoffish when Harriet had given him the letter? And then Harriet remembered him sliding something into his bag. He hadn’t just skipped Sunnyside. He’d withheld a letter intentionally.

      Harriet didn’t hesitate. She ran, not stopping to worry about ogling passersby. She did not feel itchy or self-conscious. She only felt furious.

      “Wait,” she heaved as she reached the postman. He looked shocked to see her, and she wasn’t sure if it was because she was a woman in such a state or that she had quite surprising stamina.

      “Why have you not delivered my letters?”

      The postman looked abashed, tried to shrug it off.

      “Tell me.” Her voice went ice-cold. She was tired of the questions. Tired of the games. She needed to know.

      He hesitated, looked around and lowered his voice. “Your husband. Said to hold back all post for you. Picks them up in person, he does. Pays me for it too.” He took in Harriet’s reddening features, and then turned to run.

      “Wait,” Harriet cried out, reaching to try to grab him, but he darted out of her grasp.

      Back inside the gate, she seethed. Her chest rose and fell. The flowers nearby buzzed with anticipation. She burst through the front door, questions already spinning. Where would Christian hide Harriet’s personal correspondence? She could barely breathe, she was so enraged by his audacity. She debated whether she should start searching upstairs in his room or—

      And then she spotted it. The writing table that sat in the far corner of the parlor. It was a beautifully carved piece, one of Christian’s additions after their marriage, though Harriet thought it crowded the room like most of his dark bulky furniture. But this was where the letters were. She was sure of it.

      She ran over, trying to pull out the drawer of the table. It wouldn’t budge. She tried again and then checked the structure. She was sure it opened. She’d seen Christian rummaging inside it before.

      Running her hand along the front side of the desk revealed a small cold circle with a carved-out hole for a key. The desk was locked.

      Of course it was locked. It was Christian’s. She did not feel one ounce of surprise. Instead, she shook her head. Where would he keep the key?

      A renewed sense of determination pushed its way through her. She would open this drawer. She would find the letters. She knew they were in here.

      Harriet ran a searching hand along the top of the mantel, lifting the candelabras. She ran upstairs, checking in Christian’s coat pockets, even inside his slippers.

      In the box room on the third floor, she pried open each and every hatbox and felt the lining of every travel case. She even hastily checked the secret compartment inside her bulky wardrobe, which stood in the corner of the room collecting dust. She felt her mother’s painting. But no key.

      Harriet did not think the key could be anywhere else in the house. She didn’t recall Christian ever setting foot in the kitchen or scullery. Such rooms were beneath him. And the garden—that was Harriet’s domain. He wouldn’t hide anything there or else risk her finding it right away. And ever since October, he’d been wary of the garden anyway, avoiding it at all costs. Harriet reflected briefly that her father had been the same.

      That left one place. Christian himself. He kept the key on him.

      It was odd to think of Christian going to such great lengths to keep this parlor drawer locked. To keep the key with him meant that he truly didn’t want anyone else to find out what was inside. But then the thought occurred to her, and the obviousness of it almost made her laugh out loud. There was something else hidden in there.

      She hurried down the stairs. The keyhole pulled her toward it like a magnet. She stood before the table, examining it from all sides again. The craftsmanship was beautiful, though too ostentatious for Harriet’s taste. It was just like Christian to choose furniture so intricately carved, with soft wood and a perfect slant. His careful attention to detail was a reminder of who he was, and Harriet knew now more than ever that there was something truly revealing inside, perhaps even shocking. If she only had a key, she would know what it was.

      Slumping back into the armchair and watching the flames in the fireplace flick and twist, Harriet thought about the many secrets her husband held from her. Greenwood had started to peel back the facade to reveal Christian’s lies, but he’d only gotten so far. And Harriet herself was starting to believe the worst. She knew Christian was capable of cold cruelty, even violence. Harriet was suddenly icy all over. What if it was a weapon?

      She was out of ideas about how to get the key and freshly horrified that, if she did not open the drawer first, Christian would. She imagined something ornate and sharp—a knife with a gem-studded hilt, wiped clean since he’d used it last. And perhaps—at this, she felt a prickle of terror—ready to be used again. Sitting here would do her no good, she reasoned.

      She leaned forward and was about to stand when she saw movement out of the side of her vision. She froze. A single tendril of ivy was bobbing its way through the window just beside her. Its green was delicate and vibrant all at once as it snaked behind the chair. She turned just in time to see it meet the table drawer with a gentle prod. Then, the tip of the ivy slid into the keyhole, and Harriet watched in disbelief as the tiny vine turned, its leaves splaying out like hands. A click sounded from inside the keyhole, and in another moment, the small green finger slid out, slunk silently to the floor, and made its way back out through the window.

      Harriet stared at the space where the vine had just been. She clutched the armrest, afraid to move, processing what she had just seen. The ivy had moved with such deftness, such self-assuredness, that it seemed to know exactly what Harriet needed. It had been bizarre to see the green tendril sliding through the dark lifeless room, and she was suddenly worried that she’d lost control completely and would never be able to get it back. Seeing that could have easily put someone else over the edge.

      The drawer was unlocked, as easily as that. The table loomed before her for a few moments before she had the capacity to stand. She peered out the window. The ivy had crawled back to its place along the wall, and young winter rosebuds watched her pointedly.

      She turned and opened the drawer.

      She knew this whole scene was a bit dramatic, and she was suddenly sure there was nothing inside but exactly what should be—papers, pens, ink, a stamp or two. It was only her bored, paranoid mind playing tricks on her.

      The drawer stuck to its tracks as she pulled it out. When she’d budged it open enough, Harriet saw only blank papers. At first, she was relieved. See? she told herself. There’s nothing here but stationery.

      But then her fingers found something in the back of the drawer where the light did not reach. A whole stack of envelopes tied together with a loose string.

      As she pulled out the pile, Harriet allowed her eye to fall on the name that was scrawled neatly across one of the very top letters.

      
        Mrs. Eunice Gibson

        Meadow Cottage

        Durham

      

      Harriet stopped moving, her breath catching in her throat. The handwriting on them was her own. The name and address written by her hand.

      Cold moved through her. She slid the top letter aside and saw yet another letter with the same handwriting, written to the same address. And then there was another underneath that. She dropped to the floor, letters scattered across her lap.

      And then, in the next pile, she saw exactly what she expected—what she dreaded. The listing curls and dips of her cousin’s writing. Harriet’s hand shook as she untied the string and lifted the first letter off the top. Beneath that, she hoped she would see something other than her cousin’s words, anything other than her own name written eagerly and tenderly across the front.

      But as she slid the top letter aside, there it was, immortalized by her cousin’s hand.

      
        Miss Harriet Hunt

        Sunnyside, Worthing Road

        Upper Holloway

      

      Beneath that letter, there was another with the same thing.

      And another.

      At least a half dozen.

      She sat right where she was, cross-legged on the floor, letting the letters spill over her lap. With unsteady hands, she peeled one open.

      
        Dearest Harriet,

        Aunt Caroline passed away yesterday. Another fit. It was difficult for her in the end, so I do hope she is at peace now. How I wish you were here. It would be such a comfort to be with a dear friend. Anyway, how are you? Even though I haven’t heard from you in weeks, a promise is a promise, and I will continue to write every week until you are here at my doorstep yelling at me to stop!

      

      Harriet’s face burned, her eyes glassed over. She tore into another.

      
        Dearest Harriet,

        Not much news from here. I really have become quite large and am so tired all the time. I do long to hear your news if I cannot see your face. This child will not know the one person who is the dearest to me in the whole world, and I am sorry for it. Lewis says I must give up the farce that you intend to ever reply to me, and I suppose he is right. Only I cannot. You may hate me, and I do understand why—maybe I was too cruel about your betrothal. But I wish you would forgive me. I want you to know your little godson or goddaughter when the time comes. And the time is coming quite soon, I suspect…

      

      And another.

      
        Dearest Harriet,

        I honestly don’t know what to think anymore. I am sorry I said such things about your Mr. Comstock. But enough time has passed for you to forgive me, surely? Maybe you have moved house unexpectedly, though that does not seem likely. I would come visit you, but with the little one being so small, it’s impossible. Oh, I do hope you are well! Please send me word so I at least know you’re alive. I am so worried…

      

      By the time the Dutch clock chimed for some unknowable hour, Harriet had read through every one of her cousin’s letters twice. Her eyes were swollen with tears. Eunice had thought that Harriet was angry at her, that she’d decided not to write. How could she think such a thing? The idea of Eunice expecting word from Harriet and not receiving anything all this time tore at Harriet. The only small relief was in knowing that her cousin had, in fact, not forgotten her.

      And then she remembered the drawer—and what else she thought she might find at the back of it.

      She hadn’t felt a knife when she’d searched inside, but she knew she hadn’t done a thorough job of it. She stood, brushing papers onto the floor, her friendship with Eunice scattering in the wake of her concern. A cursory glance told her that she would have to use her fingers to prod the dark recesses of the drawer if she was to find anything, and she drew a breath.

      Her hand touched bare, scratchy wood, and at first that was all she could feel until—

      There. She felt something else. Not a weapon. Another paper. She pulled it out, her muscles unclenching.

      There were two slips of paper inside. Mindlessly, she unfolded the first and began to read.

      
        Mr. C. Comstock—

        Enclosed is the letter you requested. You are free to give this to the doctors upon your wife’s admission. I am glad we’re in accordance on this matter. It is indeed the safest course of action.

        G. Stokes

      

      A numbness took over her fingers then, and dizziness began to swallow the light from the room. She fumbled to unfold the second paper.

      
        Regarding Mrs. Christian Comstock—

        After consideration and deliberation, I have determined the patient to be of unsound mind and an immediate danger to those around her. Therefore, I submit this as an official designation of her lunacy classification, qualifying her for admission to Colney Hatch Asylum.

        Signed,

        Police Inspector G. Stokes Upper Holloway

      

      The frigid cold that moved through Harriet’s veins began to harden into ice. All thoughts evaporated before her, leaving only one possibility.

      She had to get out now.

    
  
    
      
        Chapter Twenty-Two

      
      Energy returned to Harriet’s limbs in the form of heat. She burst free of the room, leaving everything but Stokes’s official letter behind.

      She flew up the stairs—two floors—and tugged a case down to her room. She did not pay close attention to what she was packing, simply tossed garments into a heap. She didn’t have time to waste. It was Saturday, which meant Christian would be home early. Which meant he might already be on his way.

      She thumped the case clumsily down the stairs. Halfway down, she stepped on the hem of her dress and lost her footing. She reached out for the railing, her arm straining to catch her weight. The case tumbled down the rest of the staircase, spewing its contents into the front hall. She didn’t hesitate, but bounded down, kneeling and scraping up anything she could to stuff it back inside the case.

      The Dutch clock cast a shadow on her, and she was suddenly aware that she was running out of time. Not bothering to gather the rest, she closed the case and touched the doorknob. Where would she go? What would she do? She couldn’t think about that now. She only knew that she needed to get out—

      But she’d forgotten a crucial fact. Her heart shattered into tiny crystals, and she slowly peeled her hand off the doorknob.

      Amelia would be home later. If Harriet left now, she wouldn’t be able to take Amelia with her. She’d be here alone, with no one here to protect her from Christian. It took all Harriet’s willpower to step back, away from the door. A note. Maybe she could leave a note in Amelia’s room…

      But the girl couldn’t read, she remembered. Harriet almost screamed aloud with frustration. What could she do? She swiveled around, and then around again, searching for a solution along the dark leaning walls, in the worn wood planks beneath her, but she could think of nothing. The house seemed to swallow her then, reveling in her indecision. Waiting. Watching.

      And then the latch on the door clicked.

      

      ***

      Her hands shook, and she was sweating through her dress, but she had no choice. She stared at the door until it swung open and she saw her husband’s tidy curls shake loose from beneath his hat.

      He looked startled to see her there, standing so near him in the shadows. “Harriet.” There was no caution but a keen awareness in the way he said her name. He stepped into the hall. She thought she might levitate from fear.

      “Harriet.” He said her name slower this time.

      She didn’t turn. She couldn’t move.

      “What is all this?”

      Harriet said nothing. She swallowed dryly, wondering if there was still time to get out. But before she could, he grabbed her arm, pulled her back. A white nightdress that he’d plucked off the floor hung limply from his hand, disgust drawn plainly on his face. When she still didn’t respond, he pushed her away. He scanned the rest of the space quickly, following loose garments all the way into the parlor. And there, he bent down, picking up one of Eunice’s letters to study it.

      He stood, his back to her, momentarily motionless. Then, he ran over to the table at the rear of the room and pulled at the drawer. He spun back around to face Harriet with such ferocity, she was almost shaken out of her trance.

      “How did you get in here?”

      “It was open,” she said quietly.

      “No, it wasn’t.” He paused, considered, let one hand slip into the pocket of his coat. “Where’s the rest?”

      “The rest of what?”

      “The other paper that was in here? Harriet, what have you done with it?” He’d discarded his panic and adopted a menacing drawl.

      “There was nothing else.” Harriet could not keep the shake out of her voice.

      He looked at her closely now, and she thought about shouting for help. She glanced toward the window, where she saw a small army of ivy poised and ready to strike. Hope tingled in her fingertips.

      His face turned ashen then, and the room shifted. Suddenly, before Harriet could draw another breath, he sprinted to the window and locked it tightly, threw the curtains together. Then, he closed and locked the front window. She caught the sweet smell of winter honeysuckle waft in and then die. The room was pitched in darkness, and Harriet’s hope drained from her.

      In three strides, he was next to her. He reached out with no warning and grabbed her by the throat, his eyes wild and unseeing.

      “Where is the letter from the inspector?” he spat at her. She clawed at his fingers, which grew tighter with every passing moment. Her breaths were impossibly shallow, and she pulled at his arm, at his coat, at his face. His shuddering cheeks were a terrifying shade of red, his pupils razor edged.

      Just as the world began to close in on Harriet and she thought she might never draw another breath, she was thrown to the ground, her head whipping around from the force. She clattered into the fire irons, a black poker slicing into her forehead. She could feel the pain just an inch or so above her eye, but she didn’t have time to care. Sweet, delicious air rushed into her lungs, and she coughed as it passed through her raw, tight throat, while hot liquid dripped down her face into her mouth.

      She brought her fingertips up to her head, and they came away dark and sticky. “Let me go,” she said weakly, her voice barely a scratch. From where she sat looking up at him, she thought of what she must look like. Sometimes a feral cat went on the attack, clawing at its predators. But sometimes, a feral cat was just a mangy stray, weak and bruised and hungry.

      Christian walked over to her in two swift steps, knelt, and paused for one quiet moment. He reached up toward her wound. His touch was almost tender, his eyes softer now, but Harriet flinched away at the feel of his cold fingers.

      That single motion enraged him anew. There was no mistaking the fire in his eyes. His hand reached around the back of her head and grasped what he could. He yanked her up by a fistful of hair. His knuckles dug into her skull, hair coming loose in patches, torn from her head with screaming pain. He dragged her out of the room. Her feet kicked at the ground, caught the rug, the chair, the wall. Her hands scratched at him, and she tried to cry out, but all that came out was a hoarse whisper.

      Her scalp burned as he pulled her into the hall and past the Dutch clock. And then he wrenched open the door to the basement. Darkness and terror seized Harriet then, even more powerfully than the pain. She thought she was being choked again because her breaths suddenly became stilted, almost impossible, as Christian dangled her there at the top of the basement steps. Down, she thought. It was her only thought. Down.

      And then, there was nothing.

    
  
    
      
        Chapter Twenty-Three

      
      The floor beneath her was freezing.

      Harriet blinked her eyes wider, hoping that light would come, but none did.

      The silence around her was deafening. She had no idea if she’d been down here mere moments or if it had been all night. She would have given anything just to hear the tick of the Dutch clock.

      The blood from her forehead had dried and formed a sort of crust. She picked it free with a wince, and it crumbled between her fingers. Her head pounded. Fresh tears sprung to her eyes, and a jolt of pain coursed through her body as her fingertips touched the back of her head. There was a small raw patch there with no hair left, only skin and more crusted blood.

      She couldn’t remember the last time she’d been down here. It smelled of damp, and the earth was cold beneath her. Ash, her father had told her once—that was what the basement floor was made of. Harriet’s stomach clenched.

      Though she could see nothing, she could sense the cramped space closing in around her. She brushed at her skin as if she were covered in spiders. But it was not spiders. It was only memories.

      The dark was a kind of heavy, smothering blanket. Realizing that she was struggling to breathe because of the injuries to her throat, she closed her eyes and leaned heavily against the brick wall.

      But she did not rest. She couldn’t stay down here. She didn’t want to be down here. She stumbled to her feet, balanced with one hand. Her face stung and her head pounded, but she was breathing. She was living.

      It took such a long time to find the staircase. Her feet were ice by the time her fingers met wood, the sturdiness of it so welcome she could have cried. She crawled up the stairs, one by one, breaths coming like smoke pushed through a chimney. She almost tripped on the hem of her skirt twice and grabbed on to the step with clawlike fingers, refusing to fall. Soon, or perhaps not soon—she had no real sense of time—her hand met the door. Relieved, she noticed a finger of light stretching underneath.

      She palmed her way up until she reached the handle and gave it a careful twist, gentle at first, and then, when it didn’t move, she raised a second hand to help, leaning with everything she could to try to budge it.

      Nothing.

      She rested her head against the wood, listening to the faint mocking tick of the clock just on the other side.

      Then, she lifted a fist and pounded on the door.

      

      ***

      Soon, the morning light beneath the door shifted until the steps were cast in a dim gray hue. Harriet sat on the top step, hands aching from where they had banged incessantly. It’d been no use, of course. Christian wasn’t at home, or he didn’t care. Amelia must not have come home last night, Harriet thought with a mix of fear and relief. Perhaps she stayed with her mother.

      She looked down the staircase, and though her heart pitched, she made herself take it all in. In the far corner of the basement, a smear of blood streaked the wall where she’d been lying the night before. She moved one stiff leg and then the other, stretching them out over the stairs.

      She remembered this view, she thought as she looked down. She remembered it like one remembered how they had gotten a scar. Harriet’s jaw tightened. It was why she never opened this door, never stepped down onto the cold ash of this basement.

      But now, she reached for it, she coaxed the memory to come. She needed it, somehow. To face it. To understand it. Her mother had lain there, at the bottom of the tenth and final step. When Harriet’s gaze reached the bottom, she searched for a kind of stain, cruel proof that her memory did serve her, and though she thought she could make out a kind of outline of something, she couldn’t be sure in this low light.

      The coffin with her mother’s body had been thick and dark, strangely suiting her black river of hair, although someone had lashed her locks more tightly to her head than she’d ever worn them in her waking life. Dead, she’d looked severe, not like herself. Harriet had wept only at the end of that day, when she was alone, waiting until after she had been dragged around by a tight grip on her arm, told to sit quietly, keep out of the way. She only had one thought as people came and went, black lace like tangled roots before her: It’s my fault.

      She thought about weeping now. She could. She could break down, mourn her mother, let the guilt charge through her as she knew she deserved it to. She could see it so clearly before her now. It was her fault that her mother fell—the ivy had come to her rescue that day, but it was too wild. All because Harriet had been out of control.

      Before the tears could come, Harriet remembered where she was now, what was happening to her. In some ways, memories didn’t matter. They weren’t real, not like this was real, the feel of this door and the sliver of light pouring over her lap. Harriet rested the side of her face there, avoiding her tender forehead, and listened for whatever sounds she could. The memories of her mother crumbled and faded as she listened to the tick, tick, tick, tick on the other side of the door, like the beat of a heart.

      

      ***

      Hours passed, and Harriet counted them.

      She realized with irritation that she needed to relieve herself, quite urgently. She banged her palm on the door, like a child would do. Soon, she could begin to see the light under the door shifting. The hour was growing late, and she could no longer bear it. Feeling her way carefully down the stairs and back into the corner where her blood stained the wall, she lifted her skirts and squatted. She didn’t smell it right away, but once she’d finished, though she felt blissful relief, she also felt a keen sense of disgust.

      This could very well be Christian’s intent—to make her so revolted with herself that she wouldn’t have any more fight left in her. She rued her behavior the previous evening. Of course, the discovery of her husband’s cruel betrayal had enraged her, but surely she could have been more clever in her approach. She could have calmly addressed the situation and gotten answers. Anything but this.

      Harriet closed her eyes now, rested against the door. Fatigue weighed her down, and she thought sleep might push away the terrifying hunger that had begun to ache inside her. She recalled the fear of going hungry too well. If it had been up to her father, Harriet was sure she would have been denied food every day of her life. And so, she thought ironically, where would she be without Mrs. Botham? Yes, the woman had been cruel in her own way; she had neglected Harriet, hated her even. But she had always—always—seen to Harriet’s every meal. Harriet was never hungry as a child, as an adolescent, as a woman, even if Mrs. Botham did pull her dinner plate away with urgency before Harriet’s last bite. The woman never denied her basic needs, and Harriet felt an uncomfortable rush of gratitude for the woman. She even managed a half smile, eyes closed, so close to sleep that she was practically dreaming.

      Harriet thought the garden would have come to the rescue, as mad as it sounded. She’d thought that it would find its way here and free her, just as it had freed her letters from the drawer. But she realized now, with a pain somewhere deep, that all the windows were closed. The curtains drawn. The doors locked up tightly. There was nothing the garden could do. Now, she tried, in vain, to sleep. It was far too cold to get comfortable. She reached out and touched the wall, feeling so close to the earth and yet so far, so separate from the outside. She longed to be out there, in its boughs, safe from this nightmare. She longed to smell the sweet winter blossoms and hear the sturdy insects begin their dance with the seasonal flowers. She longed to touch the soft leaves of her ivy, and for a moment, it seemed she almost could, but then she closed her eyes and a picture formed—her mother in a pool of hair and skirts just feet from where Harriet was now, still and crumpled and broken. All thoughts of her garden were consumed by the never-ending darkness. She closed her eyes, hoping she would not dream at all.

      

      ***

      Harriet woke to the sound of men’s shouts, faint but nearby. She had been able to fall asleep after all, even as she was still perched on the top step, for she was suddenly awake and aware. In the semidarkness, with only the single beam of light from beneath the door, she could see dust and ash spinning though the air before her. Occasionally, there was a shake, a movement that was nearly imperceptible, but the lack of sensory stimulation made Harriet more attuned to such small vibrations.

      She listened with her whole body.

      The men’s shouts were so faint she could barely make them out at all. They came from the road, perhaps the garden. She couldn’t tell.

      And then, the staircase shuddered again. It was a sensation that made Harriet’s skin prickle. It was familiar.

      She suddenly knew where the shouts were coming from. She knew what they were here to do. She could feel it throughout her body. The plants sent warnings through the earth. Terrified, they searched for her, but she could do nothing to help.

      These men were uprooting her garden.

      Panic clung thick and sour to her throat. She swallowed back the bile.

      “Stop!” she croaked. Then, gathering all her strength, she stood, thrust her fists at the door.

      “No!” She banged harder, screamed in a storm of panic and fury. They couldn’t do it. She wouldn’t let them. She had to stop them. It felt as if a limb was being ripped from her body. The garden was dying; she could feel it struggling to maintain its strength. The rumbling beneath her, the garden’s vitality, had begun to weaken.

      “Stop! Please stop!” Tears stung at the corners of her eyes.

      She beat her fists against the solid wood, and when they became too sore, she opened her palms and smacked the door until her hands were raw and stinging with pain. She screamed louder, as loud as she could.

      But the men whose shouts she heard outside were too far away to hear her, and the sound of traffic, of the train—it would all be too much.

      There was nothing she could do.

      Harriet sunk onto the step and buried her face in her hands, sobs coming thick and uncontrolled.

      Hours passed. Harriet cried. She fell in and out of fitful sleep. Her hands bled and her head pulsed painfully. She closed her eyes again, hoping to shut out the possibilities that snaked their way into her mind. Her garden was dying—dead, maybe—and she could die here too. She would never get to tell Eunice she was sorry, never get to say goodbye to her garden—oh, her garden. She imagined the terror, the pain, the confusion. The plants would have wondered why Harriet hadn’t been there to save them when they had always been there for her.

      She tried to call for help again, but she had no more voice. A tear streaked coolly down her cheek, and the finality of it wrenched her hope away. Again, she slept.

      And then, jolting Harriet awake, came a man’s boots in the hall. They neared the basement and stopped, a shadow cast beneath the sliver of light beneath the door.

      There was a click and a creak, and Harriet’s head slumped to the floor.

      Her eyes were assaulted by light. She couldn’t see much at first, bright as it was compared to the dark basement, but she soon blinked through the shock. She lay on the floor, half on the basement staircase and half in the gaslit hall. The clock loomed large before her, pitched on its side. Or was it Harriet who was on her side? A hand grabbed her beneath one arm, lifted her to her feet.

      “Mrs. Botham convinced me to let you join me for dinner tonight,” Christian said.

      Harriet’s teeth hurt at the sound of his voice. He strove for genteel, but to Harriet, he sounded like a train’s wheels, screeching metal against metal. She tried weakly to shake herself free, but his grip was unyielding. She did not look at him.

      “A bath, I think.”

      He supported her unsteady weight as she made her way upstairs. His presence was ghostlike—he was there but not really. Nothing seemed real to Harriet now. Her stomach clenched and she heaved as soon as they crossed into the bedroom. She saw the window, its curtains closed, staring at her, and she yearned to look outside, to confirm what she knew. To see what he had done. But Christian directed her to the corner where a bath had been drawn, and steam swirled up. He helped her into the tub, his hands like ice, and left without another word.

      Crusts of blood flaked off her face as she wiped her wounds in the darkening bathwater. What was this? Harriet had been freed for a reason, but she wasn’t sure why. She wondered if he might come back upstairs. Motivated by revulsion at the idea of his touch on her again, she slid out of the bath. She continued to stare at the covered window as she pulled tired arms underneath petticoats and tied cotton strings. She couldn’t believe how many layers were needed to cover a woman up.

      Task completed, she sat on the edge of the bed. The window in front of her loomed, and she knew she had to look. She longed to see, and yet, her insides convulsed at the thought of it. She stood, legs unsteady. She lifted a hand, pulled back the curtain, and peered out.

      At first, she saw only darkness. And then she realized that what she was seeing was a solid brick wall and lifeless gray earth beneath it. She’d never seen it bare before. But now, there were no rosebushes adorning it, no brambles climbing around the sides, no snaking green ivy. Only nothingness. She sank to the floor in a puddle of skirts.

      “Harriet?” Christian called.

      Something rose within her at the sound of her name on his lips. Something familiar. She bit down, swallowed back the bitter taste in her mouth, balled her hands into fists. What had he taken from her?

      She floated out of her room and downstairs, feeling like she was suspended in an unreality. This whole situation was too gruesome, too fantastical to be real. She had just been locked in the basement and now she was clean and dressed, ready to dine with her husband. Sickness bubbled up within her. She needed to be free of him, she knew, but there was too much confusion to sort through. How could she do it?

      Candlelight and the aroma of something cooking met her when she filed into the parlor. Harriet’s nausea shifted. Suddenly, she was ravenous. Her husband sat waiting for her at the table like it was a perfectly ordinary evening. Harriet realized she had no idea what day it was, in fact. How long had she been kept down there? Everything was upside down, but that smell. That smell was intoxicating.

      “Mrs. Botham has prepared roast fowl for us.” After a moment, he stood and carved the bird, his knife sliding into the meat easily, and he sawed it back and forth until a piece came free. He poured her wine, something he’d never done before. She noticed his attentive behavior the way one notices a fly. It changed nothing, only that it made her wary. Besides, nearly all she could think about was the smell. Chicken, artichoke soup, bacon, cheese, and savory biscuits—but there was something sweet in that aroma too. Harriet tried to restrain herself, but hunger overcame her senses, and she ate with fervor. She drained the tall glass of water that sat next to her plate. Soon, Mrs. Botham swept into the room and placed a plate of sweet pudding before Christian. It smelled like heaven itself. Harriet craned her neck to see what it was, the smell irresistibly heady and syrupy.

      Seeing Mrs. Botham was like another part of this surreal dream. Harriet didn’t quite understand why she was here to make them this meal—where was Amelia?—or why she’d given Christian a plate of pudding and not Harriet. Harriet considered whether Mrs. Botham was here to take revenge on her. Perhaps she was working closely with Christian—

      And then it occurred to her, suddenly, that Mrs. Botham could have told Christian what happened in the garden the other day, what Harriet had allowed her garden to do. Her heart slammed into her ribs, so loudly, she was sure the others could hear it. She couldn’t help but sense that they were tiptoeing around something Harriet didn’t yet understand. But when she looked up, Mrs. Botham was watching Harriet. They locked eyes for the smallest moment; then the woman gestured toward Harriet’s wineglass and slowly shook her head. In the next moment, she was out of the room, and Harriet was left to wonder afresh whether she was dreaming.

      “Despite your best efforts, it’s finally been arranged.” Christian’s voice was businesslike, and Harriet was shaken out of her trance.

      He dabbed at his mouth with a napkin, sighing. “I fear your hysterics have come to concern me, especially the outrageous racket you made today. Entirely unbecoming.” He spooned another bite of pudding.

      Harriet’s senses were sharpening. He was speaking in riddles but coming around to something. She didn’t touch her wine. And there was that feeling in the expanse of her body cavity. Roiling, undulating, preparing.

      He chewed without looking at her for a few minutes but then leaned forward and lifted his chin so that his eyes met hers. They were cold, wet stones. “You will go to the lunatic asylum, my dear wife.”

      His words took her breath away. The taste on her tongue turned rancid. This was what it was all leading to, wasn’t it? The letter from Stokes in the desk drawer, whatever it was he had slipped into her wine, the garden.

      “Why?” She managed to get out the single word, and she knew it wasn’t enough. It wasn’t nearly enough.

      “You still have no idea?” He laughed darkly. “I thought you were at least clever.”

      Harriet did not understand, but she would not let him win without a fight. “I won’t go.”

      He laughed then, purple pudding speckling the tablecloth. “You will.”

      Christian lifted his spoon to his mouth, again and again, rhythmically, as if he could not stop himself from doing so.

      She would not drink the wine. She knew now that he had put a draught in it, and he intended to carry her deadweight to Colney Hatch. But if he ate enough pudding first—

      She had an odd sensation, her mind beginning to unravel a thought. She understood why the smell of the pudding had nearly toppled her with its irresistibility. It hadn’t been her ravishing hunger. It was the contents of the dish, for it wasn’t just any pudding. It was a sticky-sweet pudding. A plum pudding.

      The plums from her garden were not just intoxicating to smell. They were toxic to eat and could render a person unconscious for hours if enough was consumed.

      Carefully, Harriet watched him as he placed a palm on the table to steady himself. He wiped at his mouth. Soon, he would slump down with his head on his forearms and sleep.

      And Harriet would run.

      She stared at his plate, willing him to take another bite. Just one more. But he didn’t. Instead, he leaned back in his chair and looked toward the front door.

      “What was that?” He’d gone pale.

      Harriet heard it then too.

      Tap, tap, tap.

      Christian looked at her wildly. “Harriet, what is that?”

      But she couldn’t explain it. She’d felt the garden being yanked up by the roots, demolished, scorched. She’d seen it from the window: the vast emptiness where there should have been life, a spirit, an earthly magic.

      Tap, tap, tap.

      “Mrs. Botham.” Christian was stricken with fright now, his eyes wider than Harriet had ever seen them.

      Mrs. Botham slid into the room obediently. “Mr. Comstock?”

      “See what that is.”

      Mrs. Botham hesitated. Harriet thought of the woman’s terrorized expression just the other day when Harriet had lost control, and she was sure she was having the same memory at this moment. To her credit, she nodded and took a few brave steps toward the door. She and her daughter shared that, at least.

      One beat, and she opened it wide.

      Harriet couldn’t see what Mrs. Botham saw, but it must have been rather shocking, for she remained completely still. “You,” she said.

      And then Harriet’s father walked into Sunnyside.

    
  
    
      
        Chapter Twenty-Four

      
      He stood in the doorway, a shadow of a man, wearing as haunted an expression as Harriet had ever seen. He’d grown a thick beard that obscured the bottom half of his face, and his eyes were like daggers, sharp and seeking blood.

      She sat rooted to her chair. Staring, blinking, not comprehending.

      “But you killed him,” she said dumbly to Christian. He wasn’t listening. He was doing his own staring, his face a slick, solid cobblestone.

      Mrs. Botham looked like she’d seen a ghost, throwing a hand to her chest and gasping as he pushed past her into the house. He searched the parlor with his gaze, his eyes landing like a moth on Harriet, who held her breath, before they flitted away again. Finally, the moth seemed to find what it was looking for.

      “Liar.” His voice was a low growl.

      Christian, though addressed, did not react right away. He was a few seconds behind. When he did finally react, it was slow and not at all coordinated. He bumped clumsily against his chair in an effort to stand and stumbled, steadying himself on the mantel. Harriet’s father used the opportunity to storm into the parlor then, ignoring Harriet completely. She watched, as if witnessing a horrible accident, unable to think or speak. Lantern light splashed across the men.

      “You were going to cut me out.” He slid his face up so he was inches from Christian’s. Christian leaned back slightly to bring him into focus. Harriet realized that the plum pudding was working its way through Christian’s bloodstream by now. He seemed to have lost himself.

      “It’s a lovely painting, isn’t it?” Harriet’s father spoke again, spinning wildly to address the house. He gestured above the mantel. He was as manic as the last time Harriet had seen him, maybe even more so. That last night, she remembered with a rush of terror, he’d locked her in her room with fear written plainly on his face. No more, he said as he slammed a palm against her door. And then he’d left.

      His mad glare stopped on Harriet, and a slow, menacing breath escaped between his teeth. Her mind raced. She’d missed her opportunity to leave, and her back was pinned to the chair now, stick straight. Her father took a step toward her, and she looked away. He stank of ale and a ripe sweat that had stayed on his clothes for too long.

      “You have no claim, Clement.” It was Christian who saved her. His words were slurred, but he eked them out.

      At that, her father lost interest in her and whirled around. “You think you because you moved in here, you can just renege on our deal?”

      “I know I can,” Christian said. His eyes were glazed, but she could see him working with everything he had to fight the onrushing delirium.

      “I gave you the idea.”

      “Only of what to do with Harriet,” spat Christian. “The rest was mine. I found the account with the money. My father set up that account for her, and now it’s mine to manage. I’m the one who contacted Davies. I put the plan into action. For god’s sake, I married her.” Anger was bursting through tiny pinpricks in Christian’s daze. “I only brought you in because you came sniffing around.” It was as if the exchange was happening in another realm. Harriet’s eyes darted between the men, but when she heard herself mentioned, she’d gone still.

      Harriet’s father laughed then. He ruminated, began to pace. He looked at home in this dark room where he had spent so many evenings plotting over Harriet’s fate. It began to dawn on her that though both men spoke of her as if she were not present, whatever plan they referred to pivoted around her.

      “It doesn’t matter now.”

      “It does matter. She’s my wife.”

      She didn’t know what they were talking about, though something told her she shouldn’t wait around any longer to discover it. Out of the corner of her eye, she saw the startled face of Mrs. Botham. She was gesturing to Harriet, pointing toward the door.

      In a flash, her father reached for Christian, and Christian barely dodged his outstretched hand, tripping over the fire irons. Fear engulfed Harriet as a loud clang reverberated through the room. Everything was taut then. The house stretched wide around them, and the two men held each other’s gaze. Harriet knew this was her chance.

      She slowly pushed her chair back from the table.

      “I’ve changed my mind,” Harriet’s father said, and he snatched Christian’s lapel. “I want it all.”

      Harriet lifted herself to standing without a sound.

      Christian’s head smashed sideways into the mantel.

      Harriet winced, feeling the violence course through her veins. But she didn’t stop moving. Inch by inch, she stepped away from the table.

      Christian cried out. Then his cry turned into a grunt as he swung at Clement’s head with a solid fist. Being younger and spryer should have helped her husband, especially fighting this shadow of a man. But perhaps her father was just on the other side of madness, the side where he had nothing to lose. That, combined with Christian’s delayed movements, gave her father the edge. He ducked and slammed Christian against the wall. The window, already cracked down the middle, shattered with the force.

      She was almost all the way out of the room now, one foot in the front hall, her breaths sounding like railcars in her ears. The men did not notice her at all. She allowed herself to pause for one tiny second, mesmerized by the spectacle. Here they were, fighting over some unknown thing they each believed they had a claim to—something that involved Harriet’s acquiescence to bend to their will, to disappear to the asylum. These men, they had manipulated Harriet’s destiny countless times, without a shred of compassion, without allowing her to be seen as a whole human with choices and ideas of her own. Her father told her where she could and couldn’t go, what she could and couldn’t do. He imprisoned her here in this hell. And though she’d eventually escaped his clutches, she had not escaped his legacy. She’d stayed. She’d beat herself into submission by blaming herself, by not believing she had any right to be free. And then Christian had come along. His plot was starting to reveal itself now. He had chosen her because she was vulnerable. He’d plucked her up and played with her like a pawn, and she had fallen right into his little game. She’d been duped so overwhelmingly that she’d imprisoned herself again.

      A hand snapped out and grabbed her arm.

      Harriet caught herself before letting out a scream. It was Mrs. Botham who pulled Harriet behind the doorframe.

      “Amelia told me what he tried with her.” Mrs. Botham’s grip was tight on Harriet, her circulation beginning to wane. The woman was visibly shaking. “I put those plums in his pudding, rat bastard.”

      Harriet must have looked surprised because Mrs. Botham said, “I worked here for twenty-two years. You think I didn’t know what goes on in that garden? I know what those plums can do.”

      Harriet heard a thwack from the parlor, the sound of a fist on skin, and her heart leapt to her throat.

      “What about my father?” Harriet asked. “What’s he doing here?”

      “I don’t know.”

      They looked up as something crashed and broke in the other room. Then there was a silence, and Harriet dared not move. They seemed to be in the eye of the storm, a momentary pause during which the soldiers caught their breaths and reloaded their muskets. She stepped back at the exact wrong moment without realizing what she had done—she thought she was free—but the floor betrayed her. It let out a squeal so loud, she was certain they could hear it all the way down at St Katharine Docks.

      “Harriet.” It was her father who spoke. He stepped around the corner and spied her there, still in the clutches of his housemaid. His hand toyed absently with the golden pocket watch he always wore.

      “Where have you been?” Mrs. Botham slid in front of Harriet.

      Harriet’s father blinked, clearly surprised at the confrontation. “Edinburgh,” he said. “I had a few things to take care of.”

      “You mean you had a few debts to run away from.” Mrs. Botham was livid. She balled up her apron into her fists.

      “How dare you.”

      “How dare I?” She took a step toward him. Harriet was astounded at Mrs. Botham’s boldness. It reminded her of Amelia. “And now you’ve returned? For what purpose?”

      Clement looked at her with narrow eyes. “I learned she was getting married, and I thought it couldn’t possibly be true. I came to see for myself. And then, I discovered why.”

      Harriet should have wanted to slink back into the shadows, to disappear, but something came over her. Perhaps it was Mrs. Botham’s bravery, or seeing her father again after all this time trying to control her.

      “She has a name,” Harriet spat.

      He smiled at that, and the effect was chilling. “Harriet.” He nodded in mock politeness. “Your husband had a truly clever plan. He wanted to take your inheritance. I told him to commit you to get you out of the way. But now I see he intended to take it all for himself after all. And he can’t take what is rightfully mine.”

      Christian rounded the doorframe then. “It’s neither of ours as long as Harriet is still here,” he growled. His chest pumped with fast breaths. The four of them stood that way, facing off, until the clock clanged above them.

      Suddenly, the spell was broken.

      “Go,” Mrs. Botham whispered urgently in Harriet’s ear, one second before Christian lurched toward her.

      Harriet bounded down the small corridor. All she could think about was getting outside. She had to get out to her garden. If she could reach it, she’d be wrapped up in its thorny defenses, and she could escape with its help. She wouldn’t hold back this time. But it wasn’t until she reached the side door and tumbled through it, not until she stepped onto the desert that had once been her only refuge, that she remembered. Ahead of her, where there should have been rosebushes twisted with thorns, stood nothing but a dark brick wall. To her right, another bare wall, and the train tracks beyond. To her left, in front of the house, the iron gate stood naked, a river of dark road spread out beyond it. No roses peered sideways at her; no ivy coiled up the tree. In fact, there was no tree. There was nothing left of her garden except churned earth, dirt, and stone. No vines, no roses, no brambles, no flowers. All of it—all of it was gone. One low, hacked-off stump, sad and dead in the churned-up earth, was the last of her beautiful garden—the remains of her sweet plum tree.

      It was all gone.

      She’d known it would be; she’d seen it from the window, felt it when she was in the basement. But being in it was like being entombed alive. Christian had taken the very last thing Harriet had in the world—the only thing she’d ever truly had—and destroyed it. And it wasn’t because he hated her. No, it was because she meant nothing to him. Less than nothing.

      Harriet’s insides were empty and raw. She fell to her knees and involuntarily heaved into the dirt. It was dry and hard and broke apart in her hands.

      Something uncontrollable began to seethe within her. And then, feeling as wild as she ever had, she crawled to the center of her garden—now a barren field, a graveyard, a dead space.

      She looked up just as Christian spilled out of the side door, stumbling and off balance. The plums were still at work, then. But Harriet was shocked that he was able to resist the overwhelming drowsiness she knew they incited. It was a moment before he saw her, crouched in the dark. Fear and disgust curdled inside her as a distant rumble shook the earth. He advanced unsteadily, falling and lifting himself up again, as the sound of an approaching train intensified. The scream of wheels on tracks pierced the air, louder and then louder still.

      Christian’s face was terrible in this pitched darkness. His eyes drooped involuntarily—a result of the plum’s potency—and his mouth was twisted up in a kind of snarl. A few more steps and he would be on her. The train was so close, its wheels on rails earsplitting, and suddenly, she couldn’t take it anymore. Rage, blindingly white and searing hot, shot through her. She began to writhe as the rage surged through her veins, swirled in her blood, clamoring for an escape, yearning to be expelled.

      Harriet looked at her fingers for only a second before plunging them into the dry earth.

      She sank them in deeply, feeling the fury swelling and moving quicker than any slipstream.

      The train steamed by with its black carriages bursting into view, and Harriet released a scream—a wild cry that she couldn’t hear but could feel coming from the depths of her.

      Boiling anger poured from her body, ruptured like glass out through her fingertips, and then sank deep, deep into the earth. The release was both terrifying and the most satisfying feeling Harriet had ever experienced. She shuddered and screamed, completely out of her own control, as if her body was consumed by some ethereal power.

      She saw Christian rock back on his heels, halted by what he had seen. She was powerful, dangerous, and perhaps, just as he suspected, completely mad.

      As the train continued to clack and tumble by, Christian gained his awareness and began to inhale and exhale with ferocity. She could see him trying to fight through the plum’s effects.

      “What is happening to me?” he cried. “What have you done?”

      As the shudder of the train continued, a stillness began to expand before her like she’d never experienced before. It was as if the earth were preparing, an animal stalking its prey. Her heart thundered inside her. Christian advanced.

      Then she saw it, out of the corner of her eye. A small inquisitive bud lifted its tiny head out of the earth.

      It moved this way and that, searching, growing.

      Then, another appeared, doing the same thing a small distance away. Then another. And another. The buds sprouted quickly, alarmingly so, and grew into fierce tendrils of ivy.

      He stopped, seeing it too.

      They sprung up out of nothing, it seemed, and now the entire garden was suddenly writhing with them. Tangles of thorned brambles appeared as if out of nowhere, clawing up from the barren earth with urgency and might.

      Her father tore out of the house then, his eyes trained on Christian. Ivy and thorns billowed around Harriet, until they reached higher than the side door. They began to scale and rake at the side of the house, moving up—moving everywhere—consuming the emptiness and covering it in furious, sharp claws.

      Something pulled at her, and she went down. She smacked hard against the ground, Christian’s hand gripping her arm. He yanked her toward him, and she kicked out, hoping to make contact, but his grip was steel. He reached up to strike her then, but the blow never landed. Harriet’s father tackled him from the side, sending both men tumbling into the thicket of thorns.

      She scrambled to her feet. The scene before her was out of a nightmare. The men were entangled with each other, and the garden swarmed around them. There were roses now too. She couldn’t see them, but she could hear them. They sang louder than they ever had before. Go, they sang. Go now.

      Her muscles propelled her when her mind could not, and she began to run for the front gate.

      But cold fingers snatched at her ankle, sending her face down into the ground. The fall was cushioned, for moss had grown up abundantly all around her, following her wherever she went. She looked back to see Christian, who was partially obscured by the darkness—two huge white eyes flashing behind his outstretched hand. His mouth was frozen in a silent, dreadful shriek.

      At that moment, she saw a tendril of ivy whip out and wrap around his leg. The garden pulled him back, away from her, and Harriet could do nothing else, nothing at all then, but run.

    
  
    
      
        Chapter Twenty-Five

      
      Harriet ran all the way to the Heath. She sat with her back against a tree, feeling herself sinking into the ground. Everything hurt. She closed her eyes and just breathed. She wasn’t sure how long she rested, but it must have been several hours before she calmed herself enough to realize she couldn’t stay here. She couldn’t sit idly, despite how tired she was, not knowing if her father or Christian had escaped or whether they might be looking for her. She sat upright and suddenly noticed a shadow growing larger just to her left. Two men crossed in front of her, and she held her breath.

      They slunk by without seeing her.

      She exhaled, digging her fingers between the blades of grass beneath her for extra support.

      She wanted to will herself to stay awake but began to nod off anyway, head bobbing up and down as she rested against the cool trunk of the elm tree. A chill had settled on her, creeping through her skirts and surrounding her legs. She shivered and tried with everything she had to keep her head upright, her eyes open.

      “What’s this?”

      Harriet thought she heard a man’s voice somewhere nearby, but she couldn’t open her eyes; they were too heavy.

      “Sleeping beauty.” The voice was unfamiliar.

      “I bet she won’t mind if we have a look then.”

      Harriet peeled her eyes open. Two men loomed over her, so close she could smell them. Tripe and malt liquor. She tried to stand, but as she did, one of the men laughed and pushed her shoulder down.

      “Why, now the beauty wants to leave,” one said. She couldn’t be sure which one. The deep grays of early morning poured around their hulking frames.

      The one who held her by the shoulder let his hand travel down her arm in a scratchy caress.

      Harriet held her breath.

      The other man took one of her legs in his hand as if to inspect it. As his calloused fingers searched further and further up her skirts, she let out a scream.

      A hand clapped over her mouth then, and she was pinned forcefully to the ground.

      The man’s hands were on her, and she could smell his meaty sweat while she snuck in breaths from beneath his grip.

      Harriet screamed once more, but she only made a muffled sound.

      She felt around and gripped the grass again like it was a weapon. But they held her down with little effort, as if it were the easiest thing to do in the world. Harriet looked at the shadows above her, at these men who took what they wanted with not a single thought for what she might want. At these men who wanted to push her down after she’d been locked in the basement by her own husband, after a lifetime of being trapped, of being hidden away. She felt herself snap. Men took and took and took, and it wasn’t even that they didn’t care. It was that they didn’t see her. They didn’t see that she had a will of her own. They didn’t see that she had choices. They didn’t see that she was a person, just as they were.

      A wet smack came from above her followed by a grunt. Blood splattered on Harriet’s face and one of the men toppled off her. The other scrambled up, yelping, and ran away. Above her, the branches of the elm swayed and dipped, as if to chase him off. Harriet blinked in the predawn light, casting around for some further explanation, but all she saw was a man slumped over next to her, his face slick with blood. She looked up to see a branch of the elm tree righting itself, a smear of something wet shimmering across it.

      A voice rang out from somewhere nearby. She couldn’t be seen here. She ran.

      When the sun finally rose, she was clear on the other side of the Heath. She caught her breath for a moment as she leaned against another tree, slipping into its shadow so she could remain out of sight.

      But a woman with a baby in a black push-along sat on a nearby bench, eyeing Harriet. Harriet knew she looked exactly like the wild woman she was known as. Ivy was surely knotted into her hair, and her clothes had to be a dirt-stained mess. For an instant, she felt exposed under the woman’s judging gaze, saw herself through a young mother’s wary eyes.

      But suddenly, Harriet couldn’t bring herself to care. The way she was perceived had nothing to do with who she was. She was as wild and unruly as ever, just like the tumbling brambles in her garden. She didn’t need to be prim or well-behaved to be good.

      She quickly retied her boots, flattened out her hair, plucked leaves and dirt from it, and clomped quickly down the hill.

      

      ***

      She wasn’t quite sure why her feet brought her to this particular doorstep, but she’d been guided here by some instinct. Her body’s memory of that day in the rain, perhaps. It took the last of her strength to climb the small set of steps to the front door, knock three times, then four, then slide down, leaning heavily against it.

      She nearly toppled inside when the door eventually opened.

      “Harriet?”

      The voice moved through her like music. When she finally opened her eyes, it was Greenwood’s face she saw, and it was pale with alarm. She expected him to pull her up with a hand, but he did not. Instead, he knelt to lift her into his arms, holding her closely with no other words, no other sounds, no questions, no accusations.

      In minutes, Anna was downstairs with them too, puffy-eyed and in her nightdress but with concern creasing her brow. They all took a seat by a freshly lit fire, which was still warming, and eyes turned to Harriet. She hadn’t been asked for an explanation at all. There was too much fussing about over her, though, and she could feel Greenwood searching her with his inquisitive gaze. She perched on the edge of a chair, glancing out the window, where the morning forced its way in. Though she didn’t anticipate Christian coming to look for her here, she couldn’t be sure.

      They didn’t ask, but Harriet thought it only right that she offer an explanation. Where should she begin? Should she start with discovering Eunice’s letters? Being locked in the basement? The threat of the asylum? Her father’s reappearance? (Her stomach turned over at the memory.) Her garden? Harriet couldn’t explain any of it, not fully. She didn’t completely understand it herself.

      She let the stray thought about her garden become fully formed then. Fresh horror flooded her as she wondered what would happen now. She had no intention of going back, but what would happen to her garden without her there to keep it under control? She realized now, however, that it had already gone completely beyond her control. And now that it had been unleashed, she had no desire to retame it. She would let the garden be as wild as it wanted to be. In fact, knowing that she could do nothing to stop it was, in a way, liberating.

      “Thank you for taking me in.” Harriet made sure to keep her voice steady, even though anxiety quivered in her throat.

      “Harriet.” Greenwood’s voice was rich and warm, like slowly melting butter. “What happened to you?”

      She hesitated, watched the curve of his eyes, the soft waves of hair that hung over his face. “Something happened that I can’t explain, but it would make anyone think I am completely mad. The way I left—oh the state of it.” She gnawed on her lower lip, letting her eyes find rest in the fire’s glow.

      “The state of what?” It was Anna who chimed in. She leaned in closer, indicating that they didn’t have to speak loudly on the matter, and Harriet appreciated the small kindness.

      “It happened so fast. Christian let me out of the basement, and then he told me about Colney Hatch, and I panicked, and then my father came. They fought, I—the last I saw of either of them was in my garden. I ran. I had no other choice. But I don’t know. I think they’re still after me.”

      It was only momentary, but Harriet caught the two siblings exchange a worried look. Greenwood leaned in now. “What do you mean, he let you out of the basement?”

      Harriet flinched. “He took my garden from me. He ripped it all up.” Even now, a shaking passed through her as she thought of the sight. “I was afraid, and then I was so, so angry.”

      “Harriet, did he hurt you?” Anna’s voice was soft, and she placed a hand on her knee.

      Harriet didn’t know what to say. She had been hurt—that much was obvious from the cut on her face, now dry with two-day-old blood. Her forehead stung as she remembered it cracking against the fire poker. It seemed like so long ago. But she had also caused pain. She thought of the two men in the Heath, of Christian, of her father, and fresh fear washed over her.

      “I have to go.”

      “It’s all right, Harriet,” said Anna placatingly. “You’ll be safe here for a little while. Let’s get you cleaned up.”

      Harriet nodded and followed Anna upstairs. From the staircase, she glanced down at Greenwood, who met her eyes for a moment, empty teacups balanced in his hands, and a longing pulled at her heart. Maybe someday she could feel as safe as this.

      “I’m so sorry about your debut night.” Harriet wasn’t sure why this comment stood out above all the other possible things to say. Anna had drawn her a bath, and the water was welcoming. Harriet could finally feel her pulse normalizing.

      “Nonsense,” Anna said brightly. “The first night was rubbish anyway. I didn’t hit my stride until a week in, for certain.” Harriet could hear her wry smile as she stood in the doorway. “You know, most people think it’s quite provocative for a woman to act onstage. I’m sure Christian is one of them.”

      Harriet shrugged.

      Anna turned to inspect herself in the mirror. “But I don’t perform for the Christian Comstocks of the world, do I? When I’m onstage, I perform for those with open minds who aren’t afraid to see a woman pouring her heart out.”

      Harriet stayed quiet.

      Anna reached out and grabbed her hand. “They exist, those kinds of people. I promise.”

      

      ***

      The smell of butter welcomed Harriet down the stairs, and she momentarily relinquished her anxiety. She was clean, wearing one of Anna’s dresses, but her arms and thighs bore tender bruises, reminders of her night.

      “Voilà! Our guest has arrived.” Anna’s face lit up genuinely, and Harriet relaxed even more.

      Greenwood turned around and took in Harriet standing in the doorway for a moment before speaking. He gave her a small wave, which was awkward but somehow intimate, and she flushed.

      “It smells wonderful,” she said.

      “Ah, yes,” replied Anna. “My brother can cook eggs like no kitchen maid ever could.”

      The comment made Harriet freeze in a half smile. She wondered suddenly about Amelia. Mrs. Botham had mentioned that Amelia had told her about Christian. Harriet hoped that meant she would listen to her mother and stay well away from Sunnyside.

      They sat together in the dining room, forks and plates clinking as they consumed Greenwood’s eggs and toast with butter and black currant jam. There was tea, and sunlight streaming in through a bright window with light-green curtains parted widely. Harriet ate in silence, but only because she was furiously hungry and didn’t want to stop to think. She couldn’t stay here any longer. She was suddenly convinced that Christian would know exactly where she had run to.

      “I have to go. I’m—I’m sorry.” Harriet stood.

      “Harriet, stay calm,” said Anna. “We’ll take you where you need to go soon enough.”

      “Anna,” said Greenwood, looking up. “It is not our decision what Harriet does.” He looked shocked at his own comment.

      Anna scoffed. “Of course. It’s her decision. I only mean to say that she can stay here as long as she likes. She is safe here.”

      “I—” Harriet began, but she was interrupted by a solid, masculine knock on the front door.

      Her stomach dropped like a lead weight, and her throat cinched up. She was suddenly aware of how visible she was with the curtains wide open.

      “Come with me.” Anna came around and grabbed Harriet by the hand, then led her into the kitchen, where they stood on the other side of the wall, listening.

      Harriet’s heart thrummed. He was here. He’d found her. Of course he had found her. It was only a matter of time. That much she had known.

      “It’s not Christian,” whispered Greenwood from the front hall. “I can see from the window.”

      Harriet’s shoulders slackened at this news, and Anna’s grip loosened simultaneously. And yet, she could not breathe normally, not until the visitor was gone. She heard the door open.

      “Good morning, sir. May I help you?” Harriet could not help but notice that Greenwood’s tone was standoffish, unfriendly, suspicious even.

      “Mr. Greenwood, I presume? My name is Inspector Stokes.”

      Harriet turned to stone.

      “I’m here to inquire about a Mr. Christian Comstock. You are closely acquainted with him, if I’m not mistaken.”

      “He’s my cousin.”

      “Indeed. Have you seen the man today?”

      “I’ve only just finished my breakfast, sir.” Greenwood sounded impatient.

      “Of course,” said Stokes.

      “Can I ask what this is regarding?”

      “Have you seen his wife, Mrs. Comstock?”

      Greenwood coughed uncomfortably. “I have not seen him. Them. I’m sorry I cannot be of more help, inspector. Have you tried his mother’s house? She lives just up the street.”

      “I have just come from there, yes. But thank you for the suggestion.”

      “Is there anything else?”

      A long hesitation broke up the conversation enough to make Harriet wonder if it had abruptly ended or if they had gone outside to continue. But then she heard Stokes speak. She remembered his curly mustache and stocky build, the way he looked at her, wondered about her. Women like you.

      “Mr. Greenwood, there was a violent commotion at Sunnyside last night. Mr. Comstock’s residence. I’m just trying to make sure all parties are accounted for.”

      “Oh, that’s—yes, of course. I will keep my eye out, inspector. Good day to you.”

      The door was closed shortly after that, and Greenwood’s gentle footsteps grew closer to the kitchen. He stepped inside and looked around, jumping when he saw the two women.

      “He’s fled then.” Anna uncharacteristically bit at her lip. Harriet was sure her own face was a ghostly shade of white. Christian, her father, Stokes—what would she do if any of them found her? Now that Christian had seen what she was capable of, surely he wouldn’t hesitate to take her away. And what about her father? They both wanted Harriet out of the way, no matter what. The room was suddenly too small, too constricting. And then, there was Stokes. His presence awakened a deep fear. His power was in his position, and Harriet couldn’t fight that easily.

      “What are we going to do?” Anna said.

      We. Anna had not said you. She’d said we.

      A few minutes of pensive silence descended on the room, and the teakettle squealed. Harriet couldn’t let Stokes find her. She thought of his professional assessment of her—his name on that small damning letter—and she felt sick.

      “Perhaps Theo can take you somewhere.” Anna interrupted Harriet’s thoughts as she poured her another steaming cup of tea. “Where will you be safe?”

      “No. I couldn’t possibly expect—”

      “Harriet.” Anna sounded impatient suddenly. “Our means of keeping you safe and happy are completely selfish.”

      “But what—”

      Harriet watched as Anna elbowed her brother. Greenwood’s face was bunched up in concern but aimed shyly down at his tea.

      It was Anna who answered her question with a quick roll of the eyes. “Friendship, dear Harriet. Theo and I don’t abandon the people we care for. And if you won’t willingly rely on our love, I’m afraid we’ll be forced to beg.”

      Harriet became suddenly hot and didn’t think it was the tea. She’d never heard such honest professions. “But I don’t deserve—” She choked back her emotion.

      Greenwood raised his head and held her gaze. She saw his finger twitch, as if he were about to reach out for her, but he left his hand wrapped around his teacup.

      “Deserving has nothing to do with it,” Anna said.

      Harriet looked around the room. Sunlight was streaming inside, starting to fill up the dark corners. She had to leave now, that was inevitable, but perhaps she could accept help from her friends. Something slackened inside her with this concession, something she’d been holding on to for so long she hadn’t even realized it had become knotted inside her.

      And as she did, she knew at once where she needed to go.

    
  
    
      
        Chapter Twenty-Six

      
      Harriet pushed her head back into her seat and glanced up, imagining uniformed men hurrying down the aisle, surrounding her. The madwoman on the run.

      But no one came, and the train bumped and rattled as it pulled out of King’s Cross Station.

      She could see Greenwood looking at her from across the carriage. His long limbs swayed with the train’s motion as they pushed away from the grime of the city and into the sunlight. She forced her gaze to the view beyond the window while she bounced a knee up and down. The luggage rattled over her head. For a moment, she imagined Christian catching the next train, or her father, just one step behind her. She shifted uncomfortably in her seat.

      The one thing she knew to be true, as they jostled about on their way north, was the one thing she understood with the most burning regret. Eunice had been right. She’d been right to warn Harriet against a hasty marriage. She’d been right to advise her to assess the man before marrying him. Had Harriet done that—had she listened—she couldn’t help but think things would have been different.

      Something still bothered her. She still didn’t know why Christian had chosen her. She’d gotten snippets of his plan when her father had come home—something about an account, a claim to an inheritance—but Harriet had no such account. She had nothing but her father’s debts, but of course her father would have known that. That was why he’d left in the first place, surely. If they both fled from the garden—Stokes had said there was no one at the house—it didn’t matter which one was after her, for though they were at odds, they both seemed to agree on one thing: Harriet stood in their way.

      “Are you all right?”

      It was Greenwood’s patient, inquisitive voice that finally pulled her from her anxious spiral. She tore her gaze from the scenery to look at him. It seemed like he wanted to say more but stopped himself. She gave him a small smile and decided to push away her thoughts about Christian for now.

      “They have an astrology tower,” Greenwood said, a bit too loudly, perhaps trying to distract her. Harriet appreciated the effort. He looked bashful as he quieted to a whisper. “In Durham, I mean.”

      “Ah,” she said. “The celestial bodies.”

      “I still can’t believe you thought me a clergyman.”

      They exchanged a smile, too small to be considered happy, but it was enough for now.

      

      ***

      They rolled along the track for hours, and Harriet was dumbstruck at the long stretches of wilderness. Something unshackled itself from her bones, releasing her, little by little as they passed clusters of contented sheep, expanses of shorn grass, and spindly forests waiting for spring. It all whirred by so fast but with such a serene spirit, like she’d stepped into a sprawling painting.

      Tension faded with each passing minute, but she knew her fears would never completely leave her. She and Greenwood didn’t speak much during the journey, and she was grateful for the silence. She sensed that Greenwood didn’t want to press her into superficial, meaningless conversation. Rather, she enjoyed simply watching the landscapes before her in companionable silence, stealing glances at him every now and again.

      When they finally slowed to the platform at Durham, Harriet felt changed, just a little. Perhaps it was the long vowels drawn out by the northern bell cap, but she felt far away from where she came from.

      It was only as they approached Eunice’s home, arriving unannounced, that Harriet began to feel her nerves tighten once again. She wasn’t sure if she’d be able to properly explain what had happened with their letters. Would Eunice forgive her?

      Greenwood said he would arrange to stay at an inn near the university a mile away, but he walked by her side all the way from the station to the lane, and Harriet was glad he was there.

      Meadow Cottage was made of stone the color of sand, and it sat peacefully against the backdrop of rolling country greenery. It was larger than Harriet had predicted, with three chimneys. They walked beyond the stone wall, and Harriet peered up through the dark windows, hoping to catch a glimpse of Eunice in her new life.

      Harriet thought of how she would greet her cousin. She would probably want to get her explanation in immediately so she wasn’t promptly turned away. Eunice’s love was a spring, but not replying to her letters after making such a promise must have wounded her deeply, and Harriet was prepared to grovel if she had to.

      As they approached the front door, she quickly realized that she needn’t have worried at all about how the greeting would go. In fact, before she’d even set foot on the first step, the door swung wide, and a round creature with golden blond hair dashed toward them. The speed at which she was on her astounded Harriet, and she tripped on her case. The two women went down in a heap of limbs, and Eunice’s jovial laughter rang in Harriet’s ears.

      “What on earth?” she said, rolling over and sitting upright like a doll, her face red and beaming.

      “Hello,” Harriet said. She could hear a little timidity creeping into her voice, hoping she wasn’t overstepping.

      “Your face,” Eunice said, eyeing her more closely. “Look at you. What’s happened?”

      Harriet flushed.

      “Come in first. We’ll have time to talk about it,” said Eunice, cradling Harriet’s cheek with a tender hand. “You are staying, aren’t you?”

      “I’m sorry to come with no warning.”

      Eunice waved her comment away as she would shoo a gnat. “I could call you a scoundrel for not returning my letters, but this is quite significantly better. You’re here in the flesh!”

      They stood together, leaning on one another happily.

      “Oh,” Eunice said suddenly, and Harriet turned around to see what was the matter.

      “Miss—” Greenwood said, standing tall and awkward behind them. His face turned a deep shade of scarlet. It was the most sudden blush she’d ever seen from a man. Harriet had to hide her smile.

      “I’m so sorry,” he continued, through his embarrassment. “I’m afraid Harriet’s never mentioned your surname, and I don’t feel it’s quite appropriate to call you Eunice before having even introduced myself.” The admission drained him of breath, and he glanced briefly at Harriet.

      “Gibson,” whispered Harriet, rescuing him. Then she turned to Eunice. “This is Mr. Theodore Greenwood.”

      Eunice didn’t speak for a moment, flicking her gaze between Harriet and Greenwood, appearing to puzzle something out. Then she said with her usual upbeat cadence, “Well, Mr. Theodore Greenwood. Thank you for seeing that my dear, dear cousin arrived safely.” She turned on her heel and made her way toward the house, finishing her thought over her shoulder. “But please do call me Eunice. I insist.”

      The interior was as hospitable as a warm hug. The rooms were bright enough to cheer one’s spirit without overwhelming the senses, and Harriet felt at home at once. Maybe it was Eunice’s humming as she toured them around the various rooms, which set a lively tone to the whole day, or maybe it was the smell of baking bread emanating from the kitchen.

      Lewis eventually appeared from some back door after their inspection of the parlor and dining room. He’d been as surprised as Eunice to see Harriet standing there in his house, but his shock quickly softened. Harriet suspected a convivial conversation with Greenwood helped encourage it even more.

      “You came at the perfect time.” Eunice spoke softly as the two climbed the stairs. “I mean that entirely selfishly, of course. My parents just left for a holiday along the coast and then back to Upper Holloway. I fear I would have become quite lonely here if it weren’t for you. Lewis is gone during the day, and we don’t have much time to socialize like we did back home.” Harriet could hear the men’s voices trail off, and she imagined them stepping out onto the grounds and exploring the exterior together. It was strange, wanting to make sure Greenwood felt welcome. He was only a friend, she had to remind herself. She was relieved to see that Lewis and he got on.

      “But I have been keeping quite busy anyway,” continued Eunice, blissfully ignorant of Harriet’s thoughts. They passed the bedroom of Lewis’s poor deceased aunt, and then Eunice showed Harriet to another room with a closed door. She placed one hand on the doorknob and another on the door itself, giving it a soft push. Inside was a small room with a window overlooking a vast field. Harriet thought she could see white dots of sheep in the distance. But Eunice’s attention was not on the window. She turned to the left where a small wickerwork cradle sat in the corner.

      A baby lay there, awake, kicking happily. Eunice smiled at him with such joy, Harriet’s heart melted a little. “Eunice.” She could think of nothing else to say. Her breath caught in her throat as she took in the happy scene.

      “I wrote you as soon as he was born. I swear it. Lewis had to take my pen away so I could rest.” Her attention was still on the child, who she lifted into her arms.

      “You’re a mother,” Harriet said.

      Eunice beamed. “This is Freddie. Freddie, this is my cousin Harriet. Soon to be your godmother, I hope. She’s very special to me.” She said it in a singsong voice, which he responded to by looking up at her with what seemed like admiration. And before Harriet could say anything more, the child was being pushed into her. She had no choice but to awkwardly cradle her arms beneath his little body and hug him close. He smelled of powder and freshly bloomed flowers.

      And then, Harriet began to sob. The tears came uncontrolled and fell in rivers over her cheeks. Eunice watched her with wide eyes but let her release her tears without shushing her, only running a hand along her arm, a gesture that made Harriet cry even more. “I should have listened to you. I made a mess of everything,” Harriet managed to say between sniffles.

      Eunice studied her, reached out for Freddie. Harriet obediently handed him over; then she squeezed her eyes shut to wring out the last of her tears.

      “We missed you, dear Harriet,” Eunice said. “And we were so worried. But there’s never anything so messy that it can’t be made right.”

      Harriet could hardly see her cousin through the tangle of wet eyelashes, but she knew that face, that forgiving look that Eunice always wore. How Harriet had missed her company, how she had missed the easy companionship of her childhood friend. When her vision cleared more, she could see something else in Eunice’s expression, something maternal.

      “Tell me,” Eunice said.

    
  
    
      
        Chapter Twenty-Seven

      
      They made their way outside and walked around the stone wall that surrounded the house. It was mild for a winter day, and they set the baby on a blanket while Harriet talked and talked and Eunice listened raptly, her face alight one minute—at the mention of her trip with Amelia to the wharf—and then dark the next—at the mention of Christian’s broken promise to go with her to the theater. Freddie whimpered, and the two women passed him back and forth, entertaining him with smiles and bright eyes—adding a lightness to the memories Harriet was reviving.

      “Your father came back? But where is he now? Neither of them better show their faces here. I swear—” Harriet watched Eunice bloom with anger, and she wanted to calm her, tell her everything was fine now, but the truth was, there was still fear simmering inside her. Something else was slowly putting down roots inside her, though, smothering that fear. And she realized for the first time in as long as she could remember, she was finally free to feel deeply. She thought about the night her father left, how he’d admitted her to Colney Hatch, tried to manhandle her, to pull her out the door, and then maniacally shoved her into her room when the garden raised its hackles. Harriet had been threatened with the asylum for as long as she could remember and had come close to going too many times. It was darkly ironic. Her father’s obsession with ultimately locking Harriet away in a padded room had been the spark that ignited Christian’s plan. Even Stokes was fixated on her hysteria, her lunacy—something tangible to explain her unique nature. But Eunice accepted her for who she was. She always had. Amelia was another who accepted her without question. She wondered where Amelia ended up and hoped she was well. Harriet, it seemed, had more friends than she’d realized.

      By then, Freddie had begun to cry in earnest, and Harriet felt drained as she watched Eunice whisk him inside for a feeding. She was exhausted, as if she’d opened her soul wider than ever before and spilled out her long-untouched insides. The memories were so very fresh, so tender, and a chill ran through her. She didn’t know if Christian or her father were accounted for, and it wouldn’t be unlike either of them to show up that very evening to seek her out. She could almost see Christian storming up the lane now in his sternly placed top hat. She could almost feel him taking her by the hair and wrenching her out of bed. She could smell his starched shirt, the smell of pretense and hidden cruelty. And her father—her fear of him was as familiar as an old coat.

      Harriet stood and walked toward the thicket of forest just behind the house. She pushed Christian and her father out of her mind. There wasn’t enough room for the violence of Sunnyside and this beautiful country house to exist at once. And when she finally crossed the forest’s threshold and was surrounded by the quiet, shaded stillness, all memories of the men dissolved. Something else much more powerful replaced those thoughts—all her thoughts, in fact. Her mind was suddenly an empty, vast space. It was only feelings she held now, only sensations.

      She walked a few more steps in before becoming dizzy. She looked up at a towering tree and placed a hand on it to steady herself. This vertiginous feeling was new, she was sure, and yet it reminded her of something she’d felt before, at home in her garden. As her palm touched the rough bark, she leaned her weight into it.

      That was when something soft caressed her hair.

      Startled, she looked up in time to see a branch dipping low, like an arm reaching out for her, brushing softly against her head. She took another step into the wood, and then another, and as she moved in deeper, she was overwhelmed by the way the forest was attuned to her. Branches lowered themselves down, low enough for her to reach a hand up and stroke the bare bark, low enough for them to tickle the skin of her arms. Soon, her surprise turned into understanding. She knew what this feeling was now. She knew what was happening. It was the same elation she experienced when her garden’s roses craned their necks out of concern for her. It was the same tingle that consumed her when the plum tree bent its branches to shade her on sunny days. Only now, in these dense woods, as far from her garden as she’d ever been, it was stronger than ever before. She became part of this forest as soon as she entered it, and it was a part of her. They could communicate. They could be as one, without a single word spoken.

      Filled with wonder, Harriet sat beneath the biggest tree in the wood. As she did, she heard a familiar rustling noise. Within seconds, curious tendrils of ivy appeared at her side, wrapped eagerly around her legs, and climbed over her hands. Harriet stayed very still. This ivy was different from the ivy in her garden—it was more childlike in its embrace, more impatient. There was a kind of discovery in the way the tendrils wrapped around and beneath her that was new to them both. But soon, all foreignness was gone, for Harriet was lifted off the ground to lie on a silken pillow of ivy created just for her. Harriet let herself relax into it. We move because of you, the ivy whispered to her, and the trees hummed in agreement. You are exceptional, the wood told her. The words did not come as a person’s voice. They came as the warm, whistling breeze, the rustle of branches, the titters of a bird. A sylvan lullaby.

      Soon, Harriet closed her eyes, which were still swollen from crying. Her heart was the thing that swelled now, and she felt so completely absorbed by understanding that she couldn’t help but lie still and allow the wood to rock her to sleep.

    
  
    
      
        Chapter Twenty-Eight

      
      The next day was still unseasonably warm. Harriet was entirely consumed with housework, tending to Freddie, and helping with Eunice’s greenhouse. Eunice tried to tell Harriet that the vegetable garden was hopeless so she wouldn’t feel obligated to help, but Harriet welcomed the distraction, longing to feel useful. They pruned and tied up buds together, but it was only when Eunice raced inside to feed a screaming Freddie that Harriet dared run her finger along the burgeoning tomato vine and watched it spread out before her, plump green and red fruit hanging amply from where she’d last touched. She spoke quietly to the lettuce plants and observed them crane their leaves upward, as if dancing to the sounds of her voice.

      When the vegetables were well tended, Harriet wandered outside the greenhouse. She discovered patches of dirt where someone had attempted to plant flowers in the warmer months. Her cousin had not had time to keep up with them, she’d admitted, which was why they’d remained dead, limp twigs.

      Listening to Eunice’s lullabies wafting through the open nursery window, Harriet placed her palms on top of the earth. She allowed the sweetness of the moment to seep down through her hands into the soil. A tear escaped and splashed into the dirt. The buds responded immediately. She watched one, bent and brown, begin to unfold into a vibrant purple freesia, opening layer by beautiful layer, then turn to face Harriet.

      Harriet used her touch to sprout butter-yellow dahlias and sweet pink fuchsias, forget-me-nots the color of dusk and honeysuckle that dripped with nectar. Before long, Eunice’s flower garden was a wild array of colors and scents, as if summer had skipped right over winter and spring. Bees roused from their nests, swarming hungrily from blossom to blossom, and Harriet spotted more than one eager blue tit exploring the newly bloomed gooseberry bush.

      Eunice didn’t know quite what to say when she eventually made her way back outside. Harriet didn’t explain. She only beamed at her cousin. She knew now that she had something like magic within her, that it was not just with her garden at home but with plants everywhere. She had no idea why she wielded this gift. She only knew she wasn’t afraid of it anymore.

      “Can I see?” Eunice asked. They knelt in the flower garden with dirt beneath their fingernails.

      Harriet hesitated.

      Eunice rolled her eyes. “I know, Harriet. I know you can do things to plants. I’ve known it since we were girls.”

      Harriet said nothing. She only laughed. Harriet understood now that she’d always had more control over the garden than she’d ever known. Perhaps control wasn’t the right word. It was an understanding—some strange understanding both she and the plants had together. Either way, she knew now that she could ask this garden, any garden, to respond to her touch, to her thoughts, her emotions, and it would respond.

      She let her hands fall to the bare earth and closed her eyes. She began to push happiness from her heart, down her arms, and out through her hands. The feeling was so intense, so filled with love that tears brimmed along her eyelashes. Eunice breathed steadily beside her, while the insects nearby hummed busily, and the smell of freesias filled her head.

      Eunice gasped, and Harriet opened her eyes to see a green thread of life prodding up through the dirt, exploring the air above, doubling in size with each passing moment. She watched her cousin examine the bud as it unfurled into a tiny cream primrose with a sunshine-yellow center.

      “Oh, Harriet—” started Eunice, her eyes wide.

      But she didn’t get to finish her thought. The sound of hooves on dirt startled them both.

      A horse and carriage made its way down the lane. Inside sat a man in a black top hat, bumping back and forth. Harriet couldn’t see who the man was at this distance, but there was something ominous about his slow approach, and her entire body went rigid. Her heart thrummed to the rhythm of his horse.

      Eunice eventually tore her eyes from the impossible flower she’d just seen grow at Harriet’s touch. Their eyes met for the smallest of moments.

      “I’ll go meet him,” Harriet said. It was Christian, it had to be, and yet she didn’t feel afraid.

      “You will not, Harriet Hunt,” said Eunice, standing up to inspect the carriage. “This is my property, and as far as he knows, you’re not here.”

      Eunice pushed Harriet toward the house with maternal command. “Go to Freddie’s room.”

      Harriet hesitated before watching her cousin stride toward the carriage. She ran to the side of the house and peered around the corner. She had to see for herself, to spot those golden ringlets hanging beneath his hat. But before she could get a good look, the coach pulled up beyond her view and halted in front of the house.

      She swept inside the open side door and up the stairs, trailing mud behind her as she did. Instead of going to Freddie’s room, which overlooked swathes of rolling green hills, she ducked into Eunice’s room and found the window that faced the front of the house. She could hear a man’s voice outside, but he was still obscured by the carriage. She listened, but their voices didn’t carry nearly enough for her to hear the content of the conversation, and she needed to know. Her fingers wrenched at the window. It was stuck and needed a good shove to open. She tried to push it up. Nothing.

      With a fortifying inhale, she bent so she could get good purchase with both hands. It would not move. She peered out in frustration. His face was hidden. All she could see were his black shoes. He and Eunice were still conversing at the carriage. Harriet should simply go down there, confront him. She wasn’t afraid. She would not go with him, and he could not make her, not here. She tried once more before going down—a last shove of great force—and the window budged by an inch, just enough to feel a breeze push its way through, carrying voices from below with it.

      “I’m sorry, sir. I can’t help you.” Eunice sounded resolute, stubborn. Harriet listened.

      “But as I said, you are Mrs. Comstock’s only remaining relative. Well, you and your parents. Everyone else seems to have disappeared.”

      The man’s voice lacked the charmed, sweet tones of Christian working to get what he wanted. And it certainly didn’t contain the fiery demands of her father when he was angry. Instead, his words were clipped and terse. A breeze streamed in through the crack in the window. Stokes.

      “Well, if you do see her, please notify me. It is quite an urgent matter. Thank you, Mrs. Gibson.”

      And with that, Harriet heard the carriage door open. She couldn’t see Eunice, but she pictured her cousin with her hands on her hips, her cheerful face trying its best to look stern and unperturbed. Harriet slid out of sight, behind the curtain. She covered her mouth with her hand, recalling Stokes’s name on his letter to Colney Hatch. Harriet had burned the letter that day, the same as she’d burned all her father’s debtor’s letters. She’d believed he couldn’t hurt her without it. But she’d been wrong. She was suddenly glad she’d kept out of sight. If he’d seen her, he would have certainly taken her away with him. Christian she could resist. Stokes—the law—she was not sure about. Staying within the shadows, she tried to get a good look at him, but he was already facing away, his figure warped and wiggly through the glass pane.

      At that moment, the high-pitched trill of a baby’s cry rang out from the room behind her. It was so loud and urgent, Harriet turned instinctively. Freddie was awake from his nap. Another cry rang through the room, and Harriet winced. She turned back to the window. The carriage was still, and everything was just as it had been a moment before.

      Only, now Stokes’s face was pointed up at her.

      Harriet slid behind the curtain, breathing heavily. The baby’s cries intensified, and she waited a few more moments, trying to listen in the seconds between Freddie’s sobs, until she heard the carriage pull away at last. Only then did she look down again, watching his round hat bob away into the distance.

    
  
    
      
        Chapter Twenty-Nine

      
      Thankfully, Stokes did not make another appearance in the many weeks that followed, though Harriet watched for him. She spent most of her spare moments in the woods, brushing her fingers up against tree trunks to watch their branches sway in response overhead. She preferred to sit among the raised, gnarled roots of one particularly large tree, leaning her weight against its trunk and allowing herself to feel settled. When she was not among the trees, she spent her days with her hands in the dirt, sometimes with Eunice by her side, and sometimes on her own with only the sprawling peace of grass and sky for company.

      Time stretched before Harriet lazy and vast, and sometimes she felt like a sparrow dipping and swooping over these lands that stretched on forever, until they eventually met the sea. The woods helped to calm her nerves, though when she was not within their comforting shade, she could feel the familiarity of guilt move through her. She couldn’t pinpoint its exact source, and she wondered vaguely if she could ever truly shed her sense of guilt or if it would be part of her forever.

      When she wasn’t tangled up in the cool embrace of the ivy, she kept busy with Eunice’s greenhouse. Harriet indeed gave some attention to the vegetables, which flourished under her touch. Beetroot and radishes grew to unusually large sizes and were ripe and ready to eat more quickly than Eunice was prepared for, but Harriet ensured there would be more of whatever her cousin desired—wild garlic, aubergine, even asparagus—whenever she needed it. As a result, Eunice had become quite adept at mealtimes, finding delightful combinations that impressed them all. Lewis had brought mutton from town one day, and they’d feasted. Plump green peas and fresh new potatoes adorned their meals for several days.

      Although Harriet found fulfillment in the vegetable patch and the food it provided them, she discovered that she was most drawn to the small mounds of untended earth that sat around the grounds.

      Nearer to the house and along the rock wall, Harriet could feel traces of flowers too—more intentionally planted at some point in this home’s history. Whenever she placed her palms on the earth, she was both reading its vibrations and giving something of herself to it. It was an exchange that she was beginning to understand more, certain now that it started with her. She had a unique touch that somehow awakened an urgent attentiveness in flowers and other plants, and then, once they blossomed, they became whatever she needed them to be. A sort of call-and-response. Here, she could be her full self, and the plants responded beautifully to that. She supposed she’d never been her full self anywhere before, which was why she hadn’t understood the depth of her own abilities.

      This morning, she could feel the presence of once-grown peonies and lily of the valley in the earth beneath her. Her heart leapt as she watched the peony stems grow to life and then the layers of pink peel open before her eyes—an offering, a blessing, a study in delicate beauty. It was more like a dream than her reality, especially as it was still not yet spring. With another touch, she prepared the way for the wispy, hanging flower bells, but she did not stop there. She moved her way around the stone wall, sensing which flowers wanted to grow here, and she gave them life. Growing these flowers gave Harriet something tangible to focus on, and she hoped the fragrances and colors cheered Eunice and Lewis as much as they cheered her.

      “It’s so beautiful, Harriet,” Eunice said. Her face reflected the eager, happy flowers that bloomed before them. Harriet watched her surveying her property. It had been charming in its own way, but the pretty flowers that now painted the edges of everything and the unseasonal presence of busy birds and bees that found refuge there—they overwhelmed the senses.

      Feeling content, Harriet made her way to the dining room with Eunice. There, Lewis sat fawning over a giggling Freddie, who sat perched happily in his father’s lap. Lewis tickled his belly and the baby gave a high-pitched squeal that made Eunice tip her head back in laughter. The sun shone in brightly, illuminating them all.

      Greenwood came in then, balancing a tray of omelets and toast and tea. He had spent the last two days there, and it had been a treat for everyone.

      Harriet watched him. He was a pleasant addition to the house.

      “It’s only breakfast,” he said to an amused look from Lewis. “Gives the house a nice aroma of butter.”

      Harriet could feel a smile trying to tug at the corner of her mouth.

      “Not that I’m the greatest breakfast cook, of course. There are many better than me, but no one has ever been too ill after eating something I prepared. And, well, I do love it. Sorry, I’m rambling now.”

      “Well, you’ve outdone yourself. This looks delicious,” said Eunice, jumping in.

      Each of them made sounds of delight and poured themselves tea. Harriet wondered at the idea of sitting at a table with people who only meant each other well, who only thought the best of one another, who were never out to outwit one another. She compared the feeling she had now to the feelings she had when she’d sat down at her own table, in her own home. The differences were so stark that they were hardly comparable. Harriet had always been a wreck there, whether sitting across from her father or her husband, or even eating in the kitchen with Amelia, anticipating Christian’s return at any unknown moment. Now, she looked around, watched Eunice smiling at Freddie over a piece of her toast and the little one’s eyes lighting up. She watched Lewis tap fork to plate and ask Greenwood his method for getting the eggs so fluffy. And she watched Greenwood respond with a flattered but earnest smile. She wasn’t sure how she fit into this scene, untrained as she was in pleasantries and table-side conversation, but it was a comfort as much as a fascination. She vowed to herself as she lifted a steaming teacup to her lips that she would try to put all thoughts of Christian and her home out of her mind today, for they only made her anxious. And she didn’t want to miss a single minute of this camaraderie she had here with her friends.

      The sun rose higher, the direct morning light expanding beyond the front of the house, and they scraped the last morsels from their plates.

      “I have to go into town to sign some paperwork regarding the house,” Lewis said. “I shouldn’t be long.”

      “Oh, well, perhaps we can all go. Freddie could use the fresh air.” Eunice’s voice was hopeful.

      “What a lovely idea,” Harriet replied.

      “I certainly don’t mind. Greenwood, what do you say?” Lewis was suddenly bright with the plan.

      “I can think of no better way to spend the day.” Greenwood’s cheeks were flushed with pink, and he didn’t meet her eyes, but she sensed he wished to.

      “It’s settled then.” Lewis stood and tossed his napkin onto his plate. Then he reached down and snatched up little Freddie from the floor, lifting him overhead. “We’re going on an adventure, little man.” Freddie kicked his tiny feet on the way down, catching a plate and spraying bits of egg everywhere. Harriet tensed, but Lewis simply laughed and dabbed at his jacket with a napkin. Then Eunice stood and wiped each of the child’s feet clean. “Go on and set him down. Harriet and I will clean these dishes and fetch our hats.”

      The sun was bright and the weather cool, though they bundled up happily. They walked down the lane together—the two men leading the way and Harriet behind, side by side with Eunice and the baby in his push-along.

      The town was not terribly busy, and soon they wandered over the uneven stones of Elvet Bridge. They passed a chemist and a boot shop, watched as men and women greeted Lewis and Eunice as they strolled by.

      After Lewis stopped in at the solicitor’s, he all but begged his companions to accompany him for a pint of beer. The women declined. Freddie was asleep, and Eunice wanted him to stay that way. Greenwood, of course, was happy to oblige, though she sensed a slight hesitation when he left her side. She gave him a nod to reassure him that she would be fine. Harriet joined Eunice and the baby on the bridge overlooking the river. The midday sun glinted off the muddy water below, and they leaned on the stone wall. This is how it should be, Harriet thought. Children should be able to sleep deeply, knowing their parents will keep them safe and be there to make them smile. Eunice turned the push-along to face the river so he was cloaked in shade.

      “So,” said Eunice after a few minutes. “Greenwood.”

      It wasn’t a full thought, and yet Harriet was horrified to feel herself flood with feeling. She had no more tears in her, but she had plenty of embarrassment, and it was closer to the surface than she realized. She couldn’t hide her face from her cousin in time, though she tried.

      “I knew it.” Eunice looked proud of herself, smug even. Harriet smiled in return, suddenly shy. She wanted to tell her that she wouldn’t be pursuing anything with Greenwood—how could she?—but before she could speak, she was yanked from her thoughts by a masculine voice.

      “Mrs. Comstock.”

      Harriet was repulsed by the sound of that name. Her jaw clenched involuntarily. And she recognized that impatient voice.

      Harriet and Eunice turned at the same time from their river vista to see Stokes standing before them. He was closer than either of them had sensed, and it was disconcerting. She could see the same thought playing out on Eunice’s face as she cast a protective hand over the hood of the push-along.

      “I’ve been looking for you, Mrs. Comstock. Mrs. Gibson.” He tipped his hat toward Eunice, who offered him only a scowl and crossed her arms. “I’m sure Mrs. Gibson told you, I came all the way from London just to find you. And now I have come again.” He wore a tired expression, as if nothing exhausted him more than women who traveled to distant places. Harriet said nothing. She only stared, waiting for him to say what he came here to say. Would he offer to escort her to Colney Hatch personally, perhaps? Sign a new letter of admittance? Harriet wasn’t sure which was better, the asylum or prison.

      She watched his mustache twitch.

      “It turns out there were some passenger lists I missed when I went to the wharf the first time to search for your father’s name,” he said. At this, Harriet tensed, though she tried not to let him see her react. “It appears that there is, indeed, a record of a Mr. Clement Hunt, leaving on a boat for Denmark in February last year.”

      She didn’t move, except for the small nod she gave him. This wasn’t true. She’d seen the books herself. His name wasn’t on any of the ships’ lists, not even for February.

      “Strangely enough,” he went on, narrowing his eyes this time. “There’s also a record of your husband, Mr. Christian Comstock, leaving St Katharine Docks just a couple of weeks ago. Did you know he was planning to go to South Africa?”

      Harriet had to stop her mouth from dropping open. She opted for silence. She had the sense that Stokes wasn’t just here to tell her where all the men in her family had traveled to. He was here to gauge her reaction. Just as she’d predicted, he stared for a little too long, trying to read her.

      “Is that all?” she said, and she heard Eunice draw in a breath next to her.

      The skin beneath Stokes’s eyes sagged slightly and his thin mouth was turned down. Harriet suspected this was from years of frowning, perhaps at a series of women, one after the other, who refused to submit to his inquiries. She didn’t know, but Stokes did not strike her as a man who smiled, even when he did get what he wanted.

      “I don’t like it, Mrs. Comstock,” he said. “You are still a danger to yourself and to others.”

      Harriet didn’t drop his gaze.

      “But”—he let out a sigh—“there is nothing left for me to investigate. The evidence is indisputable.”

      Harriet allowed herself a silent celebration at his words.

      He turned to leave, but paused, something occurring to him.

      “Oh, and there was a very eager young woman at your house. She’s been there nearly every day, or at least every time I came by over the past three weeks. When I said I was traveling to find you here, she gave me this. I thought perhaps she was looking for employment, and so I thought I ought not keep this from you.” He held out a letter.

      Harriet slid it easily from his grip. She saw her own name scratched messily onto the front, as if by someone only learning how to write. She smiled.

      “Good day, Mrs. Comstock,” Stokes said finally, tipping his hat toward her, then toward Eunice. And with the river glinting below them and Freddie asleep in his carriage, the two women watched the inspector finish the length of the bridge and disappear behind a corner.

    
  
    
      
        Chapter Thirty

      
      Harriet, Eunice, Greenwood, and Lewis all took the train to London with the baby in tow.

      They walked together to Sunnyside from the station and stood at the front gate.

      Their chatter died down and all attention turned to the wildness that had overwhelmed every brick, every inch, every surface of the house. Brilliant green ivy, thick with white roses, cascaded down the walls, while tangles of thorns and tendrils poured in through the broken side window. Where the windows weren’t open, the ivy had swarmed the glass, covering it almost completely.

      Sunnyside was no longer a house with a garden but a garden burdened by a house. The garden was wild, but she didn’t think for one moment that it would not become exactly what she needed it to become, nor that it wouldn’t be a welcome setting for the wedding celebrations in a few days. A beam of pride glowed within her, and she suddenly couldn’t wait to step inside and say hello, to turn her attention to an old friend. She was relieved to see that the landlord hadn’t yet reclaimed the home, despite the lack of rent payments lately. Harriet would take care of that as soon as she could. For now though, her home was still hers, and she would not be kept from it by the threat of any missing man. She would not be kept from her friendships, from her life.

      And yet, something had changed in this place. She was no longer desperately drawn to the sweet smell of the plum tree or the tender caress of the ivy, not even to the eager rose blossoms that craned their heads to watch her. For so long, it was only in this garden where she felt safe, but now she understood something she hadn’t before. Safety didn’t come from hiding away. It came from being free.

      Greenwood excused himself so he could visit with his sister while Lewis asked if Eunice was ready to go see her parents.

      “Harriet?” Eunice put her hand on Harriet’s shoulder. “Are you sure you don’t want me to come inside with you?”

      Harriet had already told them all that she wanted to be in the house on her own for a few hours. She agreed to spend the next few nights with Greenwood and Anna. There was once a time when she could imagine spending the night nowhere else but here, despite the looming dread inside Sunnyside. There was once a time when being alone here was what she thought she deserved. She had something new within her now, and it gave her a little more bravery, but she still didn’t want to be alone here for too long.

      “You go,” she said. “Give my regards to your parents.”

      Lewis stepped away with an expression that Harriet read as tenderness and perhaps an ounce of respect. Eunice stared at Harriet over her shoulder for as long as she could until she and Lewis eventually rounded a bend and were no longer in sight.

      Harriet drew in a breath and stared through the iron gate. No iron was visible now. White flowers cascaded all the way down the front, and even the hedges had grown through the twirls and lattices. Harriet suddenly realized how much she preferred the house this way. All the severe, rigid edges were gone, replaced with aliveness. Such a transformation calmed her beating heart as she pushed open the gate and stepped into her garden.

      

      ***

      The bedroom was empty when she eventually climbed the stairs. The only exception was the ivy that had sprawled out over the room, making itself quite at home. Within moments, eager vines coiled coolly around her wrists and slid up her arms. It was like hugging a friend.

      Soon, Harriet made her way up the stairs again to the third floor, holding a lit candle as she did. The sun had begun to dip below the horizon. She had some time before she needed to leave for Anna and Greenwood’s, and she had something important to do.

      Her wardrobe stood tall and sturdy just inside the box room, its only flaw the single broken door. A rush of sentimentality enveloped her. This was the heart of the house, as far as Harriet was concerned. Christian had discarded it as outdated and unfashionable, but it had always held her most prized treasures.

      She lifted away the false back and dug her hand inside the secret compartment. There, she found her mother’s canvas and pulled it out. Relief washed over her just to feel it. Placing the painting on the floor behind her, she dug her fingers into the compartment to search for the note she wrote the night her mother died, a note she’d saved all these years for no reason other than it was a sad reminder that she could never let herself be free. She stuffed it into her pocket.

      Her fingertips swept the small space, but she couldn’t feel the letter. A small panic seized her, and she shoved the candle inside. She’d never shed light in here before—not once. Illuminated in candlelight, the compartment looked bigger than it seemed by touch, and she spotted the letter right away.

      She was about to pull the candle out of the space, but she spotted something else. A corner of a small paper was stuck between the back and the bottom of the compartment, as if it had fallen there and gotten wedged. She pulled at it, but it didn’t budge. Reaching in with two hands, she grabbed a corner and tugged again. Finally, with a shimmy back and forth, she was able to work it out.

      A thin envelope. On the back was a mark where it looked like it had been attached with adhesive gum to something else. She knew this mark. At least, it looked familiar. She sank down to the floor and flattened out her mother’s painting, brushing away the dust before carefully turning it facedown. There, on the back, was a mark that matched the one on the envelope she held in her hand. Had this envelope been attached to the canvas at one point?

      She turned over the envelope so she could read the front. And that was when saw it, in perfectly slanted handwriting.

      For Harriet.

      She knew this handwriting almost as well as she knew her own, and she traced the lines of her name with a fingertip.

      She bit down on her lip as she carefully peeled away the envelope. She handled it with such care, it took her far too long. But she had time. Once she unfolded the letter inside, she saw that it was brief, too brief, and a faint rush of disappointment passed through her. Hot tears stung at her eyes. And yet, the careful way it was written yanked at the strings surrounding her heart. She knew her mother hadn’t had much time for frivolities like writing letters. She’d obviously kept this one well hidden for a reason. She must have written it in haste.

      
        Harriet—

        You are my whole world. Use this gift as you will, but use it for you.

        I adore you more than the sun and stars.

        Your loving mother

        PS—When you are ready, find Mr. Nigel Davies.

      

      Harriet read it twice, then three times. She let the tears fall, careful that they didn’t splash the page. Her mother had left her this gift, this letter that accompanied her painting, this beautiful memory of her. Harriet could hardly breathe. She could almost smell her—lilac and cream—and she could almost feel the softness of her long hair, of her hands as she rubbed them along Harriet’s arms. She could almost hear the low, soothing tones of her voice as she hummed and stroked Harriet’s back. It was all so real. It was all so important. These small memories of her mother, of love, filled her more than she’d ever allowed them to before.

      The letter lay open in Harriet’s lap, and she looked down as something else slipped out of the envelope. Something that had been stuck in behind the letter. She dried her face with an arm, blinked away the blurriness, tried to focus her vision.

      There, lying on the dusty box room floor, was a bank note.

      For five hundred pounds.

      

      ***

      The wedding turned into quite an affair.

      There was a procession of sorts from the church to Harriet’s house—soon to be Mr. and Mrs. Harlowe’s house. Harriet had been both terrified and gratified when she presented the bank note. But her landlord was happy to accept her purchase of the property’s freehold outright. It was such a simple thing to do, in the end, but money made things simple like that, she supposed.

      She had then presented the freehold to Amelia, watching her face change from confusion to shock to gratitude, but Harriet asked for nothing in return. It was a gesture she did not regret or have misgivings about. She was happy to leave Sunnyside behind. She was done now, and she only wished that she could leave her blessings with the house so Amelia and her family might enjoy it more than Harriet ever did.

      Amelia and John Harlowe led the group from the church to the house. Amelia glowed as radiantly as ever in her white dress. Harriet did think she noticed a new roundness at Amelia’s waist that hadn’t been there months ago, but she could not be sure, and she did not ask. Amelia’s happiness was paramount to any curiosity that nagged at Harriet, and the girl looked as happy as anyone deserved to be on a day like today. Before the ceremony, Harriet had tied the largest rose she could find into the bride’s hair, and it looked breathtaking where it swept off her neck and sat atop her cascading veil. Amelia’s new husband beamed beside her in his coat and tails and matching waistcoat, which hung from him in a few places. John had borrowed it all from Greenwood, who stood at least half a foot taller than him.

      Behind the new couple was Amelia’s mother, Mrs. Botham, who walked by herself, hands folded before her, solemn and quiet. Behind her, Harlowe’s mother and father chatted and spoke animatedly to each other, nodding as they passed strangers along the street, an unmistakable note of pride in their steps. John had two small brothers who ran after their parents and then ahead and then behind again, never quite able to maintain the same level of composure as the adults, but the Harlowes didn’t seem to mind or even notice, so caught up they were in the pleasure of the day.

      Harriet and Greenwood walked behind the family, so close their arms nearly touched. They didn’t speak or look at one another, but Harriet held a tranquil smile and could see out of the corner of her eye that he did as well. It was as if they had a shared secret between them, and that was plenty.

      Behind them were Anna and a friend from the theater who carried a violin with her. Eunice and Lewis walked at the rear with Eunice’s parents, who pushed Freddie along, cooing at him at every opportunity.

      As they approached the house, neighbors watched them with curiosity. She supposed Sunnyside had become more a focus of discussion along Worthing Road after the night the garden went wild, and it would continue to be, Harriet knew, when they discovered that a housemaid and a dock laborer had moved in. But there were a handful of neighbors who watched with smiles today, not sticking up their noses or hiding under their parasols. The crowd was so jovial and, except for Mrs. Botham, there was not a hint of seriousness in the bunch, which led to an air of excitement and wonder. Harriet marveled at the idea of being watched without feeling inferior, without wanting to crawl back into her garden and hide. She was bolstered by the presence of such love and laughter around her.

      The garden itself had taken Harriet days to prepare. She didn’t prune but instead used her newfound knowledge to help coax the ivy back to clear the space for guests. She encouraged the cabbage roses, the Madame Audots, the Duchess of Sutherlands, and the La Reines to blossom to a size fuller than they had ever been, and they did so happily, satisfied with the freedom to stretch their limbs. The blackberry brambles, of their own accord, formed a sort of trellis that the ivy and climbing flowers decorated, and so when the party arrived at the front gate, they were greeted with a grand entrance. Harriet beamed. It looked astonishingly pretty, and she thought she felt Greenwood’s finger brush against hers as they passed underneath it, sending her stomach into blissful little whoops.

      The mossed area was expansive and lush. She had scattered blankets for guests to sit on, under and around the hawthorn near the front gate.

      Beautiful little cakes adorned the table, placed delicately next to lemonade and soda water and fruit and tea. Eunice and her mother had spent days baking for the occasion, and when they arrived, the women, with the help of Mrs. Botham, set up a small buffet outdoors.

      “These are not from your garden,” said Mrs. Botham as she set down a bowl of plums next to a small pile of stacked plates. She did not share a smile with Harriet, not exactly, but something passed between them, something akin to mutual understanding. Perhaps even gratitude.

      Amelia came over then. “It’s a grand little party. Thank you, Harriet.”

      Harriet, of course, didn’t deserve all the credit, but she could acknowledge that Amelia was right. It wasn’t just the buffet of food. The whole garden was as vibrant as ever. Roses as white as Amelia’s dress painted nearly every inch of the iron gate at the front of the garden, and though most guests hovered near the food and on the blankets strewn across the front garden, the side and rear of the house was awash in brilliant spring blooms too. Pride welled up inside Harriet as she inspected the scene. People were laughing, telling stories, eating—all in her garden. Anna’s friend played the violin so beautifully, it was as if they were at a professional concert. She almost didn’t understand how this could be the same place that had been barren only months before, how this could be the garden that surrounded a house of fear and uncertainty for almost her whole life. The garden itself appeared to be enjoying the festivities too, if such a thing were possible, and it occurred to Harriet that perhaps this was the natural state of these magical little plants. Perhaps they, like her, preferred to play rather than fight.

      “It was John,” Amelia said.

      The party buzzed around them, but Amelia turned fully to Harriet and dropped to a conspiratorial whisper. “He just added your father’s name to that February passenger list, simple as that. He asked no questions.” She was smiling now. There was a small pause during which Amelia caught her eye. It was clear that she’d been waiting to tell Harriet this news for some time, and Harriet had to admit that she’d been left wondering what Stokes had meant when he said he’d discovered proof of her father’s departure for Denmark. She’d known it hadn’t added up. And it hadn’t.

      Amelia also told Harriet what had happened to her—how she’d gone to see her mother and admitted what Christian was doing to Harriet, what he’d tried to do with her, and her mother had forbidden her from going back. Amelia wasn’t one to let anyone forbid her from doing anything, so she did not stay away, but by the time she returned, the garden had overtaken everything and Harriet was nowhere to be found.

      “I’m just sorry I didn’t see it,” she said. “Neighbors said they could hear grown men screaming.” She smiled wistfully.

      “And what about South Africa?” Harriet asked, suddenly remembering Christian.

      Amelia smiled again. “I figured the farther away the better. Less fuss.”

      Harriet laughed out loud. Amelia was never going to change, and now that she had married Harlowe, there would be no end to their mischief.

      A small cloud passed overhead, and Amelia left to find her new husband. Harriet wrapped her arms around herself. Neither her father nor Christian had taken a boat anywhere, then. She glanced around at the men at the party, at the road beyond. Nothing seemed amiss, but she suddenly sensed that she was being watched.

      And then she saw a man she did not recognize walking toward her. She looked over her shoulder to see if he was in pursuit of someone else, but he was looking directly at her. In another moment, he was there. Harriet held her breath.

      “Miss Hunt. At last.” He stuck out his hand. “I am Nigel Davies.”

      For the second time, Harriet let out a laugh. “At last,” she echoed.

      “Thank you for inviting me today.” His waistcoat was a crisp white, and though he was not particularly handsome, he wore a friendly smile.

      “My mother said to find you,” Harriet said.

      He nodded. “Your mother was…” He trailed off for a forlorn moment. “Magnificent.”

      Harriet smiled. She had never heard anyone speak of her mother that way.

      “She was also very rich.”

      Harriet sputtered out a cough, and Mr. Davies laughed. “Oh yes. She was a rare talent. Painted under the name Henry Pickering.” Harriet’s eyebrows shot up. “Heard of him, have you? Well, I am her art dealer, and your mother and I made a lot of money selling paintings together.” He lowered his voice then. “She left a trust in your name, Harriet. She wasn’t supposed to. Her income should have gone to her husband, by law, but”—he held up a hand—“nothing beautiful ever came from playing by the rules, did it?”

      Harriet used his momentary silence to think. Henry Pickering was a well-known painter, some of his works amassing over one hundred pounds.

      “Your husband found the trust. I worked with his father for years, but the younger Comstock was—well, greedy. He discovered who Henry Pickering truly was, and then your father got involved, and they began scheming. When I realized what they intended, I tried to get in touch with you urgently. Ah, well, I suppose you know the rest.”

      Harriet looked at him, tried to process everything he was telling her.

      “I’m sorry you had to endure a marriage under such horrible pretenses, Miss Hunt.” He truly did look sorry. “And we will still have to be careful, of course, in case your husband comes back. But if we do this right, you could just become a very rich woman.”

      

      ***

      The party continued well into the evening. Harriet reeled for hours, thinking about what Mr. Davies had told her. She couldn’t believe it, but it seemed to be true. She’d known her mother had secrets, but this was incredible. She looked around, swelling with love for her mother’s talent, for her friends, seeing all these jovial faces here in her garden. At one point, someone began opening champagne. She didn’t even know who or where it came from, but it was clear no one minded. Spirits were high. This was one of the happiest days of Harriet’s life. It was, without a doubt, the happiest memory she had at this house. Indeed, it was far happier than her own wedding.

      She took a moment to duck away when a new bottle of champagne was uncorked and small cheers went up throughout the front garden.

      The back garden was growing darker with the fading daylight, and she lit the gas lamp by the side door. It was quieter back here, and she was alone for the moment. She turned toward the stump of the plum tree in the far corner of the garden. It made her heart drop—just a gentle sinking, like she’d lost a dear friend, and there was nothing she could do about it. How alive and agile it had once been. It was the source of such fascination for her for so many years. She’d slept beneath its branches more times than she could count.

      Its roots, she could see as she approached now, were all a tangle, as if some reached deep into the earth while others remained close to the surface, ready to respond to Harriet when necessary. She knelt, touched a hand to one of the exposed roots. She desperately wished the tree still had its leaves, its fruit, its life. And yet, underneath her touch, she could feel the roots moving, slowly, carefully, silently.

      Harriet felt for the note in her pocket. She unfolded the page and read over the last words. The young handwriting bobbed and danced in the gaslight.

      
        I vow to never lose control again. I promise, I promise, I promise. Mother, please come back.

      

      Tears streamed down the sides of Harriet’s cheeks. She thought of her little hands scrawling such big messages on this small paper. She had understood so little and yet felt so much. It was almost impossible to imagine someone jerking that small girl about, screaming into her face, laughing at her tears, and consoling her only to berate her again and again, to blame her for all her life’s miseries and never once take responsibility for any of it. It was almost impossible to imagine the choices she had been forced to make. It was almost impossible to imagine that she had stayed where she thought she belonged, endured what she had, even as a grown woman, what she had hidden from the world and from herself, most of all, and the torment she’d pushed inside because it was what she thought she deserved.

      She yearned for ink so she could scribble one last note at the bottom of the page, to herself as a child. You did not deserve it, she would have written. You did not deserve any of it.

      Harriet lowered the note onto the earth. She placed her palms on the moss and dirt, allowing her desires to flow down. She wanted to bury this letter, to let it die here, in her garden, with her memories. Her fingers tingled with the release, and then there was nothing but awe as the tree roots responded.

      The moss split between the roots, which began to roll and flex at Harriet’s touch. A single tendril of ivy snaked its way across her lap and grabbed on to the paper then, tucking it under the folds of soil, dragging it beneath the exposed tree root.

      As it dug deeper and the earth parted to let it in, Harriet caught sight of something.

      She leaned in closer, and recognition surged through her. One hand flew to her chest in surprise.

      But it couldn’t be, could it?

      She stared longer, and in response, the roots parted even further, showing her more of what she’d seen. There, between the brown earth and the gray roots, was a lock of blond curls. No, not a lock. A complete head of it. The roots parted still, as if Harriet herself were sinking down deeper, and a slab of purpling flesh was exposed beneath. She recognized the ridge of her husband’s eyebrows right away, the way his hair parted neatly at the center of his forehead. Soon, his entire face was there, and he wore a haunted scowl, something close to anger. His eyes were closed, as if he could be sleeping. But Harriet knew. She knew he was not sleeping. She didn’t move another muscle.

      The tree, however, did. Its roots slid to the side, hiding Christian’s lifeless face in the dirt again, so only his hair showed.

      Now, Harriet could see something else glinting in the dim light, shining up at her from the dirt.

      There it was, the pocket watch her father always carried, etched numerals and all, buried in the earth beneath the roots of her plum tree. Harriet allowed herself to look even closer, and she could make out a pair of white fingers still clutching at the thing.

      A laugh bubbled up from the festivities on the other side of the garden, and it made her jump.

      All around Harriet, at this end of the garden, there was stillness. The faces of the flowers turned toward her, awaiting her next move. What was she to do? She knew what she had just seen. It was as real as anything she’d ever known. She had choices now. She could say something, get someone’s attention and make known once and for all the whereabouts of the missing men in her life.

      Harriet closed her eyes and moved her hand from the root that had shouldered its way above ground. Then, she placed both of her hands on the stump of the tree, remembering. She let herself remember fully now. She let herself feel what she had felt in her darkest nights, alone in the house with rage and fear swelling all around her and nowhere to escape to, except this garden. She let herself remember her mother, beautiful and loving. She let herself remember the ivy whipping her mother out of sight. Then, she remembered herself clawing at the basement door as a grown woman, begging for release, feeling the tender bruises along her neck and scars that would never completely heal. She remembered what it had been like to fear a fate of the closed-in walls of the lunatic asylum, being threatened with it her whole life.

      She let herself remember, and then she let go.

      She released it all into the tree trunk, and that small stub of wood absorbed it—all of it—with a force Harriet had never felt before. She could hear the garden’s song as she let it all go, let herself, all she had known, pour into this sentient place, this sanctuary, this friend. You are safe, it sang.

      Within moments, the roots beneath her closed and sunk down deep, deep into the earth, and moss, bold and bright, sprouted over every inch of exposed earth, closing up the wound for good. And just like that, the things Harriet had seen beneath those roots disappeared completely, and with them, her darkest memories.

      She was no longer afraid. She only began to feel free.

      She pulled her hands off the tree and stood up. The moss beneath her was thick now, and bluebells had crowded stubbornly once again around the stump. Wiping her hands on her skirt, she laughed.

      Tinkles of laughter wafted through the air behind her, as if in response, and Harriet thought she heard her name being called. She swallowed and walked away from the plum tree, looking around the corner at this group of people who were steeped in joy, passing around stories and wine in the twilight.

      She turned back once, to look at her garden again. Perhaps it was a goodbye; she was not sure. She was surprised to see that everything appeared quite at peace, as if nothing bad had ever happened here—nothing worth mentioning, anyway. It occurred to her that the garden now appeared just as it ought to.

      And Harriet.

      At last, she had what she deserved.

    
  
    
      
        Chapter Thirty-One

      
      It would be another year before Harriet felt settled.

      She found a house of her own in Durham, less than a mile from Eunice’s and only a short walk from the university. She was far from Upper Holloway, even further from her past.

      It would be another year and two days before she hung her mother’s painting of her on the wall that faced the front door. It was a constant reminder as she walked in that beauty could come from the most unlikely of places. She painted the walls a bright cream and kept the windows open nearly all year round.

      It would be two years before the townspeople crowded around to see the peculiar garden of Harriet Hunt, gawping at her floral creations, the trees she had made grow in such a short span of time, the beauty of it all. They would bring her praise and cakes and kind words and stay for meals and drinks late into the night.

      It would be four years before she had two little boys running around her garden, screeching with delight as she bent willow branches to tickle their heads and coaxed ivy to lift them off the ground.

      It would be seven years before Christian was declared dead after an accident in the South African bush, a mysterious letter lamented. Eight before she married Greenwood underneath that willow tree.

      Time was something Harriet had in spades now. It did not happen overnight, the forgetting. It did not even happen quickly. But it did happen, and eventually, her life unfolded before her year after year, day after day—this life that Harriet had chosen for herself.

      For it was all hers.

    
  
    
      
        Reading Group Guide

      
      
        	Describe the different ways Harriet’s garden helps her throughout the book. Does it ever hinder her?

        	If Harriet is haunted by the past and dislikes living at Sunnyside House, why does she stay? Would you do the same?

        	In what ways do you think Harriet and her mother are similar? In what ways are they different?

        	Consider the ways female characters are constrained by societal expectations in this novel. Do they find ways to work around those limitations? How?

        	Why does Inspector Stokes suspect Harriet of having something to do with her father’s disappearance? Is he biased in any way?

        	How do Christian Comstock and Harriet’s father come to know each other? Why do they form a plot together and to what end?

        	What truly happened the night Harriet’s mother died? Who is at fault?

        	At different points throughout the novel, Harriet is drawn to either Comstock or Greenwood. Compare and contrast these characters. What does she like about them?

        	Define Amelia and Harriet’s relationship.

        	What did you make of Harriet’s final realizations about the garden?

      

    
  
    
      
        A Conversation with the Author

      
      
        The garden in this book is so lush and vibrant. Where did the idea for it come from?

        The idea for Harriet’s garden came from a personal fascination with nature. I love the idea of being attuned to nature instead of dominating it. I think if I could have a superpower, that is what I would want. And to position a woman so in tune with her gorgeous garden against a backdrop of grit and bustle—the burgeoning suburbs of Victorian London—it just felt right. In a society that upheld genteel as ideal and self-control as the epitome of human behavior, what might have happened if a sentient garden behaved a little wildly? That was some of what I sought to explore.

        Many of the specific roses and garden plants came from The Ladies’ Companion to the Flower-Garden by Jane Loudon, whose quote about wildness kicks off the story, and from other contemporary gardening sources. I wanted to be as authentic as possible when it came to the types of flowers that could be grown in certain conditions, but I also wanted to use flowers and plants that would be lush and vivid. Harriet’s garden is wild but beautiful, after all. The idea of gardening as a profession—and, indeed, a hobby—was popular during the Victorian years, and most of the descriptions and designs I came across during my research of the era showed gardens with neat rows and highly organized designs. There were guidelines regarding which color flowers should be grown next to which, varying plant heights to maximize your viewing pleasure—that sort of thing. Harriet’s garden was inspired by this Victorian obsession with gardens, but it was much more wild, unruly, and unpredictable than most were at the time.

        While this isn’t a ghost story, per se, Harriet finds herself essentially trapped in a haunted house. Can you talk about the ways in which Harriet is haunted and why you chose to write her as such?

        Harriet is haunted by her past in various ways. First and most prevalent throughout the story was her relationship with her father. He locked her in her room for most of her adolescence. As long as she dwells within Sunnyside, she’s constantly reminded of when she was locked away, unloved, neglected, even despised.

        Harriet is also haunted by what happened to her mother the night she died. It’s only when Amelia prods Harriet to leave Sunnyside that she’s forced to face this part of her past.

        Within the walls of her home, a place that would normally afford protection, she feels unsafe. Outside in her wild and unpredictable garden, she feels quite at home. The us-against-the-world relationship that Harriet has with her garden grew during those years of neglect and self-loathing. The garden was the only constant, and as much as she doesn’t understand its power—especially in the beginning of the story—she finds solace there. In many ways, her complicated history inside the house is the reason she seeks comfort outside in her garden. It’s an escape, and at the same time, it’s protection.

        Do you have a favorite flower? Did it make its way into Harriet’s garden?

        I don’t have a favorite, but I love flowers that can grow in harsh conditions. In Harriet’s garden, the snowdrops are my favorite. Vigorous, hearty flowers, snowdrops don’t mind the cold and bloom during winter months. They are absolutely gorgeous little flowers, and when growing in the wild, they can cover a forest floor, like snow.

        There seem to be three key antagonists in this story: Comstock, Stokes, and Harriet’s father. What made you decide to include multiple villains for Harriet to face?

        Harriet believes she’s free several times throughout the novel, sometimes due to unexpected circumstances and sometimes due to choices she makes. However, she continues to understand that there are barriers to getting what she wants. She lives in a time when women can’t have independence, not truly. No one, especially not a woman, can be free from social expectations or the consequences of not adhering to them.

        Harriet’s father is the first to teach her that, and once he’s gone, she thinks she’s free. Then comes Stokes, and in order to free herself from Stokes, she chooses to become closer with Comstock. It’s a cycle of wrong moves that look like right ones to Harriet, and it does show how naïve she really is—until everything comes crashing down and she gains clarity that she wouldn’t have if she didn’t have to fight for her freedom so much.

        While magic seems to exist in the world of your novel, the characters are still restricted based on gender and class. How did you go about balancing the miraculous elements with the harsher, more real ones?

        It’s not a secret that Victorian society admired restraint. So much restraint. This was a time of colonization, when the colonial powers separated the globe, and indeed their cities, into “us” and “them.” Social mobility was very difficult, and there were significant disparities between men and women. Interestingly, women were at risk of being sent to asylums against their will at the whim of their husbands, fathers, or whomever decided they should be there. Some of the reasons for admission to asylums included “hysteria,” “laziness,” “novel reading,” “asthma,” and “bad company,” so it wasn’t difficult to take away a woman’s freedom under the guise of mental illness.

        Harriet has her reasons for wanting to keep her wild garden under control, but she’s not always able to do so. The magic in this story needed to be subtle in order to make sense in such a highly restrained society, and it needed to be kept under wraps. Harriet’s not boasting about her garden all over town because such departures from the norm weren’t acceptable. She isn’t trying to become a part of society—she’s too far gone for that—but she doesn’t want to be seen as too wild herself. There would be consequences for such failure to conform to expectations. Consequences her father, Stokes, and Comstock know how to capitalize on.

        Mrs. Botham is a complex character: she’s exploited by her employer but in turn is complicit in Harriet’s abuse. Did you find it difficult writing such a flawed character?

        Oh, Mrs. Botham. She is complicated! I did find it difficult to reconcile Mrs. Botham’s wretchedness, especially after the way she neglects Harriet in her youth and then after the horrible things she says to Harriet later in the story. It was important to me that she be redeemed, however, because she’s flawed but insofar as she’s been taken advantage of. The same man who locked Harriet away for all those years used Mrs. Botham, too, and then discarded her.

        Mrs. Botham’s history with Harriet’s father is complicated and hinges on a power balance that she doesn’t realize is there. Then, when Christian comes into the picture, she begins to understand. Her understanding is what makes us more willing to sympathize with her. By the end, she plays a crucial role in helping Harriet, and though they don’t exactly become friendly, they at least have an understanding. They faced similar demons during their time at Sunnyside.

        What do you hope readers gain from this story?

        I hope readers will take away that power can be found in surprising places. Harriet’s journey to discover her inner power happens despite a life that seems to be stacked against her. You don’t have to study history to know that there are people with power and people without—and millions of people in between. I love infusing history with a little bit of magic for this purpose—to afford power where otherwise there might not have been much. In real life, we don’t need magic, of course. We just need community. This is another hope that I have for readers—that they can see how wonderful it can be to accept help from others and to see the value in community. I became a parent as I was writing this book, and I think Harriet and I learned this lesson at the same time. Even when you’re alone, you’re never truly alone. There’s always someone who cares—or who is at least willing to if you give them the chance.
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