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Chapter 1

London, 1875

The back door of the Octavian Music Hall stood ajar, and a wedge of yellow light streamed out into the dark, crooked quadrangle of the yard. I picked my way toward it across the uneven ground, glad that I was in stout boots and trousers instead of my usual skirts. It had rained all day, and I tried not to think about what might be in the muck under my feet.

A tall, broad-shouldered figure stood silhouetted in the doorway: Jack Drummond, the owner’s son, a stolid and taciturn young man who helped build scenery and props and fixed things when they broke. As he’d never said much more than “Good evening” to me, I knew very little else about him except that he let us performers in at the back and then went round to the front door to keep the pickpockets from sneaking in. I felt a secret sympathy for those ragged boys, desperately in need of a few pence for supper. Once the curtain rose, the men in the audience, most of them well into their cups, would be staring agog at a Romany magician or a half-naked songstress or some flame-throwing jugglers. It would’ve been child’s play to find their pockets, and chances are most of the men wouldn’t have missed a coin or two.

Jack touched his cap briefly as I approached. “Mr. Nell.”

“Evening,” I muttered. My voice was naturally low, but to bolster my disguise I pitched it even lower and hoarser.

“Mr. Williams needs to see you before the show.”

My heart leaped into my throat. I’d done my best to dodge the foul-tempered stage manager since he’d hired me weeks ago.

“Did he say why?”

“No. But don’t worry. He didn’t look mad.” His dark eyes met mine, and he gave a faint, wry smile. “Leastwise, no madder than usual.”

I snorted. “Good.”

From the bell tower of St. Anne’s in Dean Street came the chimes for three-quarters past seven. Fifteen minutes until curtain.

“He’ll meet you at the piano,” Jack said.

I hurried down the ramp that led to the corridor below the stage, feeling inside the brim of my hat to make sure that no stray hairs had escaped my phalanx of pins. Then I turned toward the flight of stairs that led up to stage right. The hall above, where the audience sat, had been elegantly renovated a few years ago when the Octavian opened, with crystal chandeliers and paint in tasteful hues of blue and gold. But the rabbit warren of passages and rooms underground was original to the hodgepodge of buildings that had stood here a hundred years ago, when the entertainment on a given night was likely to be bearbaiting and cockfighting, and the animals were brought up from below. The air stank of mold and rust; the plaster was crumbling off the brickwork; and the wooden steps had been worn down so far that the nailheads could catch a misplaced toe or boot heel and send one sprawling—as I knew from experience.

Slow footsteps thudded above me. Jack’s father—whom everyone called by only his surname, Drummond—was coming down. He was a burly man, a full head taller than I, with the same unruly black hair that Jack had, thick black eyebrows, and a cruel mouth. I smelled the whiskey on him as he drew close, and I put my back against the wall to let him pass.

“Evening,” I croaked, same as I’d said to Jack.

He didn’t even glance at me. Motionless, I watched as he descended and vanished into the lower corridor; then I allowed myself a deep breath and continued on my way.

At the top of the stairs, I ducked through a set of curtains to enter the piano alcove where I’d spend the next two hours. My spot was in the corner of the hall near stage right, with a second pair of curtains to separate me from the audience until the show began. The stage, which I could see from my piano bench, was elevated off the hall’s plank floor—wooden boards that had no doubt once been glossy, back before they’d absorbed hundreds of nights’ worth of spilled gin and ale.

From the sound of it, members of the audience had already spilled a good deal of gin and ale down their throats, for they were more boisterous than usual for a Wednesday night. Curious to see why, I parted the curtains slightly and peered out, but nothing seemed out of the ordinary. Some of the men had found seats at the round tables; the rest were still gathered at the bar, where beer and wine and spirits were being distributed from hand to hand.

The room was large, with walls that curved at the back so it resembled a narrow U. According to Mrs. Wregge, the hall’s cheerful purveyor of costumes and gossip, the builder believed that keeping everything in eights would protect against fire—hence the “Octavian.” He was so persistent in this belief that he moved the walls inward by a yard, so that the seating area measured sixty-four feet at its longest point. Eight gas-lit chandeliers sent their glow flickering across the room; eight spiraling cast-iron pillars supported the balcony; and each pillar had twenty-four turns from bottom to top. Perhaps the spell of eights worked because during every performance, glowing ashes from the ends of cigars and French cigarettes dropped onto the floor, and still the building remained intact.

As I did every night, I said a quick prayer that the magic would hold. This job not only paid three pounds a week; it let me finish by just past ten, which meant I could arrive home before my brother, Matthew, returned from the Yard. The coins I earned were forming a satisfying, clinking pile in the drawer of my armoire, and combined with other money I’d saved, I now possessed over half of the Royal Academy tuition that would be due in the fall. Provided, of course, that I succeeded at the audition in a fortnight.

A flutter of apprehension stirred beneath my ribs at the thought, and I suppressed it, turning deliberately to the piano, lifting the wing, and fitting the prop stick into the notch.

It was a good instrument—surprisingly good for a second-rate hall—a thirty-year-old Pleyel, with a soft touch and an easier action than my English Broadwood at home. The problem was that the French piano didn’t care for our climate; it fell out of tune easily, especially when it rained.

I untied the portfolio ribbons and laid out the music in the order of the acts. First came a man who called himself Gallius Kovác, the Romany Magician, and his assistant, the lovely Lady Van de Vere. He was no more a magician who’d learned his trade from his Romany grandfather than I was, and his accomplice’s real name was Maggie Long. She was exactly my age—nineteen—and the natural daughter of a wealthy tea merchant and his mistress.

After their last trick, I would play a selection of interlude music while stagehands rolled the magician’s paraphernalia off the stage. Then I’d accompany a singer who called herself Amalie Bordelieu. Her songs were French, but her accent offstage was pure Cockney, and her curses came straight off the London Docks. I’d heard them one night when she and Mr. Williams had a heated row in her dressing room. From the tone of it—caustic on her side, surly on his—it seemed to me that her anger derived from a long-standing resentment. Amalie was the only one of us who dared confront Mr. Williams; she had that luxury because she was too popular with the audiences to be turned out.

Gallius and Amalie were our only permanent performers; the next few acts of the program varied. To remain novel and exciting, most entertainers traveled among the hundreds of music halls in London, remaining in each for anywhere from a week to a few months before moving on. This week, Amalie had been followed by a group of jugglers, who rode strange little one-wheeled contraptions and threw flaming candlesticks; next came my friend Marceline Tourneau and her brother Sebastian, with their trapeze act; and then, a one-act parody of marriage, complete with a deaf mother-in-law and six unruly children. Over the past two months, I’d also seen a ventriloquist, a group of six German knife throwers, trained dogs, men on stilts, an absurd dialogue between two actors playing Gladstone and Disraeli, three women singing a rollicking verse about the chaos they’d unleash if only they had voting rights, and an adagio in which an enormous man juggled two girls. The final act was always one of London’s lions comiques—groups of men who dressed as swells, in imposing fur coats and rakish hats, twirling their walking sticks and singing about gambling and whoring and drinking champagne. They brought the crowd to their feet every time.

From backstage came the clang of bells, signaling that the show would begin in ten minutes. Where was Mr. Williams, if he needed to see me so badly? And what could he possibly want? I searched my memory for anything I might have done wrong the night before. The show had gone mostly as usual. He’d shouted himself apoplectic because Mrs. Wregge’s cat Felix had streaked across his path backstage, twice. But he was always ranting about something.

I sat down on the bench and lifted the fallboard. The ebony keys had scrapes along their surfaces and the ivories had yellowed. Still, they were keys to happiness, all eighty-eight of them.

I ran a quiet scale to warm my fingers. I hadn’t played more than a dozen notes when I realized that the E just below middle C was newly flat. And what had happened to the B? I pushed the key down again: nothing, and the silence made me groan aloud. Not wanting to risk Mr. Williams’s wrath, I’d bitten my tongue as, with each passing week, I’d had to shift octaves and rework chords to avoid the flat notes. But this was absurd. I would have to convince Mr. Williams to hire someone to fix it, despite his being a relentless pinchpenny.

I put my foot on the damper pedal, heard a clink, and felt a scrape on the top of my boot.

What was that?

Ducking my head underneath, I saw that a long screw had come loose from the brass plate, which now rested on top of the pedal, rendering it useless. With a sigh, I reached in my pocket and took out a farthing coin that had thinned around the edge; it had served as a makeshift tool before. I crawled underneath, pushed the plate into place, and used the coin to turn the screw until it bit into the wood. I ran my thumb over the head; it wasn’t quite flush, but it would have to do for now.

“Ed! Ed Nell!” Mr. Williams barked. “Damn it all! Where the devil is he?”

I scrambled out from under the piano. “I’m right here.”

“Oh!” Mr. Williams scowled down at me, his bald pink pate shining in the light from the two sconces. “There’s a new act tonight. A fiddler. Found him yesterday, busking at Covent Garden.”

Was that all?

“He’s not expecting me to accompany him, is he?” I asked, as I stood and brushed myself off. It was no business of mine who Mr. Williams brought in, but most of the musicians who played near Covent Garden weren’t much to speak of.

“Nah. He’ll be after Amalie. Just give him a few chords.”

I kept my surprise in check. Mr. Williams must think pretty highly of the man to insert him when people were still sober enough to be listening.

“What’s he playing?” I asked.

“How would I know?” He waved a hand toward the audience. “Hope he can make himself heard over that.”

“They’re louder than usual tonight.”

“It’s because of Jem Ace.”

“Who’s—” I started to ask, but fell silent as the curtain parted and Jack appeared, a troubled expression on his face. His gaze brushed over me and fixed on the manager.

“The Tourneaus aren’t here,” he said.

“What do you mean, they’re not here?” Mr. Williams demanded.

I felt surprised myself. Marceline would’ve told me if she and Sebastian were leaving for another hall. They had never missed a show before.

Jack shook his head. “That’s all I know. And Amalie needs to see you. Her new costume is falling off, and Mrs. Wregge says there’s no time to fix it.”

The stage manager turned away, muttering under his breath.

“Mr. Williams—wait—please!” I said hastily. “Is there any way you could have the piano tuned? The keys are horribly flat. Listen.” I played a rapid scale. “And the B isn’t even working.”

He waved a hand. “Jack’ll look at it later.”

Jack sketched a nod.

I bit my lip, not wanting to be rude, but also not wanting to damage the piano further. “Well, you see . . . it needs someone who’s specially trained and—”

But he was already pushing aside the curtain. “Put up with it,” he said over his shoulder. “Nobody but you’s going to notice.” He turned back, his expression sour. “And be ready to switch Amalie out of order—maybe after the fiddler—or she can take the Tourneaus’ spot, if they don’t arrive. Blasted tart and her costumes. More bloody trouble than she’s worth.” Then he and Jack were gone.

Somewhat exasperated, I tugged at the cords that drew back the curtains separating me from the audience. It was mostly working-class men, still jostling into their seats and shouting good-naturedly to the boys who hawked cigars and cheap roses from trays that hung around their necks. As I surveyed the crowd, I realized Mr. Williams was right: no one would notice a piano out of tune, much less a missing note. And why should I care if it sounded horrid, so long as the audience was satisfied?

You’re not playing Beethoven at St. James’s Hall, I reminded myself as I took my seat. And what’s more, you never will if Mr. Williams decides that you’re more bloody trouble than you’re worth. You’re not irreplaceable the way Amalie is.

At eight o’clock precisely, two men on the catwalk pulled the ropes to swoop the curtains in graceful waves toward the ceiling. The sapphire-colored velvet with its gold trim had been mended a dozen times by Mrs. Wregge—I’d seen her perched on a stool, her needle flying across the fabric gathered in her broad lap—but in the flickering light, the patched bits were invisible and the velvet looked rich and elegant.

I struck up the dramatic prelude as Gallius Kovác strode onto the stage, his black cape flapping, his tall black hat—rumor had it he’d stolen it from a police constable—shining under the lights, his mustache waxed to fine curled ends. He extended his hand to stage right, and Maggie pranced out in a costume that never failed to elicit whistles from the crowd—a green-and-gold dress cut low to reveal the curve of her breasts. Her black hair was curled into ringlets and pinned up with sparkly combs. Her lips were painted red and her lashes darkened, like the ladies on the postcards from Egypt that hung in the window of Selinger’s Stationers.

Gallius’s first feat was to pull two birds out of his hat. But nine men out of ten were looking at Maggie, not the birds. The feathered creatures flapped up to the rafters unnoticed, while Maggie preened and strutted and winked at the audience. At her feet landed a small storm of roses, sent flying toward her by men who probably thought she treasured the blooms. After her performance, she returned them to the rose boys to sell again, and they split the two-penny profits.

I knew Gallius’s routine well enough to match the music with the tempo of his tricks. So when he pulled a rainbow of handkerchiefs out of his hat, I rolled the chord. When he made Maggie disappear, I made the piano notes deep and trembly. And the crescendo came when she reappeared out of a box that vanished in a cloud of smoke.

His final trick was to run a sword through Maggie’s neck. I asked her once if he ever poked her by accident, and she gave her sly smile. “That sword bends right through the metal collar. I made him show me ’afore I let him get anywhere near me with it—or with any other part of him that pokes, neither.” She laughed out loud, and I felt my cheeks grow warm.

“Well, ain’t you the innocent,” she teased me, winking.

“I’m not innocent,” I muttered. But she was right: I’d flushed again the following night, when I came upon Maggie and Gallius in the murky gloom of the back hallway, him with his hands inside her skirts and her with her arms wrapped hard around his neck.

Gallius and Maggie left the stage, and I played some interlude music, a medley of popular tunes, all the while keeping my eye out for Amalie, or for whoever might appear next. It turned out to be the new violinist, entering from stage right, and I wound up hastily so he didn’t have to stand there waiting to begin.

He was handsome as anything—tall and slender, with silvery blond hair combed back from his forehead, a well-cut mouth, and bones that showed fine yet strong under the stage lights. I put his age at a year or two over twenty. He was dressed in a tailored coat and pants that bore no sheen from wear at the knees or cuffs, which made me wonder what he was doing playing here—or busking in Covent Garden, for that matter.

There was an air about him that made even this audience give him something approximating real attention. He offered a small, formal bow to the crowd; then he set his bow on the strings and began.

It was a piece I’d never heard, beautiful and haunting—and he could play. His bow stroked smoothly and powerfully across the strings, bringing forth the instrument’s sweetness with none of the shrillness produced by a mediocre violinist.

But it was the wrong piece for this audience. These men didn’t want beautiful and haunting. They wanted fast and loud, bright and bawdy, or downright silly. I felt their indifference flare to irritation, even before the grumbling began, and I prayed they’d give him a chance to finish.

Something small and white—a dinner roll—flew past his ear. He looked out at the audience, and I could tell he was surprised. Clearly, he wasn’t used to this sort of reception, but he played on until a turnip hit him square in the stomach. His bow popped off the strings, and across his face flashed a look of uncertainty, followed by a hot flush of shame and anger as the groans and hisses turned to catcalls and laughter.

The sounds made me flinch, and he turned to me, glaring, as if he expected I’d join in the abuse. Once, I would’ve sat there, feeling as helpless as he. But a few weeks ago, when one of the dancing dogs had gone missing and I’d had to fill the time between acts, I’d played “Libiamo ne’ lieti calici,” the drinking song from the first act of La Traviata. The popular opera by Verdi had just returned to London, so the melody was on everyone’s lips, and the audience had cheered lustily for a full minute afterward.

I riffled through my portfolio quickly, hoping that he knew it.

I couldn’t see his expression as I played the opening chords, but by the fourth measure, he was with me, his bow flying across the strings. The words in their English translation ran through my head: Let’s drink for the ecstatic feeling / that love arouses . . . / Let’s drink, my love, and the love among the chalices / Will make the kisses hotter . . .

It was a fine piece of music for a violin, and I softened my playing so that his could be heard, falling completely silent as he drew out the last brilliant chords.

Above the sound of stamping feet came cries of “Bravo! Bravo!” The violinist pointed his bow toward me and inclined his head toward the audience. They roared their approval, and he bowed again and left the stage.

With a small feeling of triumph, I found myself smiling as I played some interlude music to fill the time until the next act—

And then Amalie fluttered in from stage left, wearing a costume that seemed composed entirely of dyed feathers floating at her bosom and around her waist and thighs.

It was outrageous, even for her.

Like every man in the theater, I caught my breath. My fingers fumbled her introduction, even missed a few notes. But the audience couldn’t have cared less. They went wild for her, cheering and shouting. She sang four songs in French, and as usual, dozens of men hurled roses at her, which she gathered up as she exited stage left, amid a rain of pink paper petals dropped from above.

THE SHOW FINISHED at a quarter past ten, and I put the music into my portfolio and started down the stairs, hoping it wasn’t raining, as I’d left my umbrella at home.

Mrs. Wregge was on her way up. “I say, have you seen Felix?”

“No. Has he escaped again?”

“I had the door open for not half a second, and he dashed out!” She shook her head so vigorously that her chin wobbled. “If Mr. Williams sees him, he’s going to wring his neck—and mine, too.”

“I would think he’d be grateful that Felix catches the mice.”

“And so he should!” she said in a stage whisper. “He has the benefit of a fine mouser, while I have all the worry of keeping the two of them apart.”

I couldn’t help but smile. “It’s your own version of cat and mouse, isn’t it?”

She chuckled ruefully and pointed up the stairs. “He’s not up there, is he? Mr. Williams?”

“I haven’t seen him.”

With a huff, she moved to continue her climb, but I put a hand on her arm. “Do you know what happened to Marceline and Sebastian? They weren’t here tonight.”

“No.” Her kindly brown eyes sobered. “And it isn’t like them to miss a show.”

“No, it’s not,” I agreed, my feeling of misgiving growing. “Well, good night.”

Turning away, I hurried down the stairs—and caught my heel on one of the treacherous nails near the bottom. With a cry, I pitched forward, nearly tumbling to the ground.

“Are you all right?” came a male voice.

Startled, I peered into the dark corridor.

“I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to frighten you. It’s Stephen Gagnon. The violinist.” He came out of the shadows, his pale hair gleaming in the dim light. “And you’re Ed Nell, the pianist.”

My heart began to fall back into its normal rhythm. I cleared my throat. “Yes, that’s right.”

Two stagehands approached carrying a load of bulky wooden planks, and Stephen and I squeezed back against the wall. “We should move,” I said. “They have to bring all the properties through here.”

He motioned for me to lead the way, so I walked toward the ramp that led out to the yard. This part of the corridor was hung with metal lanterns, and by their light I could see him clearly. He was taller than I; his face was clean-shaven, his eyes a rich hazel. He stood with an easy elegance that spoke of time spent in drawing rooms.

“Thank you for what you did,” he said. “I’d have been turned into mincemeat out there.”

“I’m just glad you knew the song,” I said.

“You play very well. I must say I was surprised.” He glanced around us and tapped a few fingers against the water-stained plaster. “This isn’t exactly—”

“Yes, well, I’m here for the money.”

He grimaced. “So am I.”

There was a story there, evidently, but I could hardly ask directly. So instead, I said, “Mr. Williams mentioned that he found you in Covent Garden. Have you studied somewhere?”

“At the Royal Academy, here in London.”

I felt a stab of envy. “You’re lucky.”

“Yes, I suppose I was.” There was a slight emphasis on the last word. “Where do you study?”

“Just—just privately, until last year.” The thought of Mr. Moehler’s passing still pained me.

“Do you play here every night?”

I shook my head. “Mondays, Wednesdays, and every other Thursday. Carl Dwigen, the other pianist, plays the rest.”

His eyes lit up. “Will you be here tomorrow, then?”

I nodded. “I take it Mr. Williams asked you back?”

“Thanks to you. Wednesdays, Thursdays, and Sundays for now.” He shifted his violin case under his arm. “Say, I don’t suppose you could help me pick a few other songs that the audience would like.”

“Of course.” As I looked at him, a thought occurred to me. “You don’t happen to know how to tune a piano, do you?”

“No. I noticed some of the notes were off. Bad luck.” He flashed a consoling smile.

“It gets worse every week. Jack Drummond is supposed to take a look at it, but—”

“Jack Drummond?” he interrupted. “Who’s that?”

“He’s the owner’s son. He does all sorts of work around here. I’m sure you’ll meet him at some point.”

Stephen’s face wore an odd expression.

“Do you know him?” I ventured.

“No, not at all. But I—well, Mr. Williams led me to believe the music hall was his.”

“In a way, it is,” I said with a shrug. “Mr. Drummond is the owner of the building, but he doesn’t have anything to do with the performances. Mr. Williams manages all of us.”

The back door opened, and a uniformed police constable hurried in, leaving the door ajar behind him. He passed us without a glance and headed down the corridor.

“Wonder what he’s here for,” Stephen said.

We leaned around the corner and watched as the constable entered Drummond’s office without knocking.

No one ever did that, so far as I’d seen.

“Could you meet me here tomorrow, before the show?” Stephen asked. “At seven o’clock?”

“I’ll try. I should go now, though.”

“Well, good night, then.” He held out his hand for mine.

I stared at it. Until now, I’d managed to avoid shaking hands in my disguise. But if I ignored his gesture, what would he think? My hands weren’t small, and they were strong with practice, so I took his hand firmly, trying to perform the act as a man would. However, surprise flashed over his face, and he trapped my hand between both of his, turning it over so he could study my palm. My heart sank. I pulled away, sharply regretting that I’d stopped to talk to him.

His teasing grin faded. “What on earth’s the matter? I’m hardly going to snitch on you, seeing as I need your help.”

I recognized the truth of his words. “I’m sorry. It’s just—they’d only pay me half as much if they knew.”

“If they even kept you on,” he added bluntly. “From what I know, there’s a distinct prejudice against lady pianists. How long have you been here?”

“Nearly two months.”

His expression became admiring. “Well, I hope I’m that lucky.” He bent his head toward me. “What’s your name? Your real name, I mean?”

I kept silent.

“Come on,” he coaxed. “I can’t call you ‘Ed’ now.”

“It’s Nell,” I said reluctantly. Marceline was the only other person who knew the truth. But admitting it to her had been a relief, for we had commiserated over the ways young female performers were at a disadvantage. With Stephen, I only felt a new inequality, a disadvantage that existed on my side alone.

“Short for Ellen?” he guessed.

“Elinor.” I paused. “I go by Ed Nell here.”

“Ed Nell,” he said, trying it out with a grin. “It’s perfect. I could even call you Nelly in front of people, and no one would suspect.”

I gave him a look that made him instantly turn penitent.

“I won’t say a word,” he promised. “I think you were clever to come here looking for a job.” And then, sincerely, “I’m certainly glad you did.”

He intended his words to reassure me, and I managed a smile.

“Well”—he shifted his violin case again—“I’m told I have to find the wardrobe mistress for a proper costume. I’ll see you tomorrow?”

“Yes. Good night,” I replied and started up the ramp.

The constable had left the back door cracked open, and as I crossed the yard, the church bells chiming three-quarters made me start.

How had it gotten so late? And what if this were the one night Matthew came home early?

I quickened my pace along Hawley Mews, trotting past the Crown and Thorn, where jangling piano music and masculine laughter spilled out the open windows. At the corner, a prostitute called out from below the awning of the chandler’s shop. I had already passed her before I realized that her invitation was meant for me. I moved faster, dodging around a pile of refuse before halting at the corner of Grafton Lane.

Usually I went home by way of Wickley Street because it was lit by gas lamps. Grafton Lane was narrow and poorly lit, but a good bit shorter.

Dare I risk it?

A night-soil man, his cart pulled by a nag with heaving flanks, came out of the alley, and after he passed, I peered in. The passage was eerily empty of people, but the clouds from earlier in the evening had mostly dispersed, and the moon, nearly full, cast a generous silvery light. I thought again of Matthew coming home, checking my bedroom, and not finding me there—and I turned in. Following a series of narrow streets, I worked my way roughly westward until I reached quiet Brewer Street, where all the inhabitants’ windows and doors were closed to the night air and its miasmas. With only another few hundred steps, I’d reach Regent Street. There, gritty Soho ended and fashionable Mayfair began, the boundary marked by Mr. Nash’s famous pillars, the ones that looked like something out of ancient Greece but were only stucco painted to look like rare white marble.

I was almost there when a low cry, quavering and full of pain, sounded from a dark pocket between the buildings to my left. My steps slowed. Wary of lingering—I knew enough from Matthew about the tricks that cutpurses could play—I strained to see who had called out. It could be a prostitute, or a beggar, or some unfortunate drunken soul who had fallen on the way home from a pub.

But the next cry was pitched high, like that of a woman or even a child, and it held a note of fear as well as pain.

The moon had edged behind a cloud, but I could just make out a small still form huddled beside a drainpipe. “Who’s there?” I said softly. “Are you all right?”

The only answer was a ragged breath.

I moved forward cautiously, and when the figure remained motionless, I bent down and reached out. My hand touched what felt like a shoulder, muscled but small. A moment later, the moon reemerged, and I could see that the shoulder belonged to a young woman who’d been beaten badly. Her eyes were closed, her face was dark with bruises and blood, and her thick black hair was a matted tangle. I recoiled in horror, pulling my hand back.

Simultaneously I realized who it was.

“Marceline!” I sank to my knees and groped for her wrist. Her skin was cold and her pulse weak, and as I drew my hand away I felt the stickiness of blood and noticed that her arm lay at an odd angle. “My God, what happened?” I whispered.

She didn’t make a sound.

Fearful of hurting her, my hands hovered, not knowing where I might touch. What could I do? Though she was smaller than I, I didn’t think I could carry her.

And where could I take her? How would I get her there? My thoughts leaped and scattered uselessly, and I took a deep breath to tamp down my panic. Think, I told myself sharply. Hysteria isn’t going to help either of you.

Could I take her home? No, that was impossible. How could I explain her presence to Matthew and Peggy?

Marceline gave another low groan, as if she were in agonizing pain, both mental and physical. That decided me. I’d take her to Dr. Everett.

I had rested my hand lightly on her back to reassure her of my presence. She moved convulsively as I bent over and spoke in her ear. “Marceline, I’m going to get help.”

I raced to Regent Street and raised my arm. Two cabs, occupied, clattered by, and I despaired of finding one that was free at this hour. But at last another appeared and slowed.

“My friend is hurt and needs to go to hospital,” I called up to the driver. “She’s just at the corner, but I need help fetching her.”

He tilted his head back and looked at me suspiciously. “What’d’you mean, she’s ’urt? I ain’t takin’ ’er if’n she’s drunk, or just been roughed up by a customer—”

“She’s not a prostitute!” I retorted, my mind quick to assemble a story that would bend his sympathies toward us. “It’s her brute of a husband that’s to blame, when he drinks up every bit of money she earns taking in washing! I’ll give you an extra two shillings for the fare.” Still he seemed undecided. “Please. If she stays out all night, she’ll be dead by morning.”

He grunted and began to climb down from his box. “Where is she?”

I pointed. “At the corner, just there. On the ground. But be careful—her arm may be broken.”

His eyes narrowed, and I thought I saw a glimmer of curiosity, or perhaps disgust at the thought of a man who would do such a thing. “You stay ’ere with my ’orse.”

I nodded and caught the reins he tossed me. The mare took not the slightest notice, and I stared at the entrance to the alley until my eyes burned.

Finally, he emerged, carrying Marceline, and together we put her inside the cab.

“Which ’ospital?” he asked.

“Charing Cross, please, in Agar Street, off the Strand.”

We rolled forward, with me cradling Marceline close, trying to absorb the jolts of the ride. But as we drew up to the tall iron gates of the hospital, I realized my own predicament.

I knew there would be a guard to receive her, for as Dr. Everett often said, disease pays no heed to regular hours. But if I took Marceline inside, I’d have to answer questions, and I wouldn’t be able to keep up my disguise around people who knew me. I had been here too many times to help the doctor with his books and play the piano for patients.

The cab halted, and I dismounted on the right side and remained in the shadows, close to the wheel.

“I don’t want to be seen,” I said to the cabdriver. “Can you tell the guard that you found her?”

He snorted and muttered something under his breath but went silent as I handed him the fare plus the extra I’d promised.

“The bell is just there.” I pointed to the metal box and hurried away to the far side of the street. From the shadows between two buildings, I observed the guard, Mr. Oliven, emerge from the guardhouse. He and the driver exchanged a few words, and Marceline was shifted out of the cab and into his arms.

She was so limp and motionless that she might have been dead. A hard lump filled my throat as I watched him carrying her across the lit courtyard to the front door, and I remembered the night I’d met her.

It was my first performance at the Octavian. I’d only had a few minutes before the show to leaf through the music Mr. Williams had given me, and I hadn’t noticed that two pages were missing from the final number. When we reached that part of the song, I’d fumbled and improvised, but it was clear to anyone watching that I’d made a mess of it. I’d barely closed the piano lid and gathered my things when Mr. Williams burst into the alcove red-faced and shouting. When I finally managed to get a word in edgewise to explain that the pages had been missing, he’d motioned violently toward the piano bench. “You fool! Why didn’t you look in there? If you do anything like this again, you’re finished!”

He’d stormed off, leaving me shaking. Finally, I opened the bench, and through my tears I saw the two missing pages.

Why on earth hadn’t they been in the portfolio where they belonged?

From the direction of the stage came footsteps and then, “Don’t take it to heart. He’s always bawling at someone.” The voice was feminine and musical, with a slight accent.

I looked up, blinking the tears back.

The young woman from the trapeze act stood at the threshold of the alcove. While she had been flying through the air, she looked lithe and powerful; up close she was petite and very pretty. Her long black hair was still coiled in braids around her head; her expression was sympathetic, and her eyes were dark and sparkling.

My attempt to recover my poise failed, and her lips parted in surprise. “Why—you’re a woman!”

I swallowed hard and nodded, too wretched to even attempt the lie.

“Don’t worry.” She came close enough that she could murmur. “I won’t give you away. It’s hard enough for us. If I could masquerade as a man, I would. But we get paid more if I’m in this.” She glanced down at her pale pink costume, which, in contrast to Sebastian’s severe black one, left her legs and arms bare and was embroidered with sparkling threads.

“And I get paid more if I’m in this,” I said, gesturing to my masculine garb.

She laughed.

I nodded toward the curtains through which Mr. Williams had vanished. “Does he really always shout like that?”

“Every night that I’ve been here,” she said airily. “I remember once I was late to the stage. He all but had a fit, I tell you! He looked like a rabid dog, with spit flying out of his mouth. And the horrid names he called me.” Her delicate eyebrows rose. “I thought Sebastian was going to hit him.”

A rueful laugh escaped me. “Well, I can’t hit him. I need the money.”

“So do we,” she said cheerfully. “So does everyone, I dare say. But he’ll forget it by tomorrow.”

“I hope so.”

She gave a crooked smile that revealed small white teeth. “My name’s Marceline. What’s yours?”

“Nell. It’s short for Elinor.”

She tipped her head toward me, her eyes thoughtful. “Well, Nell, I’ll see you tomorrow. And really, don’t worry about old Williams.” With a graceful little wave, she turned away and went to stage left where her brother was waiting, coat in hand.

I’d felt so grateful to her. I might not even have had the courage to return the following night if it hadn’t been for her kindness.

As the hospital door closed behind my friend, I blinked back the tears pricking at the corners of my eyes. What vile person had beaten her and dumped her in that rotten little street? And where was Sebastian? Had something similar befallen him? Did he have any idea what had happened?

I waited until a light appeared in the room used for admitting new patients. I imagined the night nurse settling Marceline in a bed; then, feeling relieved that she was safe for this night at least, I started for home.





Chapter 2

I woke to the muted clanging of copper pots on the stove.

I had been lucky last night: when I’d returned home, Matthew’s bed had been empty. And judging from the clanging, Peggy had returned this morning, which must mean that her daughter, Emma, was feeling better. So, my first feeling of the day was one of relief.

The morning sun glowed through my curtains, and the bells of Grosvenor Chapel rang the quarter hour. In the light of day, and surrounded by familiar sounds, my anxiety about Marceline was somewhat allayed. I had the utmost confidence in Dr. Everett, for over the years, I’d seen him perform what some might call miracles upon even his most feeble patients, and Marceline was young and strong. Still, I longed to know for certain that she’d recover.

The thought nudged me out of bed. I went to the washstand and poured water from the ewer into the basin. As I splashed and dried my face, I considered how and when I should try to see Marceline.

Matthew usually left by ten o’clock, after which I would practice for four or five hours while Peggy was occupied in the kitchen and the bedrooms. After I finished at the piano, she cleaned the parlor and the study, while I went for a walk or to the shops. There was part of me that longed to visit the hospital this morning, but Peggy would be certain to ask where I was going and why. And what excuse could I give to Dr. Everett for appearing unexpectedly and inquiring about a particular patient? No, I decided. It would be best if I were to follow my usual routine. If I started for the hospital at half past three, I’d arrive after Dr. Everett’s afternoon rounds, when he would have seen Marceline, but before tea, which he always took precisely at half past four. I could steer the conversation toward new patients to find out her prognosis; and if Marceline was by chance awake and able to talk, I might even be able to visit her. Maybe she’d be able to tell me where to find Sebastian; assuming that her brother was all right, he must be mad with worry about her. But without Marceline’s guidance, I’d have no idea where to find him.

Though she and I had become good friends, I knew very little about her brother other than that he was a year younger than Marceline and very strong. They had been raised by their grandparents and trained by the great trapeze artist Jules Léotard himself at the Cirque D’Hiver in Paris. When a fire destroyed their theater, they came to London and styled themselves “The Flying Tourneaus.”

I opened my armoire to find my trousers in a heap on the floor. In my exhaustion the previous night, I must have missed the hook. With a sound of annoyance, I caught them up, brushed off the dust, and hung them, hoping they wouldn’t be too crumpled this evening. Then I buttoned myself into my blue day dress and headed for the stairs, where the clattering sounds from the kitchen rose to greet me.

Peggy had been our housekeeper since before I was born; now she kept house for us and for Dr. Everett, three days each, with Sunday her day of rest. Lately she’d come less often because her daughter, Emma, suffered from consumption and was having one of her bad bouts. Now Peggy would be like a dervish trying to put things back to rights here. Wanting to take some of the burden from her, I’d dusted the parlor, polished the furniture, and thoroughly cleaned the kitchen after yesterday’s tea. But by her accounting, the house would be at sixes and sevens. Admittedly, in the exacting light of morning I could see a layer of grime on the front windowsills. It was impossible to avoid dust, even if the house was shut up every hour of the day.

I entered the dining room, where my brother was drinking his tea and already several pages into his newspaper. The erratic din emanating from the kitchen rattled my nerves, but I suppressed my discomfort. Matthew, who was rarely agitated by anything, seemed not to notice it at all.

“Good morning,” I said.

“Morning, Nell.” He smiled and handed me my newspaper.

I sat down, poured myself tea, added sugar, and laid my paper flat.

And then, as was our wont, we were silent for some time, turning our pages. Reading the papers with my father and brother every morning had been part of my disciplina logica—my “logical education”—which, in lieu of the more traditional womanly skills of needlepoint, drawing, and French, emphasized mathematics, science, Latin, geography, and politics, among other things. After Father had passed away, Matthew and I had kept up the habit, and I liked the familiar beginning to every day.

Peggy’s tall, spare frame appeared at the door, her arms akimbo. “Did the coal man come yesterday?” she demanded without preamble.

I put my finger on the margin to hold my place and gave Matthew a questioning look. His clear blue eyes met mine, and he shrugged in reply.

“I don’t think so,” I replied. “Was he supposed to? Usually he comes Saturdays.”

“But he shorted us last week, and he told me he’d deliver the balance yesterday! For mercy’s sake!” She pursed her lips in disdain, but before she could start toward the kitchen, the doorbell rang. Her eyes sparked. “That’d better not be him, coming to the front door.” And she stalked off to answer it.

Matthew raised an eyebrow. “Surely he’s not that much of a fool,” he said under his breath, and I stifled a laugh. More likely it was a message from Scotland Yard for Matthew.

My brother had begun his career in uniform at L Division, in Lambeth, five years ago and risen rapidly from constable to sergeant to inspector, whereupon he’d transferred to the Yard last year. He had gained a reputation for being strong, clever, and unflappable, with the ability to work longer hours than other detective inspectors, being unfettered by a wife or family. He had teased me recently, saying it was fortunate that he merely had a younger sister to manage, and on most days I wasn’t an inordinate amount of trouble. His jest had made me cringe inwardly, as my nighttime excursions would certainly cause him—at the very least—an inordinate amount of worry. The fact was, I hated keeping secrets from him. But I’d squelched my guilt with the justification that my playing at the music hall wasn’t doing anyone any harm, and it wasn’t for much longer.

Peggy reappeared in the doorway, a scowl on her face but no note in hand. “Beggin’ your pardon, but it’s a constable, and he’s very stubborn. I told him that I could deliver a message, as you’re eating breakfast like civilized people do at this hour, but he says it would take too long to put in writing, and he has to see you himself.”

“Hm,” my brother said and removed his napkin from his lap.

“Matthew, you could offer him a cup of tea,” I suggested hastily. “It’s still early. It would be the decent thing to do.”

He snorted. “That is a truly pitiful attempt to mask your nosiness.”

“Well, we’ve never had a visit from a stubborn constable before,” I retorted.

He gave me a look of good-humored indulgence. “All right, Peggy. Let’s have him in.”

The constable was a thin fellow of around one-and-twenty, with red spots in his cheeks, a sharpish nose, and a top hat that he held in front of his chest. He wore the blue swallow-tailed coat of the Metropolitan Police, with its high neck and a row of buttons down the front. The coat rode a bit wide across the shoulders, as if he needed to grow into it.

“Why, Hodges!” Matthew said with some surprise.

The constable bobbed in my direction and looked abashed. “Sorry, Miss.” He turned to Matthew with the air of deference that always made me feel a mixture of amusement and pride in my brother. “Mr. ’allam, I’m turrible sorry to interrupt your breakfast. Wouldn’t do it if it warn’t important.”

“Of course not. What’s the trouble?”

“A man found dead, down by the river just west of Waterloo Pier.”

I knew that pier; it wasn’t far from the Yard, on the north bank of the river, in the curve closest to Soho.

Matthew’s gaze sharpened. “You found him?”

He nodded. “On my rounds, though I wouldn’t ’a seen ’im at all, except I heard two boys shoutin’, and one of ’em asked if ’e was dead. I couldn’t see ’em at first because there was a wall on that part of the embankment.” He raised his hat. “So I used this. It was still mostly dark, but I could see something wot looked like a bloke near some broke-up crates.”

“You used your hat?” I blurted out.

Matthew arched an eyebrow but didn’t rebuke me.

The constable nodded, flipping the article over so I could see. “It’s shored up with cane, so’s we can step on it. It’s come in tol’rable useful more ’n once.”

“Yes, I’m sure it has,” I said faintly.

He turned back to Matthew. “I ran round to where ’e was layin’ and saw ’e was beat bad, blood everywhere.”

Unbidden, my mind leaped to Marceline, and I had the unsettled feeling that coincidence sometimes gives.

“We turned ’im over, so we could see ’is face,” Hodges continued. “That’s when I seen ’ow it was just like the murder wot ’appened near St. Luke’s.”

“St. Luke’s, in Soho?” I asked, turning to Matthew. That was Peggy’s church, and it was only a few streets from the Octavian.

“Yes.” Matthew gave me a look and lowered his voice. “I’m not sure Peggy heard about it, as we kept it out of the papers, and I have no intention of bringing it up. She has enough to worry about with Emma.” Matthew turned back to Hodges. “How was it similar?”

“Well, you remember, ’is face was beat summat awful, and ’is right ’and ’ad the three middle fingers broken.” He held up his own fingers. “I didn’t see it on this bloke till we turned ’im over. And I remembered wot you said: that if I ever saw it again, I was to find you direc’ly.”

I thought of Marceline’s bloody hands. I hadn’t observed them closely enough to tell if the bones were intact. “What is significant about broken fingers?” I asked.

Matthew pantomimed holding a fan of playing cards. “Conventionally, it’s been a punishment used for gamblers who didn’t pay their debts.”

“A warning to others,” I said.

“As it were.”

“O’ course, like you said ’afore, it might not be for gambling,” Hodges offered. “Could just be a—a trick, like. To ’ide the real reason they was killed.”

“When did the murder near St. Luke’s happen?” I asked.

“A few days ago,” Hodges answered, seemingly appreciative of my interest. “Same sort o’ thing as last night. The poor man was stripped down to his skiv—well, down to—well, down to not much a’tall”—he averted his gaze from mine and the bits of color in his cheeks darkened—“with ’is ’and wrecked, and beat so’s ’is face was pretty much gone. ’Twas lucky that somebody came for’ard right away and told us who ’e was.”

Matthew pushed back from the table, and I followed them to the front door, my mind drawing various, if somewhat tenuous, connections between the two murders and Marceline’s attack. My face must have revealed the tenor of my thoughts, for the constable bent toward me, his face twisting with regret.

“Sorry to ’ave disturbed you, Miss,” he said. “I know this ain’t the sort of thing that sits well with breakfast.”

“Oh, I’m all right. It’s just—just such a grisly thing,” I said.

“It is,” replied Hodges earnestly, as he donned his tolerably useful hat. “Most as grisly as I ever seen. Even worse’n that time wot I pulled a dead man out of the Thames with ’is eyes et out of ’is ’ead.”





Chapter 3

Promptly at half past three, I donned my boots and coat and walked toward Charing Cross at a quick clip.

Most voluntary hospitals in London did not accept patients with mental diseases; nor did they take children, incurables, or patients who were infectious, with child, or truly destitute. It was a testament to Dr. Everett’s standing in the medical community—or to his gifts of persuasion—that he’d convinced the hospital’s Committee of Benefactors to establish a ward in which brain diseases in patients of any age or condition might be treated.

When I arrived, I entered through the main hall. To the left of it was the receiving room, where dozens of patients were examined daily by the inquiry officer and then either admitted to a ward, treated for minor injuries, sent to the dispensary, or directed to the outpatient benches, where they would wait to be seen by a consultant. Dr. Everett’s dominion was in the north wing, on the second floor of four, and I climbed the central stairs, passed through two archways, and paused at the threshold of the long, narrow room, made in the newly adopted “pavilion” style, that was the women’s ward.

Because Dr. Everett believed that a pleasant environment was conducive to mental health, the walls were painted a soft yellow, and pairs of windows both enabled cross-ventilation and let in the light all day long. The wooden floor was polished, and two black stoves in the center aisle cheerfully kept off the chill. The room held thirty beds, fifteen on each side, with their metal headboards set against the walls. A few had free-standing curtains, not unlike those at my piano alcove, for privacy. Near the back of the room, Dr. Everett was tending to a patient with a bandaged head and broken arm. Her name was Grace, and she’d been admitted last week, having been thrown from her husband’s carriage. He caught sight of me in the doorway and beckoned. As I approached, I scanned the room; so far as I could tell, Marceline wasn’t there, but she might be behind a curtain.

I bent to greet Grace, but her eyes only wandered vacantly to the ceiling above me with no noticeable change of expression. I felt a stab of pity, and the smile I’d intended for her slid off my face.

“Nell, my dear,” Dr. Everett said, “I was just about to have tea. Why don’t you go to my office? I’ll be there in a moment.”

I nodded agreement, but as I left the room, I adjusted my steps to peer surreptitiously around the curtains, my anxiety increasing as I neared the last bed.

Marceline wasn’t there.

Fear gripped me. Was it possible that she’d died in the night? Striving to remain outwardly calm, I started down the corridor to Dr. Everett’s office, wanting desperately to ask someone. But what pretext would I give for inquiring whether a nameless young woman had been unceremoniously deposited at the hospital the previous night?

As I passed the door to the children’s ward, I halted. Could she have been assigned to a bed there? She was small for being seventeen, and I could see how she might be taken for several years younger. I took a quick walk through, smiling at the patients who seemed well enough to notice, until I reached the end of the row, where a beige curtain partitioned off a bed. Through the gap between two panels, I glimpsed thick black hair on a pillow. My heart leaped. I looked in hopefully and gave a sigh of relief when I saw Marceline.

Nurse Aimes, who had been with Dr. Everett for as long as I could remember, was setting aside the portable sphygmograph used for measuring the pressure of arterial blood. She caught my eye and put a finger to her lips. I nodded and remained silent. But as she bent over her chart to make notes, I stepped inside the curtain so that I could observe Marceline more easily.

I had to stifle my gasp. Her eyes were covered by a white bandage that encircled her head, and another bandage wrapped under her chin, keeping it immobile. Her hair was a tangle, matted with bits of dried blood. What little I could see of her cheeks and mouth was discolored and swollen, and her hands were swathed in bandages to above the wrist. The bedclothes were barely disturbed, and she looked even smaller than usual. I could see why someone had mistaken her for a child.

When Nurse Aimes stepped outside the curtain, I followed and asked softly, “What happened?”

“I dunno,” she replied, her mouth pursing in vexation. “Poor thing was brought in last night by a cabdriver. He said there was another bloke, too, but he ran off. I dunno if I believe that; my guess is that the driver was the one who beat her senseless, the worthless blackguard.”

I kept my face neutral. “Well, at least he brought her here.”

“Yes, and the doctor has done his best, o’ course. I imagine she’ll pull through.” She checked her gold pocket watch. It was an unusual thing for a woman to carry, but I knew it had been a gift from her father. “The doctor’ll be taking his tea shortly.”

“Yes. He asked me to meet him in his office.”

She pursed her lips again. “Perhaps you can make him take more than ten minutes for it.”

I smiled. “I’ll try.”

DR. EVERETT’S OFFICE was as familiar to me as a room in my own house, for I had often come here to read or study as a child. As I got older, I would sometimes help him with his books or notes for his research. Glass-fronted cabinets held shelves filled with sturdy white skulls, delicate eye sockets, and brains in clear jars. On the walls hung framed drawings of the muscles and nerves of the face. Standing on a black marble pedestal in the corner was an old phrenology head done in plaster, its parts labeled with Roman numerals, which Dr. Everett kept as both a curiosity and a humbling reminder of how fallible science could be. Along one wall were cases of books, several of which he or his colleagues had written. Some discussed mental diseases and their treatments, while others outlined the merits of a practical education for boys and girls alike. Along the other wall stood wooden files full of case histories.

One of those histories belonged to my mother, Frances, whom the doctor had treated for two years before she abandoned us to pursue a career as a pianist in Europe.

I had no memories of her, as I was only an infant when she left, and my father refused to speak of her afterward. But when Dr. Everett felt I was old enough to understand, he explained that there was a disease, first described by Aretaeus of Cappadocia in the first century, in which mania and melancholy alternated with each other. He had let me read the scientific papers by the French doctors Jean-Pierre Falret, who had identified it as “circular madness” in 1851, and Jules Baillarger, who in 1854 named it “folie a double forme.” By all accounts it was often passed down from parent to child, bred in the bone or the brain, as it were, but Dr. Everett believed he had discovered some means for countering it. That was why he had drawn up a curriculum for me, which limited my literary reading and piano practicing to works that were cheerful and pleasant, and he had spoken to me regularly about the importance of avoiding excesses of emotion. As he explained to me, any situation that caused either fright or great excitement could be the initiating event in a cascade that might devolve into the illness that lay latent in my mind.

So all my life I had tried to tamp down my feelings, as if with an inward una corda pedal, which on the piano shifts the action so the hammers strike one string instead of two, or two instead of three, making the sound softer. I often found myself having to strive for the equanimity that came more naturally to Matthew, but I did my best. The one area in which I skirted the doctor’s advice was my music. I hadn’t limited myself on the piano to lullabies and the like, though I was careful to keep that from him.

“Good afternoon, Nell,” came his pleasant voice behind me. “Contemplating Mr. Stirling’s brain, are you?”

I turned away from the cabinet to smile at him. “Admiring his lovely cerebral cortex.” I came forward and kissed him on the cheek. “Hello, Doctor.”

He was a rather short and sturdy man, neatly dressed, with small, deft hands, a head of thick graying hair, a tidy mustache and beard, and silver-rimmed spectacles. He nodded appreciatively at the table. “Our tea. I’m glad of it, as I haven’t had a bite since breakfast. It’s been a busy day.”

Beside the tea tray lay the mail—several circulars and, on top, an envelope that bore colorful foreign stamps with little moons. For as long as I could remember, Dr. Everett had collected an array of peripatetic friends. As he described them himself, they tended to be eccentric, in both their mental habits and their foreign travels, which made them all the more interesting.

He removed his coat, hung it carefully on the back of his chair, and sat down.

My eye was caught by his cuff links, which looked Oriental in design and had a red stone in the middle. Usually the doctor wore only the plainest sort. “Are those new?”

He glanced down, and his expression changed to an almost bashful smile. “A gift from a former patient. Aren’t they intriguing?”

“They’re beautiful.” I drew my usual chair closer to the table, so I could reach the tea things. “I saw Nurse Aimes just now. She was with a new patient.”

“Yes, an awful case. Poor young woman.”

I settled the cups into the saucers and lifted the lid on the pot to be sure the tea had steeped fully; the doctor liked it strong. “Why is she in the children’s ward?”

“She was put there last night, and there’s no reason to move her just yet. She’s small and slender, but her craniofacial bones suggest she’s at least sixteen or seventeen. And her muscular development is unusual, as if she were a ballerina, perhaps, or accustomed to strenuous physical practice.”

I poured tea for us both. “You’ve no idea who she is?”

“No. The cabdriver who brought her had no idea at all.” He reached for his teacup.

“But she’ll recover, won’t she?”

I’d sought to keep the urgency out of my voice; still, he shot me a curious look before he dropped two sugars into his tea and stirred. “I hope so. Her vital organs are fine, and that’s in her favor. A ruptured spleen or a punctured lung would be very serious, especially given that she’d been out at night and her body temperature was below normal when she was brought in. She has a badly wrenched shoulder, some severe injuries to her face and her back, including a possible fracture in her jaw, cuts and contusions on her wrists and hands, and four cracked ribs—but those will all mend in time.”

“Are her eyes all right? I saw they were bandaged.”

“That’s only to avoid aggravating the symptoms of concussion.” He shifted in his chair. “From her injuries, it seems that she rolled into a ball to protect her torso for as long as she was conscious. Of course, it meant that whoever did this had access to her head, and there is evidence of several strong blows. I had to put twelve stitches in her scalp.”

Twelve stitches, I thought, feeling sick. No wonder there was so much blood.

His eyebrows rose over his spectacles. “Much to my relief, there was no sign that she was violated.”

My breath caught in horror at the thought, but I said only, “Thank goodness.”

“What is a bit curious to me, from a medical standpoint, is that the nurse spoke to her in English this morning, but although she seemed to understand, she replied in French.” He frowned. “Unfortunately, this suggests that her brain has broken partially free from its usual connective fibers. She probably also has a hemorrhage, and she may lose her sight or her speech for a few days—and part of her memory, possibly even permanently.”

Suddenly the tea was bitter in my mouth, and my stomach turned. I set down the cup abruptly, keeping my eyes averted and refolding my napkin to conceal my agitation.

He seemed not to notice and reached for a triangle of sandwich. “I’m just glad she was brought here and not somewhere else. There’ve been half a dozen articles in the Lancet the past year describing various hospital treatments for concussive injuries—most of them inane, based upon nothing more than meager instincts and inchoate knowledge. Giving ice-cold baths, hanging people upside down, administering potions verging on poisons. Pfft!” His eyes sparked behind his spectacles. “Do you know that Dr. Freyn has been sticking magnets up people’s noses, with the idea that it will realign the compass that he thinks is in the brain?”

“That sounds particularly absurd,” I agreed.

“Of course it’s absurd—not to mention dangerous!” He bit into his quarter sandwich rather more energetically than necessary.

“What will you try first?”

“Rest. I’ve given her some laudanum for the pain, so she can sleep. And we’re monitoring her objective symptoms, of course—blood pressure and pulse and so on. In a day or two, she may be able to speak. I don’t want her to attempt it yet; if her jaw is fractured, that could injure it further. Time enough when she’s better to find out what happened.”

“Provided she remembers,” I said, feeling apprehensive.

He dabbed his mouth methodically with his napkin. “If, in fact, there has been damage to the parts of the brain that house memory, the best thing we can do is to find someone familiar to her, usually a relation, to help recover it. But of course, we can’t find that person until she’s able to speak. It’s rather a conundrum.”

My heart skipped a beat. Last night, I’d only thought to find Sebastian so that I might let him know that Marceline was alive and in the hospital. But now, there was a second reason to find him: to help Marceline recover.

But how? And what if he had been beaten as well—perhaps left for dead—

And then, suddenly, a thought that cut through me like a rush of cold water: What if Sebastian was the man who had been killed by the docks?

“Nell?” Dr. Everett was peering at me, concern on his face. “Are you all right? You look peculiar.”

“Yes, of course,” I managed. “It’s just . . . just quite awful.”

“I know.” He selected another quarter sandwich. “I sent a message round to the Yard first thing this morning, to ask Matthew if anyone had made any inquiries about a missing woman of her description, but he said not. And as we have no idea who she is, there isn’t much the police can do. If the cabdriver is to be believed, he found her on the corner of Brewer Street. Matthew says this is the fifth time in the past fortnight someone has been beaten and left for dead in Soho.
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