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PRAGUE, KINGDOM OF BOHEMIA,  
12 DECEMBER 1877

It was a night so dusky the streetlamps looked like fallen 
stars. A night seized by a fierce frost, which crept up 

the  spires of Prague until they glimmered like diamond 
stalagmites, then inched across the Vltava River until its 
entire surface was as smooth as marble.

It was a night that would bear a new small life.
And, alas, a smidge of death.
The Vaškov residence   stood –  tall, wide and   regal –  on the  

 south-  western corner of Big Old Town Square, looming smugly 
over the ancient, brightly painted zodiacs of the Astronomical 
Clock just across the street. Despite the late hour, all twelve 
of its ornate windows were aglow, revealing a   well-  to-  do 
household abuzz with nervous activity.
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On the ground floor, maids raced between rooms with 
buckets of water and fresh linen.

On the first floor, Karel Vaškov sat in his leather armchair, 
puffing profusely on a Toscano cigar while the three eldest 
Vaškov children played cards by his feet.

On the second floor, six younger children were eating a 
box of Swiss chocolates they’d pilfered.

On the third floor, a   tired-  looking nursemaid was slumped 
in the rocking chair, having given up on trying to get the two 
smallest,   crib-  scaling children to sleep.

And on the fourth floor, Milena Vašková lay in bed, 
surrounded by midwives, wondering what was taking this 
baby so much longer to appear than all her others had.

The already large Vaškov family was about to grow 
by one.

Across the frozen river, another residence   stood –  narrow, 
crooked and   forlorn –  at the bottom of a dark street below the 
lamplit castle. All its   weather-  beaten windows were dark, 
except for the round one just below the gabled roof. It glowed 
like a single golden eye, staring ominously out into the 
gloomy night.

Beneath the creaking rafters of the attic room, the   soon- 
 to-  be-  born child’s grandmother, Liliana, lay in her bed. 
Yellow candlelight trembled across her   age-  weathered face, 
revealing the feverish sweat that glistened on her forehead. 
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A man wearing   oil-  spattered overalls sat on the edge of the 
bed, frowning down at Liliana in concern.

‘Milena’s new child is on the way,’ Josef said, dabbing his 
mother’s brow with the cleanest corner of his handkerchief. 
‘Isn’t that wonderful, Maminka  ?’

‘It’s terrible,’ Liliana muttered. ‘Worse than terrible, in 
fact. Nothing short of hellish.’

‘That’s no way to speak of a new grandchild. The other 
eleven children all seem perfectly tolerable. I’m sure this one 
will be too.’

Liliana seemed not to hear him. ‘It’s bad enough that it’s 
the twelfth child. But born on the twelfth day of the twelfth 
month too.’

‘A mere   coincidence—’
‘I caught you eating twelve fruit dumplings this morning.’
‘You can hardly blame me. Those things were divine.’
‘There were twelve crows circling the Týn spires.’
‘You’re giving me twelve different headaches right now.’
Liliana’s eyelids fluttered weakly; her voice dropped to a 

raspy whisper. ‘This new child . . . I   sense—’
‘Maminka, let’s not get into prophecies again; it wears 

you   out—’
‘I sense dark shadows. And I   see –’ she squeezed her eyes 

closed, then immediately snapped them open   again – ‘an eyeball.’
Josef let out a long sigh. ‘Just the one?’
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Liliana’s bleary gaze turned to where many   ink-  smeared 
words had been scrawled on the wall. ‘This new child is the 
one I’ve been dreaming about.’

Josef pinched the bridge of his nose. ‘You should sleep. 
The doctor said you’d feel better in the morning.’

‘The doctor was wrong,’ Liliana whispered, summoning 
a weak smile. ‘My time is nigh, and I am more than ready.’

‘Don’t say that.’
‘One day you’ll believe me again,’ Liliana rasped. ‘One 

day, you’ll see I’m not the foolish old woman your sister 
insists I am.’

‘I don’t think you’re foolish, but you are rather pale.’
Across the river, the clunking gears of the Astronomical 

Clock echoed through Big Old Town Square. Despite being 
too far away to hear it, Liliana turned her gaze in its direction.

On the top floor of the Vaškov residence, the scream of a 
newborn baby filled the air, and at the very same moment, in 
the candlelit attic room, Liliana sagged into her pillow.

The baby’s first breath had   coincided –   precisely –  with 
Liliana’s last.

The Astronomical Clock began to chime the hour.
Twelve strikes.
Midnight.
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The twelfth child born into the Vaškov family was a girl 
with hair the colour of spider silk, and   candle-  smoke 

eyes flecked with the palest blue. As those eyes fluttered 
open for the first time, her family peered down into her 
crib, as if studying a rare and mystifying scientific 
phenomenon.

‘She has Máma’s small, twitchy nose,’ said a young girl.
‘And Táta’s perfectly symmetrical dimples,’ said an 

older boy.
The baby hiccuped, her gaze drifting towards a shadow 

on the wall.
‘Her eyes, though,’ said another child. ‘Where did those 

come from?’
They all looked to their mother, waiting for her to offer a 

hypothesis. Instead, they were greeted by a frown.
‘We’ve examined this little specimen enough for now,’ 
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their father said quickly. ‘I’m sure we can all agree she’s 
splendid, and that it’s time for breakfast.’

All eleven children nodded in   agreement  –   some with 
their father’s first statement, some with his second. A few 
hours and   pastry-  fuelled negotiations later, the children had 
settled on a name for the newest sister.

Ema.
No one was more taken with the littlest child than the 

eldest child, Františka. Before Ema’s first morning was over, 
Františka had fashioned a sling out of a scarf and tucked 
Ema inside it. ‘I will take her everywhere I go,’ she declared. 
‘And I will show her all there is to see.’

When Milena opened her mouth to protest, Františka 
silenced her with a shake of her head.

‘You feed her milk; I’ll feed her wisdom,’ said Františka 
decisively. ‘Besides, every child in this family has a twin, 
except for me and little Ema here. I see no reason why we 
cannot form our own, unconventional twinship.’

And so it was that Ema found herself nestled in the arms 
of a   ten-  year-  old philosopher each day, listening to her 
soothing commentary as they roamed the house.

‘A normal drawing room would be full of elegant chairs, a 
beautifully woven carpet, and gossiping ladies in frilly dresses. 
But Máma is a meteorologist and prefers entertaining ideas, 
rather than people. You’ll notice these chairs all have chemical 
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burns that no amount of patching-up will cover, and Máma 
has painted the periodic table on the floorboards, to save her 
having to squint at the one on the wall.’

‘Are you criticizing my decorating skills?’ Milena said, 
peering up from her   clutter-  strewn desk.

‘Not at all,’ Františka said. ‘I’m merely giving Ema her 
first lesson in the unlikely beauty of chaos.’

Milena chuckled softly and Ema was carried up the 
marble stairs where Františka informed her that normal 
bedrooms weren’t full of equipment, excited mutterings and 
the occasional loud bang.

‘Each one doubles as a laboratory,’ Františka explained. ‘I 
don’t need a laboratory. The only tool a philosopher needs is 
her mind, and maybe some kolache. Speaking of which, 
there’s a bakery by Charles Bridge that I must show you. On 
the way I’ll introduce you to trees and towers and ducks.’

Outside, Ema’s   candle-  smoke eyes blinked furiously, 
taking in the colour and scale of the city.

‘It’s a big old universe, isn’t it?’ Františka said. ‘Don’t 
worry, though, we’ll find your place in it.’

As far as Ema was concerned, Františka was the centre of 
the universe. For the next three years, she never left her 
sister’s orbit.

Ema’s first word was ‘Tiška’, her second word was 
‘biscuit’, and with a lot of encouragement, her third and 



8

Hana Tooke

fourth words were almost recognizable as ‘Aristotle’ and 
‘Socrates’.

As soon as Ema got the hang of joining words into complete 
sentences, she discovered the magic of asking questions.

‘Where do bubbles go when they pop?’
‘Why can’t ducks talk?’
‘Who invented horses? Was it Táta?’
Whatever the question, Františka answered it with a 

radiant smile that made Ema giddy with delight. Until one 
day, when Ema asked a question that left her insides itching 
unpleasantly.

‘Tiška, where are you going?’
Her sister stopped packing her green portmanteau and 

lifted Ema on to her lap. ‘I’m going to school in Vienna,’ 
Františka answered, with a smile that looked as if it were not 
for Ema. ‘I’ll get to study philosophy every single day and 
maybe even win trophies and go to university.’

For the first time in her life, Ema wished she’d never 
asked.

‘I’ll be back for the holidays,’ Františka continued. ‘But 
I’m thirteen now. It is time I find my place in this big world. 
I wish we’d been actual twins, Ema, so that we could start 
this journey together. Your time will come though, I promise. 
And in the meantime, Marek and Magdalena have agreed to 
continue your education.’
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Františka carried her into the next bedroom, where the 
eldest set of twins were hunched over a table covered with 
broken pots. Ema eyed them warily.

‘Máma and Táta will take her each evening as they always 
do,’ Františka said, setting Ema in Marek’s arms. ‘But she 
needs someone to give her lots of attention during the day. 
We can’t let her curiosity go to waste.’

Ema scratched at her stomach, wondering why she 
couldn’t reach the unbearable itchiness inside. It was still 
bothering her the next day, as the family gathered on the 
station platform to see Františka off.

The steam train hissed, its wheels screeching as it and 
Františka disappeared, and then the itching finally stopped. 
In its place, however, was the painful realization that Ema’s 
entire world had tilted on its axis.

For the next year, Ema followed her new custodians as if she 
were their much smaller, much too talkative shadow.

‘We can’t teach you about anthropology if you keep asking 
random questions,’ Marek said one day, in one of Prague’s 
many museums.

‘Why don’t we tell you all about the ancient Egyptians?’ 
Magdalena said, patting her lap. ‘You can just sit and listen.’

Ema sat, as instructed. The listening part proved harder.
‘. . . in the early dynastic period . . .’
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Her mind was still preoccupied with her unanswered 
questions.

‘. . . Ema, why aren’t you blinking . . . ?’
They buzzed around her brain like trapped wasps.
‘. . . let’s take her home; she’s drawing looks . . .’

Marek and Magdalena left for school the following autumn, 
eagerly passing Ema over to the next set of twins. Ema felt a 
sense of unease as Kryštof and Kateřina explained that they 
would tell her all there was to know about zoology.

‘No questions,’ Kryštof whispered, as the three of them 
crawled through the undergrowth of the local woodlands. 
‘You’ll scare every creature off.’

‘Yes,’ agreed Kateřina. ‘Stealth is key.’
Ema was, it turned out, exceptionally good at stealth. 

Kryštof and Kateřina seemed not to notice when Ema stopped 
following them to the woods, choosing instead to study the 
creatures she found the most mysterious, curious and 
fascinating of all . . .

Her parents.
For an entire week, she got up early to hide beneath a 

cabinet in the library, so she could study her father working. 
Karel was, she quickly decided, the human form of a   well- 
 wound clock. He arrived at the stroke of nine each morning 
to sit at his   clutter-  free desk. He would work silently for 
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precisely two hours, smoke precisely four cigars in that time, 
and then get up at the stroke of eleven to neaten his already 
neat bookshelves, before returning to his desk for another 
hour of work and a further two cigars. And then at precisely 
midday, his neatly groomed face would appear beneath the 
cabinet to smile at Ema and tell her it was time for lunch.

Observing her mother’s routine, on the other hand, was 
like trying to chase a storm. The only time her mother’s 
energy stilled was when she noticed someone about to leave 
the house. She’d hurry to the hallway and declare things like: 
‘You’ll not need that thick   coat –   the wind is about to die 
down, but you will need an umbrella as it’ll have started 
raining before you even leave the   square—’ or: ‘Be back by 
six p.m., as that is when both the incoming snowstorm and 
your supper will arrive.’

Her mother was always precise about the weather.
And she was always too distracted to notice Ema lurking 

beneath the cabinets of her   drawing-  room   laboratory –  which 
was precisely where Ema was when one of Milena’s chemistry 
experiments went awry. As her mother pulled the curtains 
from their rods and flapped them over the smouldering 
remnants of her paperwork, an old box was sent tumbling off 
the top of a shelf.

The fire was quickly extinguished, but the contents of the 
box   exploded  –   photographs, drawings and several lace 
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handkerchiefs scattered across the floor. Ema watched in 
astonishment as her mother started to weep, then dropped to 
her knees to gather it all up again.

One photograph had landed right by Ema’s nose.
A moment later it was in her hand, and her eyes were 

gazing down at the   age-  faded image of a man and a   woman –  
the latter of whom had the same pale grey eyes that Ema 
had.

Ema’s gasp of surprise was followed swiftly by Milena’s 
shriek of shock.

She was watching Ema with a look of panicked horror on 
her face. ‘Beruška, what are you doing?’

‘Who are these two?’ Ema asked. ‘One looks like me, 
but more old, and the other one looks like you, but more 
moustachey.’

‘That’s your grandmother, Liliana, who is dead now,’ 
Milena said, pushing her lips into a tight smile. ‘And your 
uncle, my twin brother, Josef, who is travelling the world on 
a bicycle, I believe.’

‘Why are you smiling if you’re so sad?’
Milena took the photograph from Ema’s fingers and put it 

back in the box. Ema looked down at the dark shadow pooled 
beneath her mother’s feet, feeling as if it were seeping into 
her own shadow. Tears prickled in the corners of her eyes.

‘I’m not sad, beruška.’
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‘Yes, you are. In fact, you’re getting sadder and sadder. I 
can feel it.’

‘Nobody can feel other people’s emotions, Ema.’
Later that night, Ema lay in bed feeling more confused 

than she’d ever felt before. Why had her mother lied about 
feeling sad? And what did her shadow seemingly have to do 
with it?

Ema was handed over to the next set of   twins –  Hedvika 
and   Jana –  the following year. Their thrill at having a tiny 
acolyte to share their passion for digging up old things 
with  lasted almost an entire month, until one day they 
came home with Ema slung over Jana’s shoulder, crying 
her eyes out.

‘We took her to the Bone Church in Kutná Hora,’ Hedvika 
explained, as Milena and Karel looked at their weeping 
daughter.

‘She insisted on it,’ Jana quickly added. ‘She said she had 
a hypothesis she wanted to test, and that her insides were 
itching to go there. We just thought she had an unusual way 
of expressing her excitement, but she keeps scratching at her 
stomach – look.’

Ema was, indeed, still scratching her stomach and feeling 
an inexplicable sense of dread spreading through every inch 
of her skeleton.
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*

‘Anyway, it wasn’t the bones that upset her,’ Hedvika said. 
‘It was the people in the graveyard outside the church, 
gathered for a funeral, that upset her. She started whispering 
about dark shadows. Then bawling her eyes out.’

They all turned to Ema and waited for her to explain 
herself.

Ema shuddered. ‘I felt their sadness  . . .  and my 
shadow . . . it’s still dark. Just like yours was, Máma, when 
you were looking at that photograph of Liliana and Josef.’

Her mother’s face darkened like a storm cloud, and the 
itching inside Ema turned into an uncomfortable thrum that 
vibrated through her. It was the same feeling she’d had just 
before Františka had   left –  as if something bad was about to 
happen.

‘Was this your hypothesis, Ema?’ Milena asked quietly.
Ema reached into her satchel, pulled out a bundle of 

papers, and handed them to her mother.
‘Shadowology?’ Without looking at any of Ema’s carefully 

collected notes and observations, Milena handed the papers 
back. ‘You will stop this . . . research . . . right now.’

Ema realized then that the itching inside her had stopped 
and that the most calamitous thing since watching Františka’s 
train chug away from her had just occurred.

She’d upset her mother.
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Hedvika and Jana left a few months later, and Ema was sent 
to study physics in her father’s library with her brothers 
Benedikt and Lubos.

By now, all Ema wanted was a subject of her own to study. 
But the memory of her mother’s disapproval still felt like a 
fresh wound. It took Ema several more months before she 
felt another spark of curiosity that would not cease tugging 
at her.

‘Ema, why are you shining that light through your arm?’ 
her father asked.

He, Benedikt, and Lubos were peering over their   wire- 
 rimmed spectacles at her.

‘I was trying to see my bones,’ Ema explained.
‘Have you decided to take up anatomy?’ Benedikt asked.
‘No,’ Ema said. ‘I call it intuitive osteology. I learned that 

word from Hedvika. It means the study of bones, but I added 
the “intuitive” bit because I’m convinced there’s a sixth sense 
hiding in my bone marrow that warns me of impending doom.’

Her father and brothers blinked.
‘Yesterday, I couldn’t stop scratching my left humerus 

bone,’ Ema continued. ‘I knew something bad was going to 
happen. And then something bad did happen.’ She lifted her 
sleeve to show the nasty scab on her elbow. ‘I tripped over a 
cat. I’m still collecting data to prove my hypothesis, but I’ll 
soon be able to show Máma how she does what she does.’
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Her father and brothers frowned.
‘What has any of that got to do with Máma?’ Lubos 

asked.
‘She predicts the weather,’ Ema said, confused that they 

hadn’t worked out the obvious. ‘Just like I predict bad 
things.’

The library fell uncomfortably quiet.
‘Beruška,’ Karel said finally, ‘your mother uses barometers 

and other such equipment to predict the weather. Her skill 
comes from observations, not hunches. Promise me you 
won’t let your mother hear this new hypothesis of yours. I 
suspect it will upset her.’

Ema felt a tickle of despair in her chest. ‘I promise.’
That night, Ema found herself confused once again. If 

she couldn’t observe her bones to prove her hypothesis, then 
what could she observe?

Soon, the only twins left were Jasmína and   Nina –   whose 
offer to teach her astronomy Ema politely turned down. She 
was too busy trying to find an answer to what was responsible 
for her intuition.

Though the quantity of siblings in the house had steadily 
diminished, the quantity of trophies they sent home was  
 increasing –  almost entirely filling the hallway. Ema wondered 
what kind of   trophies –  if   any –  she would one day receive . . . 
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and if there’d even be enough space left in the hallway for 
her parents to display them.

Ema began to feel as if she were haunting her family’s 
home, instead of living in it. She wanted nothing more than 
for her scientific calling to fall into her lap.

Instead, Ema fell into bed with a vicious fever. ‘Something 
awful is going to happen,’ she rasped as her mother mopped 
her brow. ‘I can feel it.’

‘Fevers can cause delirium,’ Milena said. ‘Everything will 
be fine, I promise.’

For the next week, Ema slept   fitfully –  her dreams were 
dark and scary; her bones felt electrically charged.

The fever broke on her eleventh birthday.
The dread that had been coursing through her stilled too 

but left Ema feeling weak and wobbly. She stumbled 
downstairs in her   sweat-  drenched nightgown. Her mother 
and sisters were gathered around the table, chatting happily.

Nothing looked wrong.
Ema’s confused staring was interrupted by a scream as 

one of the maids entered. Everyone followed the maid’s gaze 
to Ema.

‘She just appeared in the doorway like a ghost!’ the maid 
said, clutching her chest. ‘What are you doing, sneaking 
around like that!’

‘I didn’t sneak,’ Ema said.
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‘Oh, beruška,’ Milena said. ‘Come and have a seat; you 
look awful.’

Ema stood there, shaking her head. ‘Has something awful 
happened?’

‘Everything is fine. Just like I promised.’
Just then her father came into the room, holding a 

telegram in his shaking hands.
‘What is it?’ Milena asked.
‘It’s Františka,’ Karel said, his face pale. ‘She’s had an 

accident.’
Ema heard a faraway shriek that sounded an awful lot 

like her own voice. Dizziness finally overwhelmed her, and 
everything turned dark.

When Ema came round the following morning, 
Františka’s face was staring at her in concern from the next 
pillow.

‘You’re alive!’ Ema said, reaching out to wrap her arms 
round her.

‘Don’t!’ Františka said, wincing as she held up a hand. ‘I 
have a broken arm and three fractured ribs, so I’m afraid I 
am   ill-  equipped to give you the hug I so desperately wish to.’

‘You look awful,’ Ema said, staring at her sister’s pale face 
and bandaged body.

‘You look awfuller,’ Františka said, giggling.
‘What happened?’
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‘I tried to climb a tree in roller skates,’ Františka said. ‘In 
my defence, it was the first time I’d tried this bizarre new 
invention. I’d just got the hang of not falling over every three 
seconds when the biggest dog I’ve ever seen came charging 
towards me. There was an oak tree nearby. I forgot I had 
wheels on my feet. It did not go well. The silver lining is that 
now I get to see you in person! What’s wrong? Why are you 
trembling?’

Ema had been right about disaster looming. She opened 
her mouth, ready to share her ponderings with her sister, but 
stopped herself. What if Františka responded the same way 
as her parents? Ema didn’t think she could bear to see 
disappointment on her sister’s face. And so, Ema swallowed 
her questions down again.

‘Nothing is wrong,’ Ema said. ‘I was just worried about 
you.’

‘Ema,’ Františka said, suddenly much more serious. 
‘Máma and Táta are worried about you. They’ve told me 
about your  . . .  studies. You know how I feel about being 
curious, but  . . .  please, don’t ask questions about Liliana. 
Some things are better buried in the past.’

Ema swallowed a hard lump and nodded.
‘Now! How about we gorge ourselves on kolache  ?’ 

Františka said, grinning again. ‘That’ll cheer us both up, 
I’m sure.’
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Ema forced a smile, feeling it settle over her face like a 
mask.

She wore that very same mask the day that Františka left, 
taking the last of Ema’s siblings with her. In the thunderous 
quiet that followed their departure, Ema felt hollow.

The great enigma of her life had presented itself: how 
was she ever supposed to understand a world that didn’t 
understand her?
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