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            For my parents, Philippa and Bryon, with love. Silver Thread.
            

         
 
         
         

      

      
    

  
    
      
         
         
 
         
            The Way of Heaven is to benefit others and not to injure.
 
            Lao-Tzu (sixth century BC)
            

         
 
         
         

      

      
    

  
    
      
         
         
 
         
            4 April 1841

         
 
         The grey walls of Millbank receded until they were a dark huddle on the edge of the world. The sun spread across the water, refracting into shards where their oars dipped.
         
 
         A light that would leave scars.
 
         The Thames snaked towards the sea, carrying the procession of rowing boats, in each a huddle of silent women. The last boat was piled with luggage of modest proportions; canvas sacks, wicker baskets and battered hat boxes. And a single trunk.
 
         The small liberties of freedom – a walk to the market or an idle afternoon in the sun – were hopes once. Now a length of ribbon would seem like freedom. Still, what could be worse than Millbank prison?
 
         For those who had left their children, there was only the grief. Against this, the guilt of any crime was incidental.
 
         At the mouth of the river the currents collided, creating ridges of tidal water frilled with dirty foam. The Thames was opening to the sea. The white water churned like a bilious stomach. Behind the boats, the rising sun traced a copper edge along rooftops and chimneys; a burnished London; a trick of the light.
 
         There was time for one last glance at the receding city; a moment to take in its outline and shape. Once the entire world, London now looked no larger than a page in a picture book, and so pretty that it might be the Otherworld.
 
         All of a sudden the light changed, revealing the new factories along the banks, their chimney stacks exhaling wraiths of smoke, their pipes leaking into the inky river.
         
 
         Ahead of them lay an unfathomable voyage and a land beyond the seas. This farewell to London might be for ever. Now, there was only the sea, and the shadowy form of a ship appearing through the fog. Drawing closer still, they could read the name painted at the towering prow of their new prison.
 
         Rajah.
         

      

      
    

  
    
      
         
         
 
         
            I
            
 
            Linen
            

         
 
         
            I am told that in your country, opium smoking is forbidden under severe penalties. This means that you are aware of how harmful it is. So long as you do not take it yourselves, but continue to make it and tempt the people of China to buy it, such conduct is repugnant to human feeling and at variance with the Way of Heaven.
            
 
            ‘Your country lies 20,000 leagues away; but for all that, The Way of Heaven holds good for you as it does for us, and your instincts are no different from ours; for nowhere are men so blind as not to distinguish what brings profit and what does harm.
 
            
                

            
 
            From a letter to Queen Victoria from 
 Imperial High Commissioner Lin Zexu, 1839
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               I arise today 
               
 
               Through the strength of heaven; 
               
 
               Light of sun, 
               
 
               Radiance of moon, 
               
 
               Splendour of fire, 
               
 
               Speed of lightning, 
               
 
               Swiftness of wind, 
               
 
               Depth of sea, 
               
 
               Stability of earth, 
               
 
               Firmness of rock. 
               
 
                         ST PATRICK (FIFTH CENTURY BC)
               

            

         
 
         Do not think of him. 
         
 
         Rhia had been not thinking about William all afternoon and it showed. She squinted: the pattern was crooked.
 
         Everything was out of shape lately. Serpentine, Mamo would have said. Life does not always beat an even rhythm, Rhiannon. It meanders like chords on a harp. The resonance of the old woman’s voice seemed to move the air. She could almost be in the room. Rhia let her paintbrush drop into the tray. She had tried to resurrect the pattern all afternoon and it still looked as wrinkled as silk moiré. Now the light was only fit for catching swirls of dust, the sun so low that it filtered through the canvas, making her pigments as translucent as coloured glass.
         
 
         She blamed William. He should not have called.
 
         It could have been a day given, with the front room all to herself and nothing to do but paint. It could have been. The question was, would her father understand that she’d had to tell William what had happened in Greystones all those years ago? It was unlikely.
         
 
         To Connor Mahoney, truth was a holy thing. So was chastity. And marriage. This was the kind of rhetoric he had brandished since Rhia was old enough to irk him. She had always been expert at it. She understood, now, that it depended on the nature of the truth, and that discretion outranked honesty. Sadly, she possessed neither.
         
 
         A carriage bell tinkled and, not for the first time that day, Rhia wished herself in Greystones, walking barefoot on the shale, listening only to the sea and the gulls.
 
         Connor Mahoney’s boots tapped briskly up the stairs.
 
         Rhia removed her smock. She paced to the front window. She smoothed her hair in its reflection and paced back to the fireplace. There was absolutely no need to tell him that she had upset his cherished William. It would all blow over and they would be married next February as scheduled. The time for having a say in such matters was past – the fact remained that no one else had offered. The fact remained that she had not fallen in love.
 
         Or else, she had not fallen for love.
 
         Rhia shivered and cast about for her shawl. The air had moved again.
 
         Mamo despised cynicism.
 
         Connor Mahoney’s voice murmured in the hallway, talking to Hannah. Rhia retrieved her shawl from the floor and turned to the fire, her back to the door. She softened her gaze, looking for shapes in the flames, dancing like dervishes. She willed them to lend her their grace. Rhia could sense her father’s mood through the wall. He was unusually irritable lately. This was most definitely not the time to tell him that she had insulted her fiancé.
         
 
         The door opened.
 
         ‘Rhia.’
 
         Strange how you could tell someone was angry with you just by the way they spoke your name. She could think of nothing she had done to rile him lately.
 
         ‘Father.’
 
         His jaw was squared for a fight. His anger made him look old and ugly, though his frame was trim and his thick hair still as bright as copper. He snapped a folded piece of paper at her. ‘I’ve had a letter from William.’
 
         Rhia had not expected this. ‘From William?’ Her voice sounded high and unnatural. The letter must have been written as soon as he had left her.
 
         ‘He has withdrawn his offer,’ said her father.
 
         ‘Withdrawn his—!I am to be …’ Rhia strode to the door and back, smashing a pipe dish to the floor with her skirts. She took a breath. ‘I am not a property,’ she spat. The flames had lent her nothing. She clenched her fists, took another breath and suddenly felt like laughing. She lowered her eyes and stared hard at the pattern on the Persian rug. It only reminded her of her failed painting. Persians could design patterns fit for the feet of a goddess.
         
 
         ‘Until you are married, you are as my property, and I will not have you become a burden on this household.’ He was almost choking on the words but they hit their mark. He had never called her a burden before. He would regret it, she thought, though with almighty self-restraint she held her tongue. She would say the wrong thing and he would see that she was unrepentant – relieved rather than ashamed.
         
 
         He paced between the cutting table and the wall of shelves where the cloth was stored, his hair falling across his spectacles, his cheeks hot with emotion. He was not finished. ‘You should have been married years ago, and now I wonder if anyone will have you.’
         
 
         Rhia had wondered the same thing herself.
 
         He stood with his back to her, talking to the bolts of fabric. ‘William O’Donahue is a respectable and successful merchant. He would have been a great asset to this family – to the business.’
         
 
         Rhia flinched. Restraint be damned. ‘Is that what this is about? The business? William is a dullard who does not dare to wed a woman who is cleverer than he. I’m glad I need not see his face each day!’
         
 
         Her father spun and glared at her, his eyes burning. ‘I did not raise you to have opinions! If it were not for your … were it not for your mother’s family, then you would be like any agreeable Dublin girl. Instead, you read the papers and tour the city like a milkmaid. I see now that you have deliberately offended William in order that he be forced to cancel the engagement. What in tarnation did you say to him?’
 
         ‘I did no such thing! I would not.’ Rhia lowered her voice. ‘I told him what happened the winter Michael Kelly was arrested.’
 
         Connor Mahoney was silent. When he finally spoke, his voice was hoarse. ‘You told him that you helped those tenants; that you made a Protestant landlord look like a blackguard?’
 
         Rhia held his gaze. She had only done what anyone with an ounce of compassion would have. The weavers were being evicted because their rent was not paid. It was the middle of winter. They might have starved. They would certainly have frozen. She had taken them to Mamo’s cottage. Not long after, Michael Kelly’s boys torched a shipment belonging to the same landlord, a tea merchant. He, the landlord, came after Michael, who broke his nose. Michael was transported.
         
 
         Her father was glaring at her. She had not answered him. ‘Yes, I told him,’ she said quietly.
 
         ‘Foolish girl. O’Donahue is a business associate of the man Michael Kelly assaulted.’
 
         ‘All the more reason not to marry him.’
 
         ‘You are a devil in petticoats!’ He slammed the flat of his hand on the table.
 
         ‘And you are a damned tyrant! I should have married Thomas Kelly, at least he loves me.’
 
         He had once.
 
         ‘You will not breed with a weaver!’ He strode to the door and stopped with his hand on the knob. Without looking at her he said, ‘We shall discuss this further when your mother returns. I will dine at my club.’
 
         He left the room.
 
         She stood shaking with anger, her fingernails digging into her palms. ‘I am not a child!’ Rhia called after him, but the second she heard the front door close she collapsed onto the Chesterfield, feeling every bit a child. He was right, she should be married by now. William O’Donahue was from Belfast; he had not encountered her reputation before they met, and now she had turned him against her.
 
         Hannah knocked before she entered. She had no doubt heard everything, even if she hadn’t had her ear to the door. She scurried about more than was necessary, poking at the fire and lighting the lamps. ‘Will you have supper in here, miss?
 
         ‘I’m a devil in petticoats, Hannah.’
 
         The maid chuckled. ‘Well I never heard that one before. He’s only in a mood.’
 
         ‘He’s been in a mood for months. This time last year we would never have closed the front room for an entire day. And now I’ve turned away the only man in Dublin who might have married me.’
         
 
         ‘I’ll tell Tilly to make dumplings,’ Hannah said, and hurried away as though nothing could be more pressing.
 
         Rhia crossed the room and picked up her paintbrush. The motif was a spray of orange and yellow calendula. If she could make it right, everything else might straighten out too. When her father got home they would make amends. They never slept on a quarrel.
 
         
             

         
 
         At the sound of Hannah’s voice, Rhia’s eyes flickered open. She was on the Chesterfield and Hannah was leaning over her, reeking of tooth powder and glycerine. ‘There’s a fire!’ she puffed breathlessly. The candlestick in her plump hand tipped dangerously. Its flame cast skittish shadows around the walls and was the only fire in sight, as far as Rhia could see.
 
         She swung her feet to the floor in a tangle of skirts, catching Hannah below the knees. The maid clutched the arm of the Chesterfield to steady herself; Rhia stumbled around in the dark. There was something she had to remember. What? Shouldn’t there be smoke? She found the door to the hallway.
 
         ‘Quick, Hannah, wake the others, we must get everyone out of the house!’
 
         ‘It’s not in the house,’ puffed Hannah, following her. ‘It’s at Merchant’s Quay. The night-soil men saw it.’
 
         The storehouse.
 
         Rhia ran up the dark hallway towards the stairs, though she couldn’t think why. Boots? She collided with the banister in the dark, hitting her head and cursing. She could do without boots.
 
         Hannah was behind her when she turned, her nightgown as voluminous as sailcloth. ‘I’ve got Tom hitching up, and his brother’s taken the steed to fetch your mam. Don’t forget your cloak! And where’s your blessed boots? Merciful heavens, and Mr Mahoney’s not home yet …’
         
 
         Rhia stopped. This was what she needed to remember. ‘What is the time, Hannah?’
 
         Hannah didn’t know. She had found the boots and followed Rhia back down the hallway chattering anxiously. She mustn’t worry – her da would still be at his club, he wasn’t exactly going to be at the quay after the soil collection, was he? And would she please put on these blessed boots? It was the first of November, after all.
 
         Rhia stood at the front door, fumbling with the clasp of her old red cloak. There was no time to button boots. Of course he would still be at the club. He would be playing another game of cribbage, or talking about the new looms; or he’d decided to have another brandy or two because his daughter wasn’t to be married to a tea merchant after all.
 
         Outside, Tom the groom had hitched the two-seater and the horses were shifting and snorting restlessly, their breath trailing mist in the air. Tom was bleary-eyed, his pale hair in a tangle beneath his cap. He reeked of poteen. He nodded when Rhia climbed up beside him and slapped the reins before she was seated. The horses lurched forwards and she clutched the hammercloth to stop from toppling backwards. She searched her mind for a prayer.
         
 
         The chaise almost tipped as they clattered through St Auden’s Gate and past St Patrick’s. Rhia glanced at the cathedral. Would the saint give a damn about an irresolute Catholic?
         
 
         Save our storehouse and I’ll stop the cursing.
         
 
         Was it enough?
 
         And I’ll attend church.
         
 
         They’d reached an unsafe speed. Rhia looked sideways at Tom, tilted forwards, enjoying himself: the groom was a lunatic at the reins even when he’d not been at the drink. She should take them from him, but she wasn’t sure that she’d do any better. The mare was on edge; her ears pricked back.
         
 
         ‘Slow down, Tom! She’ll bolt if she gets any faster.’
 
         Tom nodded. ‘Aye, we’ll not stop before Kilkenny if Epona bolts. But I reckon Mr Mahoney’s at the storehouse.’
 
         ‘He’s not. He’s at his club.’
 
         ‘He’s not. It’s gone two.’
 
         Rhia’s heart pitched. The club closed at one. ‘Well then he’s gone to the quay to supervise the firefighters.’ This seemed reasonable.
 
         The sky above the waterfront was lit up as if all the saints of Dublin were swinging their blessed lanterns above Merchant’s Quay. As they rounded the corner of the last alley, Rhia braced herself to see the entire waterfront ablaze. But only the Mahoney storehouse was burning. This was somehow more devastating.
 
         Rhia leapt clear of the chaise before the wheels stopped. Connor Mahoney would be close to the front of the crowd, perhaps with the gardaí. She pushed her way through the press of spectators, their faces glowing eerily in the blaze. A wall of flames rose from the stone foundations where only yesterday had stood a wall of brick. The air was poisonous with fumes, the heat staggering. The quay was lit like a carnival, with people still arriving to watch along the opposite shore.
         
 
         She could not see him.
 
         She darted between fists of spectators, trying to see beyond the line of gardaí keeping the crowd back. She searched the faces of the men by the waterside. He must be on the other side, closer to the storehouse, but she would have to get around the gardaí. She moved along the edges of the crowd, as close to the furnace as she could get without being overcome by the heat. She might have got a little closer but someone grabbed her wrist, twisting it like a rope. The rough, unwashed wool of a garda’s tunic was suddenly in her face.
         
 
         ‘Tuilli!’ She spat before she could remember her wager with the saint. Perhaps cursing in Irish didn’t count?
         
 
         ‘Who are you calling bastard, you wee tinker?’ The garda’s expression was as dirty as his face. Rhia held his gaze and tried yanking her arm away, but his fingers pressed into the flesh of her wrist.
         
 
         ‘Loose your hand or I’ll bite it!’ she snapped.
 
         His hand was like a slipknot, fastening tighter when she twisted. He was strong. A ghost of a smile twitched at his lips. ‘You don’t want to be getting too close to a burning building, now. It could all come down faster than your legs can carry you away.’
 
         ‘Please! It’s my family’s storehouse. I’m looking for my father!’
         
 
         ‘You’re never the Mahoney lass?’ The raised eyebrows and swift appraising glance said it all. Her hair would be like a bird’s nest – it always was after sleep – and her favourite cloak was old. Her feet, she suddenly realised, were bare. The dark looks of the Black Irish came from her mother’s side, and Black Irish were as good as tinkers to many Catholics. People thought them of dark nature, as well, which was occasionally useful.
 
         ‘There’s a bold-hearted garda gone in after your da. An hour ago.’
         
 
         An hour. The words crushed the breath from Rhia’s chest like a lead corset. The garda’s grip held her upright.
         
 
         ‘You mean …’ She would not say it.
 
         He nodded grimly. He expected the worst.
 
         She should pray. Mamo would not counsel prayers to saints. St Patrick had chased the true religion from Ireland and stolen the sovereignty of women. That’s what Mamo said. She would say that fire, being elemental, was the business of the creatures of the Otherworld. Connor Mahoney said Mamo was without religion. To Rhia the stories were just as credible as the immaculate conception and an immortal carpenter. She stared into the fire for the second time that evening, though this time looking for a different kind of grace. For a heartbeat the flames sculpted a heat-white sylph, twisted like a crone. Had she called it from the crucible?
         
  
         Cailleach. Death.
         
 
         It was only a fire trick; air warped by heat. Rhia had outgrown dragons and enchantresses and vaporous creatures, and all but the most persistent ghosts. She closed her eyes; opened them. Just flames.
 
         She looked around for a means of escape. There was none, so she bit the garda’s hand. He tasted as bad as he looked. He bellowed and drew back his other hand, but seemed to think better of hitting her. She might be Connor Mahoney’s daughter after all. He twisted her wrist a little tighter instead, making her wince.
         
 
         ‘Why has your mam not come?’ The garda was watching her closely. Did he really think her a tinker, and if he did, then why not let her go? She just might be Connor Mahoney’s daughter.
         
 
         ‘She’s not in town.’ The rents were due and more weavers were in trouble. Brigit Mahoney’s swift, charitable hands at the loom might not save them, but, in spite of her husband’s disapproval, she wouldn’t stand by and watch another eviction. The mechanised loom might be the pride of Belfast, but it was enemy to the Greystones pieceworkers.
         
 
         Rhia suddenly remembered Tom. He could explain who she was to her captor. She scanned the crowd hopefully, but her heart sank when she saw him. Tom had joined a nearby group of spectators who were passing around a flask. The fire had drawn a sizeable crowd from the rookeries as well as from the opposite shore. It was an amusement.
         
 
         ‘Cheaper than the penny gaff,’ said the garda, following her gaze.
         
 
         The stink of charred cloth filled the air. Rhia remembered Mamo telling her that they’d used linen rags as tinder, because it burnt well. The smoke was in her eyes and lungs. She felt hollowed out. Along with the great timbers of the storehouse, she was dragon’s prey. It suddenly struck her that the assurance society’s men were not here. She elbowed the garda, who narrowed his eyes. ‘Where are the firefighters?’ she demanded.
         
 
         ‘They went home.’
 
         ‘Why?’
         
 
         ‘Building’s not insured.’
 
         ‘The building is insured!’
 
         He shrugged. His look said that biting him again was not advisable.
 
         It was impossible; Connor Mahoney was unerringly conscientious; fastidious, even. He would not forget to keep up the assurance payments. Rhia shook her head, disbelieving.
         
 
         Eventually, the garda eased his vice a little so his dirty nails did not bite into her flesh. Again Rhia tried to snatch her arm away; his grip tightened in response. She did not try again. The fire lessened but continued to burn through the night.
         
 
         She watched and waited as though her father’s life depended on her not taking her eyes from the flames. This time she was certain she saw Cailleach. The hag’s hair was a mantle of blazing flax, and her fiery gown trailed the ruin like the tail of the dragon. She was terrible and beautiful; her face as white as ash, her lips as red as embers.
         
 
         Was she here to take Connor Mahoney?
 
         ‘Bring him out or …’ What? What bargaining power could she possibly have with Death? Threaten to marry a Catholic? She almost had.
         
 
         The garda was looking at her. Had she spoken aloud? The figure vanished into the flames, leaving Rhia blinking away hot tears.
         
 
         The heat diminished and the flames settled. Darkness lifted just as suddenly, or so it seemed, and the smoking ruin was exposed. The storehouse, yesterday unyielding and constant on the waterfront, was a carcass. Bricks, timbers and thousands of pounds’ worth of new linen all reduced to a fine white dust, waiting to be carried away by the smallest breeze.
 
         Brigit Mahoney arrived as dawn exposed the ashen rubble. Most of the crowd had drifted away. Only vagabonds, a few sailors and the gardaí remained. Brigit embraced Rhia, but could not speak. Her face, normally so carefully composed, was creased with fear. She was almost in her fiftieth year but her features might have been carved from well-preserved wood. She seemed smaller today, her shoulders rigid.
         
 
         Brigit was looking at Rhia’s feet and Rhia followed her gaze. They looked like marble in the half-light. She had barely noticed the aching chill of them until now.
 
         ‘I didn’t feel the cold,’ she mumbled.
 
         ‘Then perhaps they are frozen. My calfskin slippers are in the carriage. There is a flask of tea.’
 
         Rhia returned from the carriage shod and carrying the stoneware flask. Her mother was talking quietly to the garda who had detained her. He glanced up at Rhia wearing an expression that said he believed her, now. They shared the steaming brew with the remaining men. None spoke Connor Mahoney’s name.
         
 
         They waited. No one wanted to be the first to lose hope, but there was no sign of life from the ruin, and barely a flame. ‘The lawn at the cottage is like a Persian carpet,’ Brigit whispered. ‘The pink and scarlet rose petals are scattered everywhere.’ She was trying to evoke something beautiful; to soothe them both. ‘And the leaves from the maple and the copper beech. I thought you might come with your paintbox …’ She trailed off with a choking sound, her fingers flying to her lips. Rhia followed her gaze. The body of Connor Mahoney was being carried from the skeleton of the storehouse on a makeshift bier by two gardaí. He was black as a sweep and as still as death.
         
 
         Her mother gripped her hand so hard it felt as if the bones would crack. They walked towards the bier, which was being lowered gently to the ground. Those gathered stepped back to let them pass. Connor Mahoney’s left leg was twisted so badly that it looked as though his trousers were stuffed with rags. His face was a dark mask.
 
         The moment was an eternity.
 
         Brigit sank down beside her husband and kissed his blackened lips as though they were alone together. ‘Leannán,’ she whispered, my love. Her little shoulders finally collapsed. Rhia knelt beside her.
         
 
         ‘He is alive,’ said the young garda, black from head to foot. ‘He is alive.’
         
 
         Rhia laughed and her mother wept. The garda beamed and thumped the young hero on the back, handing him the flask. The boy told them how they had passed the night. The fire started at the bottom of the building, he said, when Mr Mahoney fell down the stairs, dropping a tallow into a basket of oiled linen. In the fall he’d broken his leg, and by the time his rescuer arrived the cellar was their only hope. It was, providentially, connected to a tunnel that led deep into an old vault close by the river. A tiny vent; perhaps a rat’s entrance, had allowed them to breathe plain air when the room filled with smoke.
         
 
         The boy waved off their thanks and praise and looked uncomfortable. He did not seem to think it remarkable that he had saved a man’s life. He was merely disappointed that the flask contained tea and not whiskey.
 
         Someone was despatched for the infirmary coach.
 
         Rhia watched her mother take the coarse blanket that was offered and place it gently over her husband. She brushed his hair from his eyes, lightly, and dusted ash from his shoulders.
 
         The garda who had detained Rhia smiled before he walked away. She smiled back. Cailleach be damned. Tonight, after all, there had been grace.
         

      

      
    

  
    
      
         
         
 
         
            Flannel

         
 
         Morning sloped into the ramshackle docks. Rhia walked away from the quay as if she could leave the night behind, but its smell lingered, threaded through her hair and the wool of her hood. The infirmary coach was drawn away by four drays, carrying Brigit, pale and weary, clasping her husband’s hand. Rhia sent Tom back to St Stephen’s Green. He didn’t look well on his night of thrills and cheap potato whiskey, but she couldn’t summon the energy to reprimand him.
         
 
         The water trade started to gain momentum along the docks and she felt soothed by the commotion. She pulled her hood forwards, for invisibility, but a young fisherman still tipped his cap and grinned foolishly, following her with his eyes until she’d passed. It was hard to be invisible in a red cloak.
 
         She sifted through the ruins of the night. What if the garda had not found the cellar hatch? What if it had been Connor Mahoney’s time to die?
         
 
         She stopped still.
 
         It was Samhain. How could she have forgotten? This was the night when the dead awoke whilst the living slept. When the Others were abroad. If Cailleach had not come for her father, then for whom? She pulled her cloak closer and kept walking, faster now.
 
         The smell of burnt cloth seemed to be all around her. She tried not to think about all that linen turned to cinder. It was a disaster. But there was clearly some confusion about the assurance society – her father never forgot to pay his accounts.
         
 
         Their quarrel would continue to trouble her until they had made peace. They were too alike; both pig-headed. He’d usually bring home a lace fichu or a length of silk after a dispute and say that he regretted his words. Rhia would then apologise for whatever heated remarks she had made and that would be that.
 
         She had never wanted to marry William O’Donahue. She had sensed what kind of man he was beneath his manicured respectability; his oiled whiskers and London tailoring. But she had not sabotaged the engagement. Perhaps she should not have confided the events of that cold January night, seven years on and still so sharp in her memory and her heart; she had carried the couple’s babe to Mamo’s cottage, in awe of its wee hands. The weaver’s landlord was, like Connor Mahoney, a member of the United Irishmen; an alliance of Protestant and Catholic traders against the English stranglehold on Irish produce. She had made the man look heartless. (Never mind that he was.) She had made herself seem unattractively active. There was a difference, her father said, between being rebellious and being a rebel. Mamo had been proud of her.
 
         William had found the affair highly distasteful, and made it clear that his sympathy rested with the landlord, rather than the tenants. After all, they had not paid their rent for three months. In turn, Rhia made it clear that she considered him as pitiless as any man who built his fortune on the ruins of honest labour. He had looked startled to hear her disagree with him. The memory of his expression cheered her.
 
         The eye-watering stink of the port area made her nostalgic. As a child, she would often beg to accompany her father when he was supervising a linen shipment, and thrill to inhale the reek of wet canvas, and to get close enough to a sailor to smell the tar on his breeches and the tobacco on his breath. She loved to hear the creak of leather straps on wicker, as basket upon basket of Mahoney Linen was hoisted onto the deck of a sleek tea clipper, bound for London. The sound always sent a shiver through her; it signalled the beginning of a journey to a place so exotic and mysterious that it might as well have been the Otherworld: London. But one had to cross the Irish Sea to get there.
         
 
         The sea.
 
         Whenever Ryan visited Dublin, Rhia begged him for tales of the capital. London had cultivated her uncle, who had always been elegant but was now worldly and sophisticated. He made the capital sound like the most intoxicating city in the western world. Ryan would not be receiving their shipment of linen at China Wharf this season, nor finding buyers for Mahoney’s sheerest cambric or heavy damask. Irish linen was not Ryan Mahoney’s only enterprise, of course. He also imported wool from the continent, cotton from India and silk from China.
 
         Along the port market, Rhia took refuge in the familiar, nodding her greeting to the barrow-keepers who recognised her; guilefully dodging the vendors you could smell from a distance, their pails filled with cockles, jellied eels and herring. The everyday muddle of wastrel beggars, canny merchants and bleary-eyed passengers calmed her.
 
         Beyond the fishermen bartering with prostitutes, Rhia saw something that made her woes seem trifling. A line of female convicts, a queue of sagging brown flannel, shackled and surrounded by gardaí. Their pale faces stared vacantly, as though they had already departed their land and kin. Their utter hopelessness. For a moment, Rhia was one with them. The sensation was so strong that she clutched an upturned drum to steady herself. Such feelings only ever got her into trouble. She could do nothing for these women. She turned away, thinking of Michael Kelly, whose wife and son had not seen him for nearly seven years.
         
 
         She arrived at the last market stall. Nell the fryer was up to her elbows in fish scales. Her flesh wobbled from her chins to her buttocks every time she slammed a fat trout or glittering salmon down on her block. On her fire was a griddle pan and in it was a fillet of something that had, a few hours before, spent its last night swimming up the Liffey. When she noticed Rhia, Nell gave her a sparse-toothed grin and wiped her poxed hands on her apron.
 
         ‘Rhia, me lovely! You look half dead. Set them skinny haunches down and take a draught.’
 
         Rhia did as she was told, and a dish of fried whiting was slapped down in front of her. Nell cocked her large head and squinted. ‘Well, what the devil is Rhiannon Mahoney doing in the port market at sparrow’s fart?’
 
         Rhia burst into tears. She had been perfectly all right until she saw the women. She was quickly enfolded in Nell’s mighty bosom, which radiated fish oil and love. ‘There there, blossom. There there. Is it a blackguard? Or is it your da again?’
 
         Rhia took a deep draught of warm porter, and then, amidst sobs, told Nell her troubles. Nell always knew how to make things right. She was astonishingly well-informed about the world for a woman who had never left Dublin. She had survived the last epidemic of the pox, which invaded the rookeries around the port like the Norsemen, taking all of her family from her. The world came to Nell; she heard of its farthest reaches from sailors and traders, whores and thieves. Nell the fryer’s fish was legendary.
         
 
         ‘I believe the business was in need of a prosperous son-in-law,’ Rhia concluded. ‘We have less custom with each new season because we charge more than the factories. People don’t care that hand-woven linen is of better quality, they want what’s cheapest.’ This made Rhia weep all over again. She would not make such a spectacle of herself in the presence of just anyone. Better to be thought brazen than hysterical.
         
 
         Nell cocked her head the opposite way, tutted and sighed. ‘These machines will be the finish of honest labour. Take heart, blossom, bricks and cloth are easily made, but boldness is not. A lady is as limp as a dead trout without it. A lady such as yourself, with knowledge of a trade, can earn her living – husband or no – though I doubt your da would have it. Now take yourself home before your mam finds you missing. The woman has cares enough without you giving her more. But first, you finish that fish!’
         
 
         Rhia did as she was told, then she hugged Nell and left the port market.
 
         She took the shortest route home, behind the rookeries. A band of ragged urchins followed her until she stopped and told them that she thought them brave to be abroad so early after the night of the witches. ‘I’m on my way home from a witch’s gathering,’ she added, ‘and if you don’t leave me alone I’ll turn you all into beetles.’ They ran off laughing and squealing.
 
         Beyond the rookeries was the dyers’ quarter, where bolts of cloth were hung out to dry all along the alleyways: saffron, scarlet, indigo and emerald. Rhia the child had thought the dyers’ streets an enchanted forest. No one looked twice at her red cloak here. It was here that she had once imagined days as pieces in a quilt made of all colours and cloths; some days were bright and delicate, others discoloured and ruined.
 
         Today was dove grey, and silk. A melancholy cloth that whispered and rustled and liked to be mysterious. Who could say what it foretold.

      

      
    

  
    
      
         
         
 
         
            Yarn

         
 
         Michael Kelly pulled the brim of his hat down against the sun. Even at the end of a November day, the broad corridor of George Street was sunlit and lively. Most of the shopfronts were now shuttered, but striped awnings were hoisted at all hours here, all the days of the year. In Sydney, no draper, confectioner nor bookseller left goods displayed in their windows. Cloth faded, vendibles turned rancid and paper crisped.
         
 
         Michael had an uneasy alliance with this remote shore, his home and his prison. A man would be a fool not to hold some regard for the unseen in Australia; for ancestral heroes and sacred places. Disrespect for the wildness of the land had cost many a convict his worthless life.
 
         When Jarrah told him about the Altjeringa – the ‘religion’ of the original Australians – Michael was not surprised. He had felt it. The place was overrun with spirits, some freshly slaughtered and others which had apparently been around since the world’s dawn. In this alone, Australia was like Ireland; the gods were inseparable from the land. It had taken Michael years of scrutinising Jarrah, the only Original he knew, to even begin to see it.
 
         The craving for home used to spoil his gut when he caught sight of the watery horizon. But now the silvery shale of Greystones and the wistful mauve of the Wicklow Hills were so remote that he barely believed they existed. Here, the beaches were met by tow-headed cliffs and laid with pale sand, and the mountains to the west looked dangerous. The sky was of a blue so striking that it seemed unreasonable such a colour should occur in nature.
         
 
         Michael couldn’t say that he’d miss Sydney, but the colony had an unexpected anarchism that he approved of. He supposed this was the natural condition of a place whose population was cobbled together from the lawless outcasts of other societies. Shackled together, he thought wryly. The place was damned beautiful, too, for a prison.
         
 
         There was a carelessness about the George Street shopgirls who jostled past him on their way to the cocoa rooms at Circular Quay. Their bare arms were linked, their hair loose and their gait typically defiant. Sweethearts were more daring here, children louder and men more violent. The public behaviour of the colonists was unique. Sydney was unlike any place Michael had known, and he’d known plenty.
         
 
         He had a lot of time, lately, for the past. It seemed to press against him with more force the closer he got to leaving. As a young, wayfaring sailor, he’d taken whatever commission he could to avoid the stationary industry of weaving. He’d seen the ports of Europe and Africa and had got as far as Bombay with sherry and tobacco from Bristol. The cargo was not for sale. Rather, it was destined for the cellars and pipes of the gentleman of the East India Company. His father called him home before he was near ready, because of a contractual arrangement with the Dublin Mahoneys. Then he met Annie. After that, Michael only went to sea in his dreams, or spinning salty tales for Thomas and young Rhia Mahoney, who begged to hear them again and again. Over the years his stories grew bigger and more embellished, but their scoundrels were usually  the same – the Merchant Venturers who controlled the Bristol docks.
         
 
         It was after he’d spent a few days in Colaba, the thriving colonial port of Bombay, that Michael began to reflect upon the dark underbelly of profit. It was the stinking slums behind the stately offices of the East India Company in Bombay that did it. He could not fathom how, when the merchants of Dublin and London were investing so much capital in Indian produce, the children of Bombay had rags for clothing, no food, no books nor schools and slept in the street.
 
         In the port taverns where the British traders took their drink, Michael learnt that the very gentlemen whose sherry and tobacco he had accompanied across the Indian Ocean, were forcing Indian farmers to grow poppies. The arable land remaining for food crops was negligible. Five thousand chests, containing one hundred and thirty pounds of resin each, left India annually for China on the ships of British merchants. This single commodity provided the commerce upon which the empire prevailed. Michael could barely fathom how many poppies were grown, how many farmers and farmers’ children it took, to accomplish this feat. All in the name of commercial expansion.
         
 
         He’d only realised the full extent of the crime when he happened upon an opium den in St Giles. That was the first time he’d seen a hollowed out man; a living carcass emptied of spirit. He’d seen many more since putting to sea with a ship load of condemned men. He’d seen truer crimes committed by wealthy industrialists than by any of the petty criminals who populated this town. The tea merchant who had sent him down was running opium from Calcutta to Canton, then collecting his China tea and shipping it to London and Dublin. It was the dogs in doublets Michael was after bringing down; that much hadn’t changed.
         
 
         The toil of a sailor had mettled his body and his nerve, but it was nothing to how the last seven years had sharpened his wits. He might be more than fifty now, but he was as able as he had ever been. His skin was browned like leather, and on the rare occasion that he caught a glimpse of his reflection in a glass, he was always a little startled by the way his face seemed etched with those years.
         
 
         In the sandy, darkening street, children played skittles with pebbles and seashells, and built fortresses from driftwood. Contrary to the mutterings he’d heard about the offspring of felons, these children weren’t as lawless as those in the slums of Dublin and London. Michael reckoned it was because their playground stretched from the golden sands to the silver-green scrub forest, where they could chase small marsupials and brilliant parakeets, and hunt for insects too large to keep in a jar.
         
 
         At its western rim, the settlement was skirted by a large saltwater lagoon which provided the natural boundary between the land that had been claimed by the city and that which was still occupied by the Altjeringa. Only children dared to cross to the other side of the lagoon and to fish for turtles with the Originals, who were magnificent hunters.
 
         Jarrah occasionally agreed to be a tracker for the constabulary, though an escaped convict was more often found dead than alive. His tribe, the Eora, had inhabited the coastal hunting grounds until Phillip saw fit to tenant them. Michael was not entirely alone in his empathy for the Originals; there was many an Irishman in Sydney who knew what it was like to be turfed off his land by an Englishman. He was in awe of them. Jarrah could find a trail after a sandstorm, a deluge or a brush fire. But if he himself didn’t want to be troubled by white men, he simply became invisible.
         
 
         The convicts assigned to cattle stations and who tilled the barely arable land, told stories of old men standing on one leg, still and naked as statues, for over an hour, spears poised, waiting for some creature to emerge from its hole. They shook their heads as they described young hunters, little more than babes, creeping through the dry underbrush in pursuit of a possum or reptile, moving as silently as their own shadows. Michael had not come to this land to claim it as his own, so it was clear to him that these uncanny people honoured the red earth and belonged to it in a way no Christian ever would.
         
 
         Dan, the wool draper (who had served his sentence and opted to stay), was on the footpath outside his shop. ‘Lovely evenin’, Mr Kelly.’
 
         ‘’Tis so, Dan. How’s the trade?’
 
         ‘Can’t complain. Though if I did, I’d say it’s not exactly the temperature for wool.’
 
         ‘Aye. You shipping it yet?’
 
         ‘We’ll be sending our first home-spun to Bristol come end of the month. There’s a yarn dyer up near the barracks now.’
 
         ‘Thought about Dublin, have you?’
 
         ‘Can’t say as I have, Mr Kelly, why’s that?’
 
         ‘Well, there’d be many a Dublin merchant happy to buy yarn or spun cloth and not give his silver to the Crown, if you take my meaning.’
 
         ‘I do. Well, I’ll give it some thought.’
 
         ‘You do that, Dan. Regards to your wife.’
 
         The wool draper tipped his cap and finished bolting his shutters, and Michael continued on his way to the Harp and Shamrock.
 
         The hot, dry breath of the day lingered, and Michael was thirsty. The seasons were topsy-turvy here, so November was a month already expectant of the scorching summer. George Street was neat and new, the sandstone, quarried from the nearby cliffs, still pale and unweathered. Here were all of the commodities of any city in the western world, yet it was so far east as to not be thought a part of that world. Few would believe that each day he passed by more banks and churches than one would find along a carriageway of equal distance in London; that he lived in an attic above a professor of the pianoforte and harp, and next door to livery stables; that there were French baskets and fancy biscuits to buy. He had not expected this of the colony. He had heard only of lawlessness and scurvy, both conditions that he had encountered before and had little regard for. To be sure, there was crime and illness here, and worse, but then, there was an underbelly to the veneer of civility and respectability of any prospering place.
         
 
         Occasionally, the children playing on George Street scattered to one side of the road to avoid a bullock dray piled high with shafts of wheat or merino fleece, or a landau containing one of the Hebrew bankers from Pitt Street.
         
 
         Or that rarity, a lady.
 
         Such creatures always stopped a game of skittles. The picture of white muslin and a pale straw bonnet caused most eyes to swivel, Michael’s included. The sight of a lady, even the wife of a merchant, was like a cool balm in this overheated land. She might be regarded with envy or curiosity; resentment or lechery; or simply because she was clean as new linen – a welcome tonic for eyes that, like his, looked upon men, masonry and wood shavings all day, and at night upon an inky letterpress.
         
 
         Michael walked wide of the footpath to avoid a game. Some days everything reminded him that wealthy men caused the suffering of children. The opium traders would never see the gallows nor the stinking belly of a convict transport. Michael never thought he’d clap eyes on the breed in Sydney, but there was more land here than an Irishman could dream of, and that meant merino, cedar and wheat, and trade with India and China.
         
 
         It meant silver.
 
         Everyone wanted silver. It was the only currency the emperor of China would take for his tea. Had it escaped the attention of the few good men in Whitehall that the West thrived on a stimulating brew that financed the East to dull its wits on opium? Perhaps Britain intended to colonise China by making its population oblivious.
 
         Michael sighed at his own unhappy preoccupations. Annie would have told him to find something to be pleased about and to keep his mind where his boots were. Well, right now they were on the way to the Harp and Shamrock, and that was something to be pleased about.

      

      
    

  
    
      
         
         
 
         
            Jacquard

         
 
         The upstairs parlour had the best view of St Stephen’s Green which was, this morning, clad in diaphanous fog. Serious-looking gentlemen with black coat-tails and walking canes appeared and disappeared like apparitions. They were not (not as far as Rhia could tell). These were men with earthly concerns in offices and chambers. It was the time of day when the light could be fleetingly incandescent. If she narrowed her eyes and focused her mind, a shape might just emerge from the shifting patterns amongst the trees and the mist. She had not opened her paintbox since the fire; had not looked upon the world with an eye to light and shade; colour and shape. Her mind would not be coaxed away from its troubles.
         
 
         Ryan’s letter lay where she had dropped it on the window seat. Rhia picked it up and read it again, pacing in front of the window.
 
         
            China Wharf
 
            London
 
            
                

            
 
            7 November 1840
 
            My dear Brigit,
 
            I was grieved beyond measure by your news, and deeply regret that I cannot leave London this month. How like you to look immediately to your blessings: my brother’s life, your mother’s cottage, yours and Rhia’s skill and experience.
 
            I have taken the liberty of discussing your situation with a recently widowed friend. Antonia Blake is a woman of good character with considerable knowledge of the trade. She is of the abstemious Quaker faith, but you will never meet a more generous soul. Her husband Josiah, my friend and associate, died tragically early in the summer whilst in India on business.
            
 
            Mrs Blake has invited Rhia to reside with her in the City of London, a vibrant and exciting quarter of the capital. She says she would enjoy the company of another woman. It is plain that she is missing Josiah terribly. I would offer lodgings myself, but have recently given up the City address and moved into my offices at China Wharf.
 
            Antonia assures me that there are an abundance of positions for young ladies of good character advertised daily in the London papers. Would you consider allowing Rhia to come? A young woman as bright as she would easily find a post as a governess or companion, and I know Connor is anxious that she marry. In a modern city such as London it is still possible for a spirited twenty-eight-year-old to find an eligible husband! It is something you might consider, at any rate.
 
            I must continually remind myself that I will receive no shipment of linen from Dublin this autumn, but the trade is changing rapidly. The import price of American cotton has recently plummeted due to London clothiers and drapers stocking the new blended fibres. This is an exciting time and an ever-expanding enterprise. Of course, I have been trying to convince my brother for years that there is no future in hand-woven cloth.
 
            Connor confided the state of Mahoney Linen to me in the summer, and I had by now hoped to provide some means of rescue, but it is complicated. It is not only because I am not convinced traditional methods have any future, but because my finances are temporarily inaccessible.
            
 
            Do let me know what you decide with regard to Mrs Blake’s offer. I would love to have Rhia in London, but the decision must be made by you both.
 
            God bless you and may His grace be with you in your troubles.
 
            
                

            
 
            Ryan Mahoney

         
 
         Rhia bit her lip and glanced back to the Green. There was still no sign of her mother. What exactly was ‘the state of Mahoney Linen’ that her father had confided to his brother? It sounded ominous. Was this why her mother was being so sparing of the tallow and the gaslight, and had instructed Tilly to boil a leg of mutton clean to make another meal of it? As usual, no one had told Rhia anything.
 
         She folded the letter. She should not have read it. Her mother had left it on top of the dresser knowing full well that Rhia used that mirror to braid her hair, so she could hardly be blamed for her curiosity – her blessed interestedness as Hannah called it. Her father called it unbecoming. She didn’t miss his opinions on what the female mind was and was not suited to, but she missed not having his quiet proprieties running the business. Without him, nothing felt right.
         
 
         She squinted at the Green, searching for a distraction, trying not to think about Ryan’s letter. How did this house appear to those who passed by? An elegant house, built in the time of the first King George, painted white in the London fashion; the house of a successful merchant.
         
 
         Was it all a lie?
 
         Her mother should be back from the infirmary by now. Rhia was impatient to know how long it would be before they opened the front room for trade again. She was restless and bored and tired of not being told things. She suspected that this was no different to being a wife.
         
 
         She’d only been out on Epona to escape Hannah’s long face. She’d given up on trying to make Hannah smile after being chided for her blessed cheerfulness. The entire household was in a mood. The mare was no better. She sensed Rhia’s restlessness, which made her frisky if they left the cobbles for the fields. Rhia wasn’t in the mood for jumping stiles.
 
         She couldn’t decide if Ryan’s proposal made her feel anxious or excited.
 
         It would mean crossing the sea.
 
         It was all very well standing at its shore with her feet on the land. The idea that a boat was safe at sea was laughable.
 
         Rhia looked around the room for something to occupy her. Only the coal fire here in the parlour was lit, now that the downstairs rooms were closed to customers. The ivory-papered walls and pale rose furnishings were restful, but she had spent too much time here lately and it was beginning to feel like a cage. She had scoured her father’s bookshelves for something she hadn’t read, and had found Tilly’s secret hiding place for her penny journals. This proved to be a waste of time, since Tilly had ripped out all the most interesting pages for fear someone would find them.
 
         On the upside, since the fire Rhia had read the Irish Times daily without having to defend her ‘blessed interestedness’. The shipping news was still dominated by the events unfolding in the Port of Canton between the British Navy and the Chinese war junks. It was enthralling reading, though she supposed she shouldn’t feel this way about another war. She wondered what opium was like. She’d taken laudanum for a week once and it had rendered her practically senseless. Yesterday, there had been an essay on a new fad called photogenic drawing. It required the use of a light box, parchment, silver nitrate and salt. She could not imagine how on earth a portrait might be effected from such an unlikely recipe.
         
 
         Brigit Mahoney was easy to spot from a distance in her pea-green cloak. As she drew closer, a triangle of colour flashed beneath it. She was wearing purple. This was not a good sign.
         
 
         Purple was not an everyday colour for Rhia’s mother. She wore it when she needed courage, such as on the days when she took tea at the linen hall with the other Catholic merchants’ wives. Brigit was hurrying along the path that meandered through the Green. As she passed, one or two gentlemen turned to catch a second glimpse of her small, swift figure. She did not have the look of a Dublin lady. She wore plain dresses in solid colours, and although she always delighted in the season’s prints, she rarely took more than a passing interest in a fashionable sleeve or corsage. Rhia, on the other hand, took note of every new conceit.
         
 
         She still had the letter in her hand. That was foolish. By the time she had run up the stairs and replaced it on the dresser, Brigit was in the front hall. Usually, Rhia could judge immediately how the invalid fared by the depth of the creases etched between her eyebrows.
         
 
         ‘He is not improved, then?’
 
         Her mother brushed a loose strand of hair from Rhia’s eyes. ‘A little.’
 
         It wasn’t true.
 
         ‘The physician says he might recover more quickly were he cheerful. He frets ceaselessly that he has let us down, that he has,’ she hesitated, ‘caused the ruin of the company.’
 
         ‘Is the company ruined?’ Rhia could not take her eyes from her mother’s face as Brigit hung her cloak and smoothed her hair. The air turned cold, as if all the shadows in the house had gathered in the front hall to hear her answer. ‘You’re wearing purple.’ Rhia’s voice sounded accusing, even to her ears.
         
 
         ‘There are things that need doing in the front room. Will you help me?’
 
         The room was bathed in darkness. Brigit pulled the curtains open and let in the morning light. The long cutting table in the centre looked forlorn and the Chesterfield only reminded Rhia of the night of the fire. This room was where all of the public business of Mahoney Linen was conducted.
         
 
         She wandered to the wall opposite the door, which was lined with deep shelves, bowed under the weight of rolls and rolls of damask, jacquard, chintz and cambric. She ran her hands over plain and patterned linens of different ply and quality; some woven, others printed. Prints were the Mahoney mainstay and Rhia loved them all; tea party florals, Indian paisleys, modern abstracts, this riot of pattern and colour had always delighted her. She’d gazed at prints for years without realising that she was learning composition. Later, for detail, she went to Culpeper’s Herbal. She became preoccupied with the way that quality of light changed the natural world, from the silvery Greystones shale to Dublin’s flaxen autumns. She had a portmanteau full of designs for repeat patterns. It was an amusement, though. Designing textiles was not a woman’s occupation.
         
 
         Brigit was standing in the middle of the room looking at the shelves with her hands on her hips. Rhia made herself sit on the Chesterfield and fidgeted with her sleeve. She took in the lay of the room as though she had never before noticed it. Memories paraded before her. The entire front of the house always smelt of flax, and she had spent her days here for as long as she could remember. As a child she had sewn pretty scraps of cloth into miniature quilts for her dolls while her parents ran the business. Sometimes she’d sat quietly in the corner with her paintbox and tiny easel, listening to the clip of Brigit’s shears and the scratch of her father’s fountain pen. Thomas had made the paintbox and easel for her, only then he became annoyed when she started to copy from Culpeper instead of walk with him. Still, it was years before any of her botanicals were recognisable.
         
 
         Brigit was still gazing at the shelves as if trying to decide something. Rhia stood up and walked the length of the room and back, twice. She wanted to ask about the letter, but her mother seemed too deep in thought. When Brigit turned round, she looked wretched.
 
         ‘Rhiannon.’ She only called Rhia this when something was wrong.
 
         ‘I know about the letter. I read it,’ Rhia said.
 
         ‘I knew you would. Today I asked your father to tell me the truth. We were in debt to several creditors before the fire, which is why the rather expensive assurance policy was cancelled. A false economy, as it turns out. The loss of the stock and storehouse has ruined us. We have agreed that we must sell this house and move permanently to Greystones.’
         
 
         Rhia was not prepared for this. She walked over to the window. The fog had lifted and the Green was lively with costermongers and nannies with black hooded prams. Her composure fell away. ‘Why didn’t he tell us?’
         
 
         Brigit looked at her imploringly. ‘Don’t be angry. He was ashamed. He believes he has managed the business badly, but it is simply a result of the times. Our methods are becoming old-fashioned. It is not so awful. We are blessed to have Greystones. You always wanted to spend more time there.’
 
         Rhia tried to grasp what this all meant. ‘But how will we live?’
         
 
         ‘We will manage. You forget that I spun wool before I met your father; I still have deft fingers and there are Mamo’s sheep. Thomas Kelly can weave a broadcloth as fine as any I have seen, and Michael will have served his sentence by next summer.’
         
 
         Rhia struggled to take it all in. It was now clear why her father had been so angry over her broken engagement. She felt like a criminal. ‘And I turned William O’Donahue against me.’
 
         Brigit shook her head firmly. ‘A man such as he would probably have dishonoured the engagement once the state of our affairs was known. You were lucky to escape that, though I would never say so in front of your father.’ There was little she would dare to say in front of her husband. Mamo had always been disgusted by it.
         
 
         Brigit had said nothing of Ryan’s proposal. Surely she wouldn’t want Rhia to go? She would want her to stay and spin wool. The offer was tainted, anyway, by the governess thing, and besides, she was not nearly clever enough. The only Latin that interested her was the names of plants, and her French was poor. ‘What about London?’ she ventured.
 
         ‘You would have to spend a night and a day at sea to reach Holyhead.’
 
         Rhia shuddered. It was settled, then.
 
         Brigit kissed her on the forehead, then left her alone to wrap herself in whatever cloth this day of change might represent.
 
         Rhia absently rolled up a bolt of pretty jacquard that was on the cutting table and picked bits of thread from the floor. She glimpsed herself in London. She had always dreamed that she would visit the capital with her husband, travel being one of the few advantages in having a husband at all. Of course, the likelihood of marrying was increasingly remote, and her dreams always conveniently overlooked the inevitable sea crossing.
         
 
         As to love, it was clearly a condition that had originated in the minds, rather than the hearts, of poets. Everyone knew that aside from a dowry and annuity, husbands preferred a tepid nature and an agreeable tongue. Or a tongue that always agreed. These were graces that Rhia neither possessed nor could become interested in fostering. What was to love in that? Perhaps she was destined to be a governess living in the house of a Quaker after all.

      

      
    

  
    
      
         
         
 
         
            Satin

         
 
         On the way to Pudding Lane, Antonia Blake was inconveniently overcome by emotion. She took out her handkerchief, neatly side-stepping some unidentifiable filth in the street (one advantage in having one’s gaze cast down).
         
 
         On certain days it seemed that she had only just received the news of Josiah’s death. Today was such a day. She focused her mind fiercely on short ends of ribbon and bias binding. The theatrical costumer had seemed pleased when she first approached him. Not because he had heard of prison reform or Elizabeth Fry’s charitable works, but because it relieved him of the extra bother of disposing of unusable cloth. All the better of course, he said, if it was put to some purpose beyond rag picking.
 
         The Pudding Lane costume workshop was a cluttered front room, in the corner of which was a trestle table and a huddle of straw and cloth mannequins. Onto these was pinned and stitched all manner of regalia; the buttons and braid of a Napoleonic tunic, a cascade of scalloped flounces for a Shakespearean heroine and an ass’s head made from horsehair.
 
         Antonia always felt acutely plain when she visited the costumer. He made no secret of his fascination with the lack of ornament on a woman of means, and his eyes usually roamed unashamedly over the cut and cloth that she wore. She imagined he was, over time, working up the courage to enquire after her faith. Quakerism was clearly something of a mystery to one whose living was derived from the decorative and theatric. He would know that those of her faith refused to bear arms, pay tithes on church land, or take the sacraments, and as such were heretics of a kind. He would also know, as all seemed to, that the Society of Friends excelled in business and were amongst London’s richest bankers and wealthiest merchants. This was all Antonia herself had known about the Friends before she met Josiah Blake.
         
 
         It was not to be the day for a conversation of this kind. The costumer was in a state of distress, which was not unusual. He was habitually fearful that he might not complete some assignation or other before a dress rehearsal. Today, a bodice had been cut for an actress whose waist had expanded, following her recent success in Drury Lane. She was, he explained mournfully, sustaining herself on suppers of meat pies and cream cakes rather than the bread and tea she had used to make do with. The costumer gave Antonia her sack of cloth with only a cursory glance at her grey linen and starched white collar. As he did, he complained of the complexities of inserting a panel of satin so that the elegant line of the décolletage was not lost. She could not help but take a step closer to his table and look at the pieces of the troublesome bodice. She was relieved to have something, a salve, to occupy her mind.
         
 
         ‘It might be that you could insert two narrow panels here and here instead,’ she suggested, ‘then it would look as if you were deliberately making something of the new seams.’ The sweaty little man was staring at her with utter disbelief. She did not look like she knew a thing about the cut of a corsage. Antonia laughed at his expression. ‘My father is a mercer,’ she explained. ‘There are often shirtmakers and seamstresses in his showroom, measuring silk around their paper pieces so as not to waste an inch of precious cloth. I no longer take an interest in fashionable clothing, but I hope that I still have an eye for silhouette and … contour.’
         
 
         ‘You have indeed. You are most gracious to share your expert eye with me, Mrs Blake. Why, I believe you have solved the riddle of the thing! Is your father a London mercer?’
 
         ‘His emporium is in Manchester.’
 
         ‘Then you will have come to London when you married.’ It was a clever means of extracting information without appearing to enquire.
 
         ‘Yes. My late husband was a cotton trader. The trade was how we came to meet.’
 
         The costumer looked embarrassed. ‘I am sorry for your loss. I did not realise.’
 
         There was no salve. Why, today of all days, should she have to be reminded? ‘You could not,’ she said quickly. ‘And I must be getting on. As ever, our organisation is most grateful.’ Antonia hurried away before her composure was undone by a conversation with a relative stranger. She was overcome by small things. She could still not completely believe him gone. How could he be gone?
 
         Josiah had upheld the excellent reputation of Quaker merchants and was a man of his word. He had been among the first to voice an opinion on the trade ban with China. It was a Quaker ship that had triggered the sea battle that now raged near Canton. The captain of the Thomas Coutts had refused to acknowledge that the British Navy’s blockade of the Pearl River, preventing Chinese trading vessels from passing, was legal. The Pearl River was the only means of reaching Canton, the most important port in the East. The Blakes, like all Quakers, considered themselves outside of the dispute between the Emperor of China and the British East India traders. They were bringing cotton and wool into Canton, not opium.
         
 
         When she was seated in the privacy of a Hackney cab surrounded by her bags of cloth, Antonia leaned back and wept. She had been mercifully distracted at the costumers, but in the dark privacy of the carriage there was no longer the need to pretend. She need only be composed by the time she reached the Montgomery emporium, her next appointment. Composure, like charity, whether heartfelt or not, was her shield. Beneath it skulked fear and loneliness, always measuring her faith and her strength.
         
 
         When her handkerchief was wringing wet and her eyes dry, Antonia felt calmed. She straightened her back. There were women in far greater misery than she, locked away in pitiful conditions in dank, subterranean cells. Some waited to be hanged, and others to be sent far away from their children. It should fortify her to think that, by her hand, the suffering of another might lessen.
 
         Antonia was cheered to find Mr Montgomery on the shop floor in his shirt sleeves. Mr Beckwith was up a ladder arranging bolts of pearly silk and sleek cashmere. Grace Elliot, the assistant, was behind the counter, her face drawn as tightly as her stays. Antonia was accustomed to her airs. It was a peculiarity of Londoners that they were affronted by appearances to the point of prejudice. Northerners were more robust in their judgement, and not so easily fooled by a myrtle green petticoat or a candy stripe bonnet.
         
 
         Mr Montgomery smiled so warmly when he saw her that she felt her heart lurch.
 
         ‘Mrs Blake! What a happy coincidence that I should be here for your visit. I have asked Miss Elliot to put aside some remnants for you. Is your carriage on Regent Street?’ He turned to Mr Beckwith, who had come down the ladder and was smiling shyly at Antonia. ‘Francis, would you bring the sacks from the storeroom?’
         
 
         They were as unalike as two gentlemen could possibly be. Mr Montgomery was tall and lean with an abundance of pewter hair and a fondness for Savile Row tailors. It was unusual to see him without his coat and, in spite of herself, Antonia admired the breadth of his shoulders. Francis Beckwith was slight and balding, his mud-coloured suits always ill-fitting. Josiah had considered Beckwith the cleverer of the two; he’d thought that, without Beckwith, Montgomery would not be known as king of the mercers.
         
 
         ‘Tell me, Mrs Blake, what progress have you made with Mr Talbot’s mysterious potion? I admit that I am baffled by it, though it has captured the imagination of London as thoroughly as a scandal.’ He was looking at her as though her opinion on such things mattered.
         
 
         ‘It does seem to be the latest sensation, doesn’t it?’ Photogenic drawing had captivated her from the moment Laurence, Josiah’s cousin, showed her his experiments with the calotype process. After that, she begged Laurence to instruct her every time he visited. She still found it extraordinary that light could pass through a small brown box and form a picture on the wall opposite. But to now be able to transfer the light onto paper, as Fox Talbot’s famous innovation could, was simply wondrous. Laurence had been lodging in the house since the news of Josiah’s death, and the entire third floor was now their calo-type laboratory.
         
 
         ‘Speaking of photogenic drawing, what of our experiment?’ Mr Montgomery was smiling. He had no idea what he was asking of her. She was surprised, also, that he considered the experiment to be theirs. He had been merely one of her subjects. Mr Montgomery was conveniently distracted by a customer. How could he understand? Early in the spring, just before Josiah had sailed for Calcutta, Antonia had decided that she wanted to take her experimentation a step further; to capture a negative image via its exposure to light. On a bright day soon after, several of Josiah’s colleagues, including Mr Montgomery, gathered at Cloak Lane to discuss a joint venture. Antonia had, that day, not only asked the gentlemen gathered to donate cloth scraps and factory ends to the Convict Ship Committee, but also to be her subjects. In the spirit of supporting the new science (or perhaps to humour her), five gentlemen, including Josiah, allowed themselves to be arranged in a tableau in the garden.
         
 
         The negative was now carefully preserved in a silk wallet, as advised by Laurence. The paper looked no different at all after its exposure, though he said this was normal. And now, with the recent arrival of her licence, Antonia finally had permission to bring the image to paper. Or, to use the expression coined by Mr Talbot, to make a representation. How could she, though? How could she bear to see Josiah’s face gazing back at her, as though a ghostly portrait had been painted after his death. One day she would feel brave enough to expose the negative, and Josiah’s face, to the light. She would be exposing her heart to the truth in a more tangible way than her faith had ever done. Grief, Isaac said, eventually evolved from refutal to acceptance. He would know.
         
 
         Mr Beckwith returned from the storeroom lugging two bulging sacks. While he fastened them, Antonia noted that Mr Montgomery had donated some exceedingly high grade remainders. He had been more generous than usual since Josiah’s death. For this, Antonia liked him even more. Too much, perhaps. The pattern on a roll of jacquard caught her attention and she drew closer to examine it. When she looked up Mr Montgomery was watching her.
         
 
         ‘Wonderful, isn’t it? French of course, but one day I will have my very own collection.’ He was interrupted by another customer, so Antonia thanked Mr Beckwith and left hastily. She was not herself.
 
         When she was back in the quiet of her carriage, she ordered her thoughts. She might soon have another lodger. By Ryan’s description, his niece Rhia was an unconventional young woman. Had she been hasty in inviting a stranger and a foreigner into her house? Antonia sighed at her own fearfulness. She should be hopeful rather than anxious. It would be enjoyable to have a female companion with whom she could discuss the trade, rather than the quantities of vinegar and linseed oil required for furniture polish.
         
 
         Antonia delivered her cloth at the Meeting House and took weak tea with the sombre British Ladies Society, as the convict committee liked to call themselves. Quakerism had, at least, saved her from the helplessness of her gender and class. She approved of the Quaker view that equality and respect were due to women. The integrity of God’s guidance was, of late, a more difficult ideal to uphold. Without Josiah, how could she now be certain of it?
 
         Her gaze shifted and she became aware of the passing view. This part of the City of London was always humming with activity. The Gracechurch Meeting House was in between Lloyds Bank and the Bank of England and only two streets away from the Royal Exchange. All along Lombard and Cornhill were coffee houses where bankers, merchants and stock jobbers met to discuss the shipping news and the international marketplace; to buy and sell Jamaican sugar, West Indian tobacco, Australian wool and China tea. Antonia lived in the City and passed through the banking district almost every day, but she never grew tired of it. There was an invigorating briskness to the quarter that may well have as much to do with the amount of coffee consumed as with the nature of its industry.
         
 
         As she passed the Jerusalem Coffee House, she was certain that she saw Isaac through the window. It was hard to mistake him. He was a large man; not corpulent, but tall and broad of frame. He was deep in conversation with another gentleman, whom she recognised as one of the bankers at Barings. Josiah had forsaken all ties with this bank upon discovering that currency from the sale of opium was deposited in its vaults. For the use of the Crown. Antonia was startled. Why would her husband’s close friend, a Quaker, have reason to meet with such a man? She turned away, chastising herself for her lack of trust. Of course Isaac would have a perfectly sensible and morally sound reason for his actions. She was not herself.
         

      

      
    

  
    
      
         
         
 
         
            Calico

         
 
         Juliette inspected herself in the only looking-glass in the house. The sight did not cheer her. Mrs Blake only ever used the glass in the hallway to fasten her bonnet or brush lint from her dull costumes. It was a shame for someone like Mrs Blake to be without vanity. To have the purse for silk but to choose wool seemed against the natural order of things. Surely the whole point of wealth was in flaunting it. Her mistress was pleasant-looking, though certainly no stunner, and would look well in India green or Lavinia blue.
         
 
         Juliette leaned a little closer to the glass and smoothed her flyaway brown hair. She looked every bit as unquiet as she felt, though she tried so hard not to be anxious. Ever since Beth said fretting made the flesh flee from your bones. If the reverse were also true, then it explained the scullery maid’s contented roundness. Beth’s cheeks were like pink apples and she had a beam as round as a laundry tub beneath her black calico skirts. Black did nothing for Juliette. Today, her narrow face had a red spot high on each cheek and her forehead looked like crumpled linen. She examined her every angle and flaw until her gaze reached her hands. Her knuckles were as white as a boiled joint from the fastness of her grip where she clutched the letter.
 
         She turned away from the disappointing portrait in the glass and marched the length of the hall. She did this another three times before she heard the jingling and huffing of carriage horses, and then the clip of sensible boots on the stone stair.
         
 
         Immediately, Mrs Blake looked concerned, which made Juliette feel better.
 
         ‘Is something amiss, Juliette dear?’
 
         ‘Not amiss. Not exactly. But the afternoon post has come …’ Juliette took the grey mantle and the grey kid gloves, noticing the unnatural shine to Mrs Blake’s eyes. She had been weeping again. She showed no other sign of it though; she was not one for self-pity.
 
         ‘It has arrived!’
 
         ‘Well the postage mark is Sydney Town.’ Juliette’s voice quivered. This letter had been long awaited.
 
         ‘You’ve not opened it?’
 
         ‘Oh no, it is addressed to you, and my reading’s no better than my writing.’
 
         ‘Well, then. Shall we brew some tea and sit at the table in the kitchen. It seems cruel, I know, to make you wait just a little longer, but I think it wise that we are composed and have a tonic at hand.’
 
         Juliette hurried away to put the kettle on the range, unable to stand still a moment longer. It had been Mrs Blake’s idea, that they – she – write to the Quakers in Sydney, to ask after the situation of her mother, Eliza Green. If Eliza had survived, she would by now be a free woman for five years since serving her seven year sentence.
 
         When they were both seated in Beth’s gleaming kitchen, and Beth had left to sweep out the larder, Juliette laid the letter on the table. They both looked at it nervously. It lay innocently on the smooth pine, but its contents might, at any moment, be deeply affecting. Mrs Blake had been so kind, and was so concerned, that Juliette felt almost as afraid for her disappointment as for her own. She put her hands up to her cheeks as the seal was broken and a plain, yellowish page removed.
         
 
         
            Friends Meeting House,
 
            Sydney Town

            
                

            
 
            4 July 1840
  
            My dear Mrs Blake,
 
            Pertaining to thy letter, written on behalf of thy domestic servant Juliette Green, we have, these past months, made certain advancements into discovering the whereabouts of her mother Eliza Green.
 
            Eliza Green was assigned to private service after passing four years at the House of Correction for Females in Parramatta. Whilst there she worked in the laundry, cleaning linen for the hospital and orphan school. As far as we can ascertain, Eliza Green remains unmarried, is healthful, and is now engaged by a squatter with a sheep station at Rose Hill, some miles west from Sydney.
            
 
            Upon hearing that her beloved daughter, Juliette, was enquiring after her, the lady was overcome by emotion and told our Quaker sister (who visited the station) that she was hopeful to return to mother England but could not find the means for her passage. This is a sad truth which strikes many of those who have served their sentence here and in Van Diemen’s Land, and is more common to the women, for the men can often work the passage home.
 
            She bade us send to her daughter the most heartfelt love and blessings, and her ardent wish that they shall see each other again in this life. She promises that never a day passes that she does not think of her and offer a prayer. She was most comforted to hear that her daughter is no longer in the workhouse but has found a position in a respectable household.
            
 
            The Friends here are wholly at thy service to convey any further correspondence to those who have need of comfort.
 
            Thy interested Friend,
 
            
                

            
 
            Mary Warburton

         
 
         Juliette laughed and then cried and then she seemed to be doing both at once and couldn’t stop. She clasped both hands over her mouth, worried that Mrs Blake would think her hysterical. Mrs Blake only handed her a pristine white cambric square and, serenely, poured tea into each of their cups.
         
 
         ‘There, there. It is perfectly reasonable to feel overwhelmed, after all. Your poor mother. It is wonderful news, and a relief, yet at the same frustrating and terribly sad. You must not feel that you are in any way responsible for her situation, I hope that you do not? Juliette?’
 
         But Juliette knew that she was responsible. Eliza had only been thieving so that her daughter would not go hungry. She was less certain, though, if she was also accountable for her father’s death. It was the memory of that evil day that finally overcame her, and, in spite of wanting to appear sensible, she put her head in her hands and wailed.

      

      
    

  
    
      
         
         
 
         
            Merino

         
 
         The ale house was as rowdy as ever and the Lafferty boys had the corner table. Their fiddle and tin whistle were out already. Every face was familiar. Many were assigned, like Michael; beholden to wait out the last years or months of their sentence in private service. They would be sheering merino, or working in a quarry or boot factory or, like he, as a carpenter on one of the many new public buildings on Macquarie Street. There were many here who would never go home, even in the unlikely event that they could pay for their passage. Once you had a ticket of leave, wages were better than in Ireland or England and a redeemed convict with a trade or even just an able body, was assured a good living.
         
 
         Michael had never once considered staying on. Mostly because of Annie. He’d been living like a free man for almost two years, assigned to the governor’s building agent, and it was not a bad life. The harshest sentence had always been being away from his wife and son. Annie’s hair might be grey now, like his own. And Thomas, who was little more than a lad when Michael was arrested, now a man. His son, a man.
 
         The letters from Thomas came every few weeks with news of Annie, Greystones and the Mahoneys, and were Michael’s most treasured articles. Thomas never wrote plainly of the activities of his men, it was too risky, but he managed to convey whether they were safe and had been successful. Most of the underground news from Ireland came from the steady stream of new arrivals, and this fed Michael Kelly’s small, secret press in the form of a monthly pamphlet.
         
 
         The dark brown bitter that they called porter tasted more like charred malt, but at least at the Harp and Shamrock you could be certain to never encounter a colonist. Here all Irishmen, be they free settlers, prisoners or pardoned, were treated as equals. The bar was lined with the men without a choice; the survivors of ’98, the biggest uprising Ireland had ever known. They were all old men now, and their exile was political and unrepealable. They lived to tell anyone who would listen of the way things had been for them when they arrived. Michael had listened a good many times, at first out of interest and then out of sympathy. Now he just pretended he was listening. He had a good picture of the barren shanty town Sydney had been, once, where the prisoners were always hungry and where people were either killing or being killed by the natives. Michael had heard, more times than he cared to mention, of subterranean isolation cells, and water pits where a prisoner was unable to sleep for fear of drowning; of leg irons and lashes and the godawful loneliness. It was the loneliness, they all agreed, that was the worst.
         
 
         Many of the political exiles were educated men and they had put their idle wits to use making life difficult for the governor’s military and constabulary. It was from their solidarity and rebellion that Michael had the idea for the basement press, and the veterans of the Harp and Shamrock were his most faithful readers.
         
 
         Oscar was behind the bar with a jug at the ready for refills. His round face shone with good humour and perspiration. He nodded as Michael approached. ‘A pint is it, Mick?’
 
         ‘Aye. The black stuff. It’s what I look forward to all day and when it touches my lips I always wonder why.’
 
         ‘The water,’ said someone.
         
 
         ‘Aye. Too much lime,’ someone else chimed.
 
         ‘Lucky to have the bloody water. We didn’t have fresh water in the early days.’
 
         ‘Well it’s not as if it’s a good supply even now, is it, Sean? Not with the bore about to run dry and the piping gone to rust.’
 
         The conversation was always the same. No one really minded that the stout wasn’t as sweet as it was ‘back home’, since it did the same job, but it was necessary to remark upon it. It united them. It also saved thinking of some topic for conversation whilst the drink was being poured. At the end of the long, labouring day, no one really felt like talking. At least not until they’d emptied a pint or two, so it was better that way.
 
         Michael took his jar to one of the upended barrels that served as tables, and lit his pipe. The Laffertys had struck up a reel and he tapped his boot absently on the straw that covered the wood floor. His never-idle mind moved towards the evening ahead, but before he could assemble his thoughts, Will O’Shea shuffled over.
         
 
         Even when he was pickled, which was most of the time, Will was good for a yarn. He had been a razor-witted Dublin journalist in his youth, until he wrote one too many scathing commentaries on the British in Ireland and was summarily picked up and dumped in New South Wales.
         
 
         ‘On your way down the Rocks, Mick?’ Will had his eye on Michael’s tobacco tin, so he pushed it towards him.
 
         ‘Aye.’
 
         ‘Awful quiet down there.’ Will took a pinch of tobacco and pressed it into his pipe.
 
         ‘Aye.’ Michael nodded thoughtfully. He’d noticed it too. If there was a job on, he was bloody well going to get to the bottom of it. He was no whistle-blower, but if the orders were coming from London, then he’d make it his business. ‘Let us know if you hear of anything, won’t you, Will?’
         
 
         Will chuckled and puffed on his pipe. ‘Nothing else to do.’ They assessed the new builds on Macquarie Street, and agreed that the timber from the cedar logs being floated down the Hawkesbury were magnificent. When Michael had drained his glass and Will had packed his pipe again, he left and headed for the Rocks.
 
         The Rocks, the slum area at the bottom end of George Street, was overlooked by the homes of merchants and entrepreneurs. These honey coloured villas were perched right up on the tops of the ridge and as far away from the slums below as was physically possible. From their roost, Michael Kelly imagined that it was simply a matter of keeping one’s eyes directed out to sea, rather than to the rookeries below. Then a wealthy man might conveniently forget that his citadel rose up, both metaphorically and literally, from the tenements of the poor.
         
 
         As Michael passed by the huddled, flimsy hovels loosely defined as ‘cottages’ in the lower Rocks area, he felt the same vague uneasiness he’d felt for the last week. These huts were a patchwork of rough-hewn timber, roofing iron, sea chests and canvas. They had no guttering or sewage and they opened onto alleys which were unpaved and undrained, and where all manner of filth collected. In this neighbourhood many cottage industries thrived in amongst the homes of the Irish and English poor. Michael knew exactly where one might find coiners, unlicensed pawnbrokers and ‘financiers’. Sydney was a competitive market for forgers and tricksters, and for thieves of varying skill and audacity.
         
 
         All was still suspiciously quiet in the Rocks; the characters who were usually seen sauntering up towards George and Elizabeth Streets at night, looking for an unsecured fob watch or a carelessly tied reticule, were either staying in or, more likely, were otherwise engaged. A big job meant someone was in from London or Calcutta; the cities between which most of the empire’s silver was shipped. If it was a big job, then someone who would never, ever, let their identity be known was running it. Someone who would think nothing of having nosy bastards like Michael silenced. He’d have to be careful not to let his interest show. It offended him that so many traditions and trades were being laid to waste. The suffering and degradation made him sick, and when he saw the clippers and barques of the East India Company or Jardine Matheson docked in Sydney harbour, he wanted to hang them all from the jib by their prissy white cravats.
         
 
         Michael arrived at a row of slightly better class housing – whose windows had shutters that could be fastened by a bolt and whose walls were wide planks of native hardwood. When freshly hewn, it gave off the faint scent of eucalypt, which was a welcome respite from the rotting funk of the Rocks neighbourhood. These dwellings had underground rooms, originally excavated to keep food from spoiling so quickly. It was in one of these cellars that Michael spent his evenings.
         
 
         The cottage in question belonged to Maggie, his oldest friend in the colony, and someone he didn’t ever expect to see again when he left. The fact that she was also the madam of a well-run brothel was of no consequence. One had to make a living. Since the upstairs trade was profitable, Michael’s rent was low; and Maggie no more cared what he got up to, than he did she. There were so few women in the settlement that purchasing the company of one of them was perfectly sensible, being as it provided everyone involved with a reward of some kind.
         
 
         Michael knew as soon as he took the latch from the gate that something was amiss, because the windows were shuttered and bolted. The gas lantern that normally flickered on the verandah, informing punters that all was well, was not lit. His guess was that the law had been to visit. It almost certainly wasn’t a small-time brothel they were after, so what did they want? Information, perhaps. Maggie was doyenne of the street-walkers, and the street was the conduit of the Sydney underworld, a criminal network that had imported its highly skilled practitioners from the most infamous of London’s prisons. Something was definitely up.
         

      

      
    

  
    
      
         
         
 
         
            Paisley

         
 
         The stair timbers creaked. Rhia put the pen down silently, hardly breathing. Its silver shank rolled across the table, then rolled back towards her, coming to rest at her fingertips. The fountain pen was a gift from Mamo, but until now, Rhia had been too afraid to use it. She had thought it foolish to imagine that using a gift from her grandmother might call her from the grave. The pen was graceful and decorative, and the knot-work of its engravings glowed like illuminations. Even perhaps a little brighter than they should by candlelight.
         
 
         The stair creaked again. Mab was fat enough to make the stairs groan, but Mab wouldn’t move from the stones by the hearth until there was cream in her dish. It could only be Mamo again, moving through the house, doing whatever ghosts did in the faraway hours. The faraway hours. Strange that she should remember. It had been their secret name, long ago, for the time when the household was sleeping. Mamo had told her stories to help her sleep, which kept her awake. Mamo had also taught her a little rhyme to keep ghosts away, but Rhia couldn’t remember it now.
         
 
         The shadows scattered as the door creaked open. Mamo’s spindly legs were clad, as before, in her husband’s too-big long johns. She’d worn them to bed from the time that he died until her own death, and had insisted on being buried in them. The underclothes of a dead man might seem unconventional nightwear to some, but to Mamo it was perfectly sensible. She was from the hills and had always complained that the cold sea mist coiled around her bones. Her husband had been from the sea, being Black Irish and, supposedly, descended from the wrecks of the Spanish Armada. Mamo had liked to think him silkie. The silver braid of her hair was draped across her bony shoulder and half-hidden by her old paisley shawl. Her feet were, as usual, bare.
         
 
         Mamo stood for a minute looking at Rhia’s drawing book open on the table. ‘You’re expecting a visitor?’ Her grandmother could never simply say ‘are you drawing?’ Any artistry must be a visitation from Cerridwen, muse of the bards.
 
         ‘Not tonight. I thought I’d write. Say goodbye to Thomas.’
 
         Mamo looked at the page. ‘You’ve not much to say.’ She couldn’t read, but anyone could see that the parchment was unmarked. ‘Don’t be a milksop, Rhiannon. Say goodbye to his face.’
 
         Rhia sighed. She knew that she should.
 
         Mamo was still looking at the page. Her neat little walnut face was smoother, as though she’d grown younger in death. She traced a crooked finger over the knot-work on the pen, as if it were a pattern in cloth. It was a simple triple knot; the oldest of designs; the sign of the goddess. Mamo turned away and knelt by the wood basket, looking for faggots. ‘Write to me,’ she said.
         
 
         Rhia laughed. ‘But you can’t read! And besides you’re—’ Should she state the obvious? Better not. Mamo was easily offended.
 
         Mamo clicked her tongue in annoyance. ‘Keep what you write. You can read to me when you come home.’
 
         ‘I could.’ Rhia knew that she probably wouldn’t, and besides, she didn’t want her grandmother, or any ghost for that matter, waiting for her when she came home. She was finished with ghosts. Or so she had thought.
         
 
         ‘Good.’ Mamo sat down. ‘Now, I’ve a story.’
 
         Mamo’s stories were drawn from some boundless ancestral hoard; tales that had been told and retold by generations of bards. Some had never even been written down; others weren’t entirely Irish and weren’t entirely Welsh, like Mamo herself. She professed to be descended from the Tuatha de Danaan, the tribe of the great goddess Anu and the preservers of her stories. Connor Mahoney had always left the room when Mamo talked about the Tuatha; whenever she did, her grey eyes turned dark as granite.
         
 
         ‘There is a story about Rhiannon I haven’t told you; from after she fell in love with Pwyll and brought him to the Otherworld and after she was wrongly accused. After these things happened, she became the wife of Manannán, god of the sea.’
 
         Rhia thought she knew all the stories of Rhiannon, her namesake who travelled between the world of the Others and the world of men. She knew that she rode a white mare and wore a purple cloak and that three magical birds always accompanied her. She knew that Rhiannon was, mysteriously, separate from but also part of Anu, and that her life was beset by troubles and betrayals because she had to become strong to do the work of the goddess.
         
 
         She listened to Mamo’s story, but it was long and complicated and full of Gaelic names, and Rhia’s mind wandered. In only a few hours she would be leaving for London. Mamo had visited only once before, on the first night. She insisted Rhia go, and Rhia, just as adamantly, insisted that she would not. They had argued about it half the night. In the end Mamo said that it was her house and that she didn’t want Rhia in it. If Rhia didn’t go, she said, she, Mamo, would stay. That did it. It was time, her grandmother said, for Rhia to undertake the night sea journey.
         
 
         Brigit had been stunned by Rhia’s announcement that she would go to London after all, but she didn’t ask what had made her change her mind. Perhaps she didn’t want to know.
 
         ‘At least your mother agreed with me about your naming,’ Mamo was saying. Her father had wanted to name her Mary. ‘Goodness knows, she needs to stand up to him more,’ Mamo shook her head. ‘I didn’t raise her to be stupid.’
 
         ‘She isn’t stupid. She only thinks it’s respectful.’
 
         ‘Respectful!’ Mamo spat. ‘It is not respect to surrender, it is respectful to respect oneself and one’s spouse equally.’
         
 
         Rhia did not want a lecture, or another tirade against her father. ‘Tell me the rest of the story of Rhiannon and Manannán,’ she said.
 
         
             

         
 
         Epona stood as still as a statue and accepted an apple graciously while Rhia saddled her in the stable-yard in the half-light. Her soft grey ears were twitching as though the mare could hear the altered rhythm of Rhia’s heartbeat; as though she knew something was different.
 
         Only the baker’s lamp was lit as they rode through the village and down to the sea. Thomas would be awake, though, and at his loom. The shale was glistening, the tide receding. The moon was new; a dim crescent, barely visible in the pearl grey sky. The sea sighed rhythmically. Rhia pressed her heels gently into Epona’s flank and the mare tossed her head and picked up her hooves. Rhia leaned lower over her neck and they moved as one until Epona was at a canter, her hooves rattling the shale like castanets. Rhia’s hood fell back. The air was sharp and salty and its damp clung to her hair. She closed her eyes for a moment.
         
 
         The night sea journey. 
         
 
         The journey to the farthest shores of one’s fears. It was the sea itself that Rhia feared most.
 
         The Kelly cottage was on the outskirts of the village, in the next cove, with the sand instead of shale at the back gate. Michael Kelly had once said he needed to see the ocean to remember that there was a world around its shores: doubtful he would need to be reminded of the fact again.
 
         As children, Rhia and Thomas would sit on stools by Michael’s loom and watch him. He taught them how to weave and told them that flax was one of the oldest fibres in the world. He showed them how the soft, flexible stem of the plant needed to be soaked to separate the fibres, allowing for a much finer yarn to be spun. Flax was a peculiar fibre, and much harder to spin than wool and cotton. Spinning it by hand produced a superior cloth because a spindle and hands as deft as Annie Kelly’s could produce yarn of any weight, whereas machines could only produce coarse yarns. Annie Kelly spun all grades of linen yarn; finer for lace and cambric and damask, and coarse yarn for rope and paper and canvas.
         
 
         Rhia arrived at the back of the cottage and tied Epona to the gatepost. The building was the shape of a barn and larger than most of the weavers’ cottages in Greystones. Thomas saw her through the window and beckoned her to come in. He was at the loom. The Kellys worked long hours. They produced such perfect repeat patterns that their cloth was always in demand.
 
         The back door was never latched. The long narrow room that looked out across the Irish Sea was sparsely furnished to make way for two ancient looms, one for linen and one for wool, each hewn from gnarled oak and dark with age. There was a large hearth in the middle of the room and from a hook above the spitting flames hung a blackened pot. A bright copper kettle shone like a lantern on its stone ledge. The scene was so familiar that Rhia wanted to cry at the thought of leaving. Neither Thomas nor Annie stopped working when Rhia let herself in. She did not expect them to. The rhythms of the loom and the spinning wheel were not to be interrupted without good cause.
         
 
         ‘Morning.’ Annie smiled. She smiled no matter how much she missed her man or how much yarn was left to spin. ‘There’s broth in the pot, and you know where the bread is.’
 
         Thomas said nothing as Rhia fetched herself a bowl of broth and a hunk of warm soda bread from the cheese cupboard. She sat on a stool by the fire next to Annie’s spinning wheel and watched Thomas’s foot treadle up and down and his hands fly across the shafts as though they were an extension of his body. He had his mother’s colouring – wavy chestnut hair and milk-white skin. His hands and forearms were strong and sinewed. He was always quiet, but his silences had moods. Rhia could tell he was brooding.
         
 
         Annie looked from one of them to the other, wound her bobbin off and dropped it into the basket at her feet. She touched Rhia’s shoulder. ‘I’ve linen to boil. Don’t go away for ever, will you? You’ll be missed.’ Annie kissed her on each cheek and gave her a swift hug and then hurried away.
 
         Rhia swallowed back her tears and moved closer to the window near the loom. She waited for Thomas to speak. He finally took his foot from the treadle.
         
 
         ‘Well, Rhia.’
 
         ‘Well yourself.’
 
         ‘Will you come back to us do you think?’
 
         ‘What a thing to say! Do you really think I’d leave for ever? I don’t want to go. I’ve no choice.’
 
         He laughed bitterly. ‘My pa had no choice. You’ve been wishing yourself in London since you were wee.’
         
 
         It was true. ‘But this is not how I wanted it, not to seek a position.’
 
         ‘Aye, and I’m sorry for your troubles, but you’ve no idea how you’ve been blessed. You’ve not had to think about how to pay for your kid slippers and your silk ribbons. It won’t be so bad, you’ve a quick mind – you’re inventive.’
 
         ‘But I’m not polite. All of the Londoners I’ve met are polite. And I’m not clever enough to be a governess.’
 
         Thomas only shook his head as though this didn’t warrant a reply. He looked away from her towards the waves breaking across the beach. Epona was pawing the sand at the gate. ‘She’ll miss you,’ he said, jerking his head at the mare.
 
         ‘You’ll be careful, won’t you Thomas?’
 
         He didn’t answer. He led a small group of Catholics who met secretly to plan insurgencies, just as his father had done. He and his men wrought their own brand of justice on the English Protestant landlords who behaved unjustly towards their tenants. Their actions were often violent and always unlawful, and Rhia didn’t ever ask about them. She heard things, of course, and that was bad enough. Lately, she’d also heard that Thomas had a sweetheart; the sister of one of his men.
 
         ‘I hear you’re courting Fiona Duffy.’
 
         He ignored this. ‘What of your painting? Have you more ideas?’
 
         Rhia smiled. ‘Only a hundred. But I’ve not picked up my brush for weeks.’
 
         They had climbed trees and bathed naked and searched for fairy rings. Thomas had watched her first experiments with pigments, sitting on the forest floor in the autumn or amongst the long headland grasses in the summer. He had admired the silken skin of a wet shell with her, and the scribble of veins in a dry leaf. He’d made the easel and paintbox for her sixteenth birthday. That was when he’d asked Rhia to marry him. Connor Mahoney did not allow him in the cottage for the rest of the summer.
         
 
         They were silent until the fire spat loudly, making Rhia jump and interrupting the awkwardness of the moment. Thomas went to the cheese cupboard and returned with a package wrapped in brown paper. He gave it to her. ‘Don’t open it now. Not till you’re on your way. I’ll not say goodbye, as you’ve said you’re coming home. You know the hearth’s always lit here.’
 
         ‘I know.’ She took Thomas’s hands until he pulled away and returned to his loom. He didn’t look up again. He kept his head bent low – lower than normal – over the shafts.
 
         
             

         
 
         Epona walked up the headland as though she was hitched to a cart, and seemed to slow even more as they neared the cottage. Perhaps she had sensed that something was amiss. Rhia turned to take a last look at the beach; at the gulls circling above the red and yellow and blue fishing boats. She turned back and saw her father. He was sitting in his wicker chair looking out across the bay as he’d done every day for a week, unheeding of the weather. The weight of his failure was patent in the stoop of his shoulders.
 
         They had pretended, thus far, that the quarrel had never happened. It was easier. She’d had little time to dwell on it once the decision had been taken to leave Dublin, and Connor had not returned to St Stephen’s Green to witness the empty echoing rooms and the tears of Tilly and Hannah. He had been released from the infirmary only last week. Rhia and Brigit had done everything themselves. There was enough from the auction of the Dublin house and contents to settle accounts, but not much more.
         
 
         Rhia could delay the moment no longer. She jumped down and kissed Epona on the nose. She gave her a withered apple from her pocket and a light tap on the rump. The mare knew how to find her own way to the yard, but she went reluctantly, her head hung like Thomas’s had been. Rhia turned away quickly.
 
         Her father looked up at her with his head tilted and attempted a smile. ‘I wish you wouldn’t go, Rhia.’
 
         ‘It’s not for ever.’
 
         ‘To think of you seeking a position. And with no husband to provide for you. It’s shameful.’
 
         Rhia resisted the temptation to argue. ‘It is fashionable,’ she said as if she were only off to the opera. ‘Women of every class work in London. I’ve read about it.’
 
         He shook his head. ‘Who will marry you now?’ It was as if she had not spoken. He would never understand because he did not want to. The restraints of class and the roles of men and women were traditional and non-negotiable; like weaving. Linen should be hand-woven and that was that. It was dangerous ground. Rhia kept her tone light, with effort. ‘The coach will soon be here. Will you come up to the house?’
         
 
         ‘No, the place smells of your grandmother today. It is depressing me.’ Rhia was too surprised to respond. He looked so mournful, so sorry for himself that she almost smiled. For the first time she saw his obstinacy as a weakness rather than a strength. He was not prepared to yield even a little to see the world as something other than that which he ordained.
 
         ‘Then I’ll say goodbye.’ She leaned over and kissed his forehead. He took her hand and held it so tightly, so that she wondered if he would let her go. When he finally did, he looked away, back to the sea, so that neither could see the other’s emotion. He was really letting her go, perhaps only because he had not the strength to prevent it. Rhia felt a mix of sorrow and elation. Was she really going to be in charge of her own life?
         
 
         She turned away and started to walk back up towards the cottage.
 
         ‘Rhia!’ he called out weakly. She turned.
 
         ‘You are brave and kind for a devil in petticoats.’ His eyes almost twinkled, just for a moment.
 
         ‘I’m sorry about William.’
 
         ‘He wasn’t good enough for you.’
 
         Rhia rushed back and threw her arms around her father and then ran up the hill.
 
         Her trunk was already beside the front door. She and her mother had lugged it down the stairs on their own. They were both much stronger since the move from Dublin. Brigit was at one of the three spinning wheels by the hearth. Now that Rhia was leaving, two of the village women would come in to spin. Her mother looked up. ‘There’s a new loaf.’
 
         Rhia thought Mamo might still be in the house, but she didn’t seem to be. She was probably with her sheep. ‘I’ve eaten at the Kelly’s,’ she said.
 
         Brigit nodded. ‘We should have a jug, then.’
 
         It was what they did in the evenings when there was a spinning circle, but this was a special day. Rhia got the stoneware jug from the larder and filled it with porter from the tap in the barrel, then put it on to the ledge by the hearth to warm.
         
 
         Mamo’s downstairs parlour was much cosier than any of the rooms at St Stephen’s Green. The furnishings were simpler and the fabrics older and softer. There were books on tables and faded rugs on the wooden floor and Rhia’s easel in the corner. The room smelt of the lanolin and lavender Mamo had used to put in her hair to make it soft.
         
 
         Rhia went upstairs to change into her travelling clothes and took a last look around her childhood room. It was neat, which was unusual in itself, and it felt empty without her paintbox on the table and her books by the bed. There were no clothes strewn across the old blanket box. She could see the sea from the window, but she turned away before she could think too hard about it.
 
         When she came downstairs, Mamo was at her old spinning wheel, but if Brigit noticed the wheel turning she said nothing. They sat together quietly. Brigit passed Rhia the jug and sighed. ‘I didn’t realise how I’ve missed the oily feel of wool through my fingers.’
         
 
         Rhia, too, liked the feel of wool. ‘Will you try out some new weaves?’
 
         Mamo chuckled. ‘You can treat worsted to make it pretty as silk,’ she said. ‘And it costs much less. Tell your mother that.’ Rhia shot her a look.
 
         ‘I’ve spoken to Thomas,’ said Brigit. ‘I’ll have him weave some samples.’
 
         They talked until the coach wheels were to be heard coming up the hill, and then until there was no ignoring the jingle of the reins and the snorting and stomping of the horses outside.
         
 
         There were no tears, they had each shed them privately. Their emotion was present only in its constraint; in the tautness of speech and the gripping of hands.
         
 
         ‘Don’t forget to write,’ whispered Mamo in her ear. ‘Remember, there is always something to feel grateful for. Always. Be in the world but not of it, Rhiannon.’
         
 
         This made no sense to Rhia. How could one be in the world but not of it?
         
 
         Brigit pressed a purse into Rhia’s hand and put a finger to her lips before she could protest.
 
         She stepped up into the coach. In a moment it was rumbling down the drive towards the Dublin road.
 
          
         
 
         
         
  
         
            30 November 1840
 
            
                

            
 
            Mamo stór,
 
            The Irish Mail has arrived in Holyhead without sinking. I was so bilious until this morning that I didn’t once consider the fate of the Spanish Armada. Manannán’s kingdom is in ceaseless motion and I cannot imagine how sailors ever manage to walk upright.
            
 
            There is little to see of England on a November evening but fog and a barrow-seller or two, but there is thankfully a tavern on the quay, from where I write this. It feels a little bold, venturing into a tavern on my own, but as I have crossed the sea, what is there to fear in a port tavern? So far no one has either approached or reproached me.
 
            The window is grimy with sea mist and soot, but I can just see a row of black hansoms beneath a gas lantern, waiting to drive passengers to the overnight rail service to Euston. It departs at midnight and it is barely ten o’clock. I am told the railway is nearby and, since I don’t want to encounter certain passengers from the crossing, I am taking comfort in a glass of porter and a slice of cold, rather greasy, pigeon pie.
            
 
            At lunch today (besides the pie, the only meal I’ve eaten since I left) I shared a table with a party of London ladies who had been in Dublin for a Protestant wedding. I was seated beside Mrs Spufford, who informed me that travelling unchaperoned is a terrible thing for the reputation of a young woman, and that I must endeavour to learn certain proprieties if I expect to be welcomed into polite society. If she is an envoy of the la-di-da league (that’s what Thomas calls them) then English society isn’t so polite after all.
            

            
                

            

            Manannán took revenge on my behalf. Mrs Spufford dipped her spoon into her minted pea soup just as the boat tilted, causing both ladies and bowls to slide sideways. The contents of the spoon landed in her décolletage and I laughed before I could help it. No one else did. Mrs Spufford looked at me as though I were something sticking to the sole of her slipper. Presumably, a well-bred young Englishwomen would have found no humour in a pea green décolletage. Mrs Spufford and I did not speak again and the other London ladies took the opportunity to practise their repartee, which still stings my vanity.
            
 
            ‘You are from the trade, Miss Mahoney? Why, my upstairs maid comes from a linen family.’
            
 
            ‘Ireland really is becoming civilised, I had no idea I would be able to buy silk stockings in Dublin!’
            
 
            They droned on with their pretty spite, and I let them. I simply could not be bothered wasting my wits on the creatures, besides I’m weak and weary from being rolled around like a brewer’s tun. I thought they’d forgotten me by the time the custard pudding was served, but their best insult was yet to come.
 
            ‘How fortunate you are, Miss Mahoney, that your complexion is so dark. It is tiresome being fashionable at times; always taking care to protect one’s delicate pigmentation.’
            
 
            I entertained myself by imagining their coils of lacquered hair as the stubs of Lucifer’s horns. I am beginning to wonder if being Irish and therefore Catholic might be a disadvantage in London. Of course, you know I’m no Catholic, but that is our secret. I was curious to know what English ladies liked to talk about. Now I know: breeding, and the allowances of people one aspires to know; idle people who pass their time redecorating their homes and themselves. I cannot imagine the conventions and niceties I am ignorant of. I hope Antonia Quaker is no minion of polite society.
            
 
            I can see the contents of the hold of the Mail being transferred to wagons; but there seem to be more sacks of grain than of mail. It looks as if I have just crossed the Irish Sea with all of the wheat, oats and barley of the nation. It is not just Irish linen that is channelled through London. Perhaps I should be grateful that British law has not actually forbidden women to read the papers. I wonder whether it is because if she read of the ruthlessness of his trade, a woman might turn against her industrialist husband.
            
 
            I suppose I should curb my blessed interestedness and get into one of those ominous-looking black carriages. By morning I shall be in London. 

         

      

      
    

  
    
      
         
         
 
         
            Weave

         
 
         The sleeping compartment was the size of the water chamber at St Stephen’s Green. It was close to midnight and Rhia couldn’t be bothered with fastenings and button hooks. She doubted that she would sleep.
         
 
         The carriages clattered and hissed all night, halting at one lantern-lit station after another. Crates and trunks and bulging brown canvas sacks stamped with the insignia of little Queen Victoria were loaded on, before the train lurched off again. The rhythmic activity and increasing nervousness kept Rhia awake. It seemed that in no time at all grey mist hung over fields soft and eerie in the dawn. The silhouettes of stone walls and sinewed trees reminded her of home. This, surely, was a good sign.
         
 
         She must have dozed, because the light was suddenly strong and stark and the scene from the window unsettling. The soft landscapes of daybreak could have been a dream. Forests and fields had been replaced by slag heaps and flatlands, interspersed occasionally with a dairy farm or a mill. Then the straggling hovels of the city’s fringe-dwellers appeared; wattle and daub with a bleak yard that ran up against the railway. Sometimes a scraggly hen or two; a skinny goat; a mongrel pig. Could this be London?
         
 
         The flimsy housing became denser, and more portraits of slum life lined the track. A woman in her nightgown and cloth cap pegged out her laundry for all the world to see; a barrel-chested man washed his hair from a tin pail. Children sat on piles of stones and rubbish, waving as the train passed. They jumped and shouted with excitement when Rhia waved back. She felt a creeping cold. She had never imagined the capital would have poverty worse than Dublin.
         
 
         The train was creeping so slowly that they must be nearing Euston. Rhia’s spirits lifted in anticipation of seeing Ryan. His liveliness was always infectious; his costly habits reassuring. Whenever her uncle came to Dublin he brought China silk, French lace and Portuguese wine. And he knew how to make her laugh, a restorative now absent in the Mahoney household. If it was possible to resurrect Mahoney Linen, then Ryan would know how.
 
         She now wished that she had taken the time to remove her clothing last night; her ribs were sore from the chafing of her stays. She inspected her hair in the speckled oval of glass beneath the luggage rail. It was still more or less braided and only needed a pin or two. She washed her face in the tiny basin and changed her long, lace-up walking boots for the shorter, buttoned boots that were in her carpet bag. They had a pointed toe and pretty heel and they instantly made her feel better. She was ready.
 
         Thomas’s parcel was beneath the boots, and she sat and eyed the carpet bag, suspecting that Thomas’s gift would only lure her into the homesickness she was taking such care to evade. She would have to open it sooner or later. Rhia rummaged in the bag and drew out the brown paper square tied with string. She put the parcel on her lap and took a deep breath, then immediately wished that she hadn’t; there was a funk in the air; something sulphurous or rotting. When the paper wrapping was peeled away, the folded underside of a heavily woven piece of cloth was exposed. Rhia unfolded it, holding her breath. She knew what this was. Unfolded, the piece covered her knees; a two-foot square of a high grade chintz. The linen upholstery was impeccably woven and as vivid as a botanical garden against the green alpaca of her travelling costume. The pattern was achingly familiar. It was her design, from a long, long time ago; a time when she still believed in fairies and did not mind ghosts. She had spent weeks perfecting it before giving it to Thomas as a gift. He had woven it. She was overcome. The design was of curling boughs laden with golden fruit and birds of jewel colours. It was, she remembered, intended to be the Otherworld, where the magical birds of Rhiannon woke the dead and put the living to sleep.
         
 
         Thomas had written a note on a square of the stiff paper used for carding yarn:

         
             

         
 
         Anam Cara,

         Do not forget who you are.

         Thomas Kelly

         
             

         
 
         He liked to be mysterious. How could she forget something that she didn’t know? Rhia replaced the chintz in her carpet bag. She felt fortunate to have such a friend, troublesome though he was. But she wouldn’t have married Thomas, in spite of what she’d said to her father, because when they were lying naked on the prickly forest floor she hadn’t wanted him to touch her. She had, regrettably, told him so, and Thomas hadn’t spoken to her for the whole, long summer. It wasn’t just because she was the daughter of a clothier and he was a weaver; they were, like Rhiannon and Pwyll, from different worlds in other ways besides. They both knew that she would never be happy to have a simple life, and Thomas made no secret of the fact that he thought her spoilt.
         
 
         She thought of William O’Donahue. Had she wanted him to touch her? She thought not. She had been taken by his manners and sophistication; with the allure of his profession. How fickle she was. With Thomas she was her true self; as bad-tempered or whimsical or inquisitive as she felt. William had clearly not cared for her blessed interestedness. She shivered to think that she might have married a man who would have wanted only a fixed smile in an expensive bonnet.
         
 
         The locomotive steamed through the northern reaches of London, the slums had become red brick terraces; row upon row, mile after mile. Rhia felt her stomach somersault, and it wasn’t the pigeon pie. What was the house of a Quaker like? Would the furnishings be austere and uncomfortable? There would almost certainly be no modern conveniences such as pumped water or gaslight. She expected that Antonia Blake would disapprove of her fondness for fine cloth and her aversion to church services.
         
 
         The dirty stains of industry on the sky reminded her of ruined linen and of how much her life had changed already. The oily smell of the fog only worsened as the heart of the city approached, and she wondered how anyone could feel healthful in such a place. She heard again Mamo’s whisper in her ear. She must find something to be grateful for, and quickly.
         
 
         The train slowed and the sky disappeared completely. Above the densely crowded platform a large, proud sign read: LONDON EUSTON. 
         

      

      
    

  
    
      
         
         
 
         
            Tartan

         
 
         Rhia stepped into the fracas on the platform and was practically knocked sideways by a liveried footman. The man was laden with hat boxes and parcels, and was so anxious to keep up with a madam in a striding fur pelisse that he didn’t even stop. The next thing Rhia knew there was a hand beneath her elbow. She swung around defensively, but it was only Ryan’s smiling face that greeted her. He had easily approached without her noticing. She was so relieved to see him that she threw her arms around his neck, making him laugh.
         
 
         ‘Rhia dearest, welcome to London!’ He gestured towards the disappearing footman and the general mayhem. ‘I assure you that the city is not all such an abomination, nor as ugly as its northern approach.’ He propelled her swiftly across the platform, dodging urchins and passengers alike with an alacrity that didn’t seem feasible, given the conditions.
         
 
         ‘It isn’t at all what I imagined,’ was all Rhia could manage. She didn’t have time even to look at Ryan properly until they reached the relative calm of the reception hall. She thought he looked uncharacteristically haggard, but still the picture of a successful bachelor. He wore long polished boots, a mustard yellow cravat and a rakish frock coat. Aside from his stylish clothing and the fact that he oiled his russet hair, Ryan Mahoney looked much like his brother, with an Irishman’s pale, freckled complexion and wiry build. In nature, though, he was passionate and frivolous, quite the opposite of her father.
         
 
         ‘We’ll escape this unholy commotion just as soon as your luggage is in the porter’s office,’ Ryan assured her. ‘My carriage is waiting in the avenue.’ She nodded and her gaze was drawn upward to the vaulted grandeur. Fields had become flatlands and slag heaps for this. Should she be more in awe of the human achievement or the resilience of the natural world? She felt small suddenly, and more than a little overwhelmed. She needed to wash the salt from her hair and the soot from her skin; to move without her stays creaking and to sleep somewhere motionless, then everything would be all right. She had barely slept for days.
         
 
         ‘Not every station is as grand as Euston,’ Ryan was saying, watching her. ‘It is the new darling of the London and North-Western Railway and not a farthing has been spared.’
 
         Perhaps he thought that she was made speechless with awe at the industries of men?
 
         He chuckled. ‘If you think it is crowded now, you should see the platforms in August, prior to the beginning of the shooting season in Scotland. I always think it a wonder their prey doesn’t hear the racket from the highlands and flee for the season!’
 
         Rhia felt a little like prey herself. After what seemed an interminable wait, her trunk was located and they stepped into the street. It was a commotion. Carriages, omnibuses and carts jammed the thoroughfare and the footpath was crowded with every manner of basketseller and barrow. A little girl with a tangle of hair and a basket of chestnuts tugged at Rhia’s cloak as Ryan towed her towards his vehicle. Everywhere she looked were billowing chimney stacks and blackened stone. She had expected classicism; elegance. She at least had the heart to smile at her own naivety.
 
         Her portmanteau was strapped to the back of Ryan’s sleek burgundy landau, and a tartan rug tucked over her knees. They set off. She could feel Ryan’s eyes on her. She tried to hide her disappointment. ‘I … look forward to seeing more of the city,’ she said without conviction.
         
 
         ‘And you shall, within moments!’ The landau lurched into the stream of vehicles and didn’t slow until they had almost collided with a milk cart. Rhia glanced at Ryan. His lips were pressed into a thin line and he was frowning as though he was miles away. His face looked thinner, she thought; his jaw sharper. He needed a shave. He caught her eye and smiled instantly.
 
         ‘I can hardly believe that you are finally visiting the capital. There is so much I want to show you. We’ll walk by the Serpentine and shop at Piccadilly and go to the Royal Opera. You’ll have a smashing time. I’ll wager you are in need of it. Now, tell me of my brother’s health and how your mother is managing. And of your intent to secure a position, which I find most admirable.’
 
         Before Rhia could remind him that this had been his idea not hers, Ryan was talking again. He seemed harried. ‘As I said in my letter, I regret that I could not accommodate you myself, but I was spending so much time at China Wharf that there was no point in the upkeep of a second household. I have sufficient room for desk, bed and storage, and usually dine at my club, all of which suits my bachelor ways estimably!’
         
 
         Ryan manoeuvred the landau, more swiftly than seemed necessary or safe, past another wagon laden with crates and barrels. It was a mystery how the narrow roads could withstand so many vehicles. Bloomsbury, he was saying, was a citadel of garrets, accommodating more hungry writers, thespians and artistes than even the halls of Trinity College. He pointed out the sleek homes of merchants and the premises of a gentleman he knew. He enquired after Connor and Brigit again, as though he’d forgotten that he already had.
         
 
         Rhia told him their news, occasionally distracted as her eyes skimmed across the rooftops of London. Industry marched on the inner city like a militia of chimneys. Shadowy tenements housed pitiable shops in their front rooms, some with a rickety table out front displaying trinkets and bric-a-brac, from stacks of yellowing catalogues to tins of scavenged boot buttons. This was not at all the city she had imagined. She caught Ryan’s eye and wondered if her disappointment showed.
 
         ‘London is a fickle mistress,’ he remarked wryly. ‘One moment you are seduced by her and the next rejected.’ It seemed a melodramatic statement and Rhia wondered if he was mocking her. She nodded absently as her eyes followed a chariot drawn by a pair of sleek bays. It looked to be driven by an oversized hat; its plumage so excessive that it could have been the nest of a sea bird.
 
         She barely had time to take in the cut of the walking dresses and short cloaks that swirled along Hatton Garden before Ryan said they were on Cheapside. Every second shop now seemed to be a tailor or milliner or corset-maker, as if the economy of the city revolved around cloth and clothing. She had, so far, provided a vivid account of the Merchant’s Quay fire and described the physical and worldly well-being of her parents. ‘My mother,’ she concluded, ‘intends to earn a living from wool. The Kellys have a broadcloth loom.’
 
         Ryan looked thoughtful. ‘Then I must assign a clipper of merino to Dublin as soon as possible.’
 
         ‘But merino wool is awfully expensive …’ Rhia was secretly relieved. She had hoped he would offer to help.
 
         ‘Prices have been falling. The sheep thrive in the warm climates, but not only in the southern Continent. Merino is now the primary export from Australia, you know. It is being blended with silk and cashmere. The fleece is more expensive to purchase, but the yarn can be sold for thrice as much as English wool.’
         
 
         ‘Then you don’t think it wise to try and revive Mahoney Linen?’
 
         Ryan sighed heavily. ‘I was never as sentimental about the family legacy as your father. I’m relieved that he was its heir. Had Connor and I been less … disposed to disagreement, I might have stayed in Dublin and been a partner, but that was not to be. As you know, your father is as devoted to tradition as I am to progress. It is 1840, a new decade! The linen industry – the whole cloth trade – has progressed rapidly. Mahoney has been disadvantaged in choosing not to mechanise.’
 
         True or not, this seemed harsh. ‘And so will any discerning tailor be disadvantaged, not to have good quality linen to cut,’ she retorted.
 
         ‘There are other cloths, Rhia. New blends of fibres are being machined all the time now. Progress is the word you will hear more than any other in London. Besides, the loomed linens are not so poor in quality as your father would have us believe. The trade is changing. The world is changing.’
         
 
         Rhia did not want to be thought old-fashioned, but she didn’t believe, either, that there was no place for tradition in the new world of the machine. She might have pressed her argument further, but the streets had changed again. She sensed that they were passing through an important part of the city.
 
         ‘This is Cornhill.’ Ryan named the quarter as though this was explanation enough for its vibrancy. The street was pulsating with hurrying clerks and gentlemen wearing polished leather hats and top coats with fur collars. Whatever its industry, the quarter clearly had a vital purpose.
         
 
         The landau turned into a narrow, shadowy road, aptly called Cloak Lane, and stopped outside a flat-fronted red brick terrace. They were only a hatch of streets away from Cornhill. Of course! Mrs Blake lived in the City of London. They had just passed through the banking district. She felt a small thrill to be lodging so close to the heartbeat of the capital.
 
         The subject of Antonia Blake had not been raised at all during the journey from Euston, but now that she was to meet her puritanical hostess, Rhia felt her nervousness return. Ryan patted her hand absently. ‘You will never meet a kinder soul than Antonia. Did I tell you that her husband’s cousin is also lodging at Cloak Lane? He is a professional portraitist.’
         
 
         ‘A painter!’
 
         ‘No, not a painter. Laurence Blake is thoroughly modern. He makes photogenic portraits.’
 
         Before she could reply, Ryan was reaching for the door knocker. It was the wrought head of a mythical beast with a ring through its nose, and the first sign that the Blake household might not be as ascetic as Rhia had expected.
         
 
         She braced herself as the door swung open.

      

      
    

  
    
      
         
         
 
         
            Cambric

         
 
         Antonia frowned as the front door hinge creaked. It was an unsettling sound; she must remember to drip a little linseed onto it. She completed the last neat column of entries swiftly as she listened to the arrival of the Mahoneys.
         
 
         ‘Good morning, Juliette!’ Ryan boomed his greeting with unnatural cheer, no doubt in response to Juliette’s dour airs.
 
         ‘Morning, Mr Mahoney sir. Miss.’
 
         Antonia stood. She smoothed her skirts and patted her hair and stepped into the hall. She waited for a moment in the shadows, not wanting to interrupt before the moment was right. Juliette was holding a ruby red cloak; but Rhia Mahoney was obscured behind her. The colour of the cloak spoke volumes about Antonia’s new lodger.
 
         ‘Mrs Blake says you’re to go straight to the morning room where it’s warm. She’ll be with you presently.’ Juliette took Ryan’s top coat and then showed them inside.
 
         When Antonia stepped into the morning room, Ryan was warming himself by the fire and Rhia was examining the photogenic landscape on the wall with her back to the door. It was the work of one of Laurence’s colleagues. Rhia turned. Antonia was surprised. Rhia looked nothing at all like her uncle; her features were strong and dark; not pretty, but striking. She was small. Elfin, almost. Her gaze was a little too direct to be entirely respectful or genteel. In fact, if Antonia didn’t know better she would describe those dark eyes of hers as fey.
         
 
         Ryan made introductions and Rhia gave the landscape a parting glance before stepping forward and extending her hand, which Antonia took.
 
         ‘Do you like the photogenic drawing?’ she asked, not knowing what else to say. ‘Isn’t the paleness of the trees eerie,’ she continued. ‘Don’t you think?’
         
 
         ‘Yes,’ Rhia agreed, though she seemed almost suspicious when she glanced back to the picture. What a peculiar creature she was. She tore her gaze away and looked around appreciatively. ‘It is a pretty room,’ she said. ‘How clever to paper the walls in such a warm colour. It’s just like a field of wheat with the sun on it.’
         
 
         This pleased Antonia. She had taken great care with the room. It had seemed necessary to redecorate it after Josiah’s death. The walls were amber with a pale lemon leaf pattern, and were hung not only with photogenic drawings but also – most recently – with several of the Madonnas from her collection. Josiah had not approved of icons. The French oak armchairs by the hearth were upholstered in bright saffron. The breakfast table was set back a little from the front window and laid with delicate white china. The morning room now felt lit by the sun even when only thin winter light strained through the lace curtains.
 
         Antonia took in Rhia’s travelling costume at a glance. Stylish but not showy. She imagined that she herself seemed out of place in her own pretty room. Her usual sombre grey was so dark that it was almost black, relieved only by a white collar. Her brown hair was, as always, parted in the middle and pinned back in a neat, net-covered mound. She thought fleetingly of a time when she had worn cloths that rustled and whispered, when pearls had clicked softly at her neck. It surprised her, to be reminded of her former self. Was Rhia Mahoney going to bring ghosts into the house?
         
 
         Antonia forced a bright smile. She was the benevolent hostess. ‘I expected you a little later, but then, I should have remembered that your landau is as swift as a racing chariot, Ryan.’ Ryan bowed and smiled. He was as debonair as ever, even though he looked dreadful. Too much claret at his club last night, no doubt. He was uncharacteristically quiet.
         
 
         Antonia took Rhia’s arm and guided her to the breakfast table. ‘Come! You must be hungry and weary after your long journey. How wonderful it is to finally meet you. I confess that I have heard much about you from your uncle, so I feel that I know you a little already. I’m so pleased to have you here, Rhia.’
 
         ‘It was kind of you …’ Rhia seemed to be struggling to find something to say and Antonia realised with relief that her guest must feel just as awkward as she did.
 
         ‘Not at all. I am in dire need of companionship. It is a blessing to have Laurence, though he is often abroad on business. Silence only echoes silence, and having empty rooms seems a crime when so many are homeless.’
         
 
         While they were talking, Juliette, silent as an apparition, had placed bread baskets and cut glass pots on the table. It was a simple breakfast of preserves, baked white bread and dark continental coffee. While Rhia buttered her bread and sipped a glass of coffee, Antonia considered an appropriate topic for conversation. She could tell that Ryan was preoccupied, which improved the choice considerably.
 
         ‘What a charming dress. You look rather like a forest nymph in that mossy green.’ She suspected that the fashionable panel of white cambric in the corsage had been inserted, but one did not speak of frugality in London. Rhia’s dark eyes lit up mischievously.
         
 
         ‘The forest nymphs I have seen wear little more than bracken and spider’s webs,’ she said. She took another bite of bread and marmalade and was talking again before she had finished chewing; ‘I’ve not narrowed the sleeves enough, but the cambric is Mahoney.’
 
         Antonia felt like laughing. Was this lack of decorum an Irish trait – or just Rhia? She knew next to nothing of Celtic customs; Ryan was so thoroughly a Londoner. Whatever had she got herself into? If this was to be an adventure, then so be it. She was sorely in need of one. ‘I wondered if it was Mahoney cambric. I was dismayed to hear of your family’s misfortune. I have, in the past, bought Mahoney linen myself. The quality was always the best available. Cloth itself is the better half of the entire business of fashion.’
 
         Rhia looked pleased by this, and nodded in agreement. ‘Isn’t it just? Some of the styles I’ve seen this morning surely serve only to inform the world that one can afford a lady’s maid. Who could fasten herself into such a narrow bodice?’
 
         Rhia would be an entertaining companion, but Antonia was still vaguely unnerved by her. There was something a little wild lurking beneath her élan; and she had only been half-jesting when she made the forest-nymph remark. She smiled, though, and pursued the topic. ‘Our sex have, sadly, been led to believe that a true lady is helpless. Yes, it is impossible to be fastened into stylish underclothing without a maid, and without stylish underclothing, a lady is not an acceptable shape—’
         
 
         ‘Unless she go hungry,’ Rhia enthused. ‘I know Dublin girls who won’t eat another potato until their corsets can be laced to sixteen inches. Someone should tell them that the children of farmers have nothing but potatoes to eat and are as thin as a rail.’
         
 
         Rhia was clearly not amongst the potato-starved, she had flesh in all the right places and was in the process of buttering her third breakfast roll. Antonia was relieved that they had found some common ground, even though it was at the expense of Ryan’s interest. He had been listening with dwindling patience and now he was restless. He rose to his feet.
 
         ‘I leave London this afternoon. There is a new cotton mill in Essex that I want to inspect. I’ll be away for a day or two. You two have much to discuss. I’ll call later in the week, Rhia.’
 
         Antonia was reminded of something. ‘Before you go, I have some shipping documents that are perplexing me. I am attempting to understand Josiah’s methodology, Ryan. Would you cast your eye over them? If you haven’t the time, I can ask Isaac.’
 
         ‘But of course, by all means. Then you are planning to keep the business going? Surely you do not intend to trade on your own, Antonia?’
 
         ‘Eventually. Why not?’ She did not say that she had not yet found the strength and faith that she knew it would take; or that she was praying for courage.
 
         Ryan looked bemused but had no reply. Rhia looked full of admiration. Antonia turned away with a small smile.
 
         From Josiah’s office, she could hear snatches of the conversation in the front hall. Rhia said something in a soft voice, to which Ryan replied, ‘Don’t object when someone offers you money, my dear! I only wish I could give you more, but I’m in rather a fix at the moment.’ Antonia was surprised. She had always considered Ryan Mahoney to be a cautious investor. Perhaps he was not suffering from an excess of claret after all. She rolled up the document and tied it with a ribbon, then bustled down the hallway so as not to surprise their private conversation. She handed Ryan the scroll. ‘I might be being obtuse, but it appears from this ship’s log that the Mathilda is still in the dry dock in Calcutta.’ Ryan frowned at this and then looked as though he was going to say something but thought better of it. He put it in his coat pocket thoughtfully, then smiled briefly, though his eyes were already distant.
         
 
         ‘Good day to you both. Enjoy London, Rhia.’
 
         Antonia stood at the door with Rhia, who was leaning in the doorframe as though it were supporting her. She clearly needed to bathe and sleep.
 
         They both waved as Ryan’s landau pulled swiftly away, his hair lit from behind, like one of her Madonnas.

      

      
    

  
    
      
         
         
 
         
            Devoré

         
 
         The ivory brocade around the bed was swaying gently as though a draught had passed through the room. Rhia examined the embossed pattern sleepily. The arabesques danced and shimmered with the light behind them. It gave her an idea.
         
 
         Yesterday, after breakfast, Mrs Blake had disappeared into the depths of the house, leaving Rhia to wash and unpack. A buxom girl called Beth, who was much more jolly than the thinner maudlin one, had offered to draw her a bath, but Rhia was too bone weary to bathe. She lay down on her bed and instantly fell asleep. The first time she woke it was dark, and she listened to the city; peddler’s bells and hooves on cobbles and carriage wheels creaking. She wrote a line or two to Mamo, describing the household, and must have fallen back to sleep in the early hours of the morning.
 
         Now she pulled back the bed curtains and tried to judge the time by the angle of the sun glancing off the rooftops. She looked around the room, appreciating all over again the dark Oriental furniture against the pale biscuit walls. It was just as cosmopolitan as it had seemed yesterday. The chest at the foot of the bed was engraved with characters like those printed on the wrapping of China silk. Josiah Blake had probably travelled regularly to the Orient if he was in the cotton trade. What manner of man had he been and how had he died? She had meant to ask Ryan about Antonia’s husband, but he had been in such a strange mood that she’d forgotten. The room, Rhia decided, had the qualities of the mistress of the house; plain but elegant, restrained yet worldly. At some time during the morning her fire had been lit and her washbasin filled with clean water. Her gaze came to rest on a clock on the mantelpiece. It was past ten! She had probably missed breakfast. She hurried to wash and dress and took the stairs two at a time, almost colliding with an abandoned bucket and mop on the downstairs landing.
         
 
         The table in the morning room was laid for two. Perhaps she was not too late after all. As soon as Rhia entered, Beth bustled in, wiping her hands on her apron. ‘Morning, miss. Mrs Blake’s already abroad. She and Juliette are making their visits. She says to tell you she’ll be back at tea time.’
 
         ‘Their visits?’
 
         ‘That’s right. They collect cloth for the convict ships, from shops and such.’ Beth lowered her voice. ‘And they visit prisons.’ She paused for effect and arched an eyebrow. ‘You wouldn’t catch me walking free into Millbank or Newgate. Evil places.’ She shivered melodramatically. ‘Anyway, your breakfast is on the table. It’s only bread and marmalade and such, that’s what Mr Blake has – young Mr Blake that is, of course, because there’s no other, not any more … But I can cook you eggs or porridge if you prefer.’
         
 
         Rhia could tell Beth didn’t want to cook either eggs or porridge. ‘I expect you’ve better things to do,’ she said.
         
 
         Beth looked surprised, and then pleased. ‘Well, yes I have,’ she said importantly, and disappeared quickly before Rhia could change her mind.
 
         Rhia sat down at the breakfast table. Mrs Blake had left a copy of a broadsheet, the London Globe open on a page that she presumably thought would interest Rhia. This was clearly not a household that disapproved of women reading the papers. The page was divided into narrow columns of print so minuscule that it was almost illegible. She bent over it. A commodious property was being let in Regent’s Park, complete with chaise house, water closet and counting house. It would cost one hundred and fifty guineas for five months. A parish in Limehouse was seeking to contract a butcher who could supply mouse buttocks, maiden ewe and ox beef without the bone; suet included. A respectable officer’s daughter could teach the globes and French grammar and the rudiments of Latin. This lady was apparently qualified by accomplishments and education. Rhia sighed. What chance did she have against a respectable officer’s daughter?
         
 
         She felt a cold breath on the back of her neck, as if a door had opened behind her. She turned, but directly behind her was only the photogenic drawing of tall, pale tree trunks, like the columns of a classical temple. Yesterday, she had imagined she’d seen a shadowy figure amongst those unearthly trees. She’d been overtired of course, and besides, who’d ever heard of an apparition in a painting. Of course it wasn’t exactly a painting, though it was very like one. Perhaps it was all those pictures of the Holy Virgin on the wall that had thrown her. Their presence unnerved her almost as much as the trees did. She turned her back firmly on the photogenic drawing, and the Madonnas, and saw a man standing in the doorway watching her. A real man, not an apparition, though she was beginning to worry that she might not be able to tell the difference. He was a smiling, boyish man with very blue eyes. She had no idea how long he had been there.
         
 
         ‘You must be Miss Mahoney.’
 
         ‘And you must be Mr Blake.’
 
         ‘Please call me Laurence. Antonia does. Quakers don’t believe in formalities.’
         
 
         ‘Then I suppose you should call me Rhia.’
 
         ‘Very well,’ said Laurence, beaming.
 
         ‘But I thought it was impolite in London to call a stranger by their first name?’ This was just the kind of etiquette she had been dreading.
 
         ‘Then we must pretend that we are old friends.’
 
         Rhia laughed. She liked Laurence Blake immediately, with his carelessly tied cravat and crumpled shirtfront. He held a top hat in one hand, as though he was on his way out. With the other hand he attempted to smooth a hillock of dark blond hair.
 
         ‘I hope I am not disturbing you,’ he said, suddenly awkward.
         
 
         ‘Oh, I’m pleased to be disturbed. I might otherwise be forced into looking for a position.’
 
         ‘I see,’ he said, though he didn’t look as though he did. ‘If you need further assistance in the matter, then perhaps you will permit me to join you for breakfast.’
 
         ‘But the table is laid for you.’
 
         ‘That’s because Beth is a gem, even though she is constantly grumbling about not being a downstairs maid or a housekeeper. I was going to visit the stationer in Cornhill, but it can wait. Besides, it is raining.’ He sat down opposite her, his very blue eyes hardly leaving her face. ‘Might I enquire what profession will be so fortunate?’
         
 
         Rhia sighed. ‘I am to be a governess.’
 
         Laurence chuckled as he poured her coffee from the samovar. ‘Surely it will not be so awful?’
         
 
         ‘No, it probably won’t.’ She buttered another roll, feeling self-conscious. She searched for something else to say. ‘Mrs Blake says that you make photogenic portraits. That sounds far more exciting.’
         
 
         ‘Oh it is, and I’m a fortunate fellow to have made a career of something so jolly agreeable.’
 
         ‘Is your studio close by?’
 
         ‘I’m using one of Antonia’s rooms for now.’
 
         ‘Then you are making portraits in this house!’
 
         ‘Why yes.’ He looked pleased by her enthusiasm. ‘I am recently arrived in the capital from Bristol, you see, though I used to visit regularly. In fact, it was your uncle who urged me to come to London when Josiah … died.’ His lips twitched for a moment and he lowered his eyes, but he recovered his humour quickly. ‘Antonia is quite a devotee of photogenic drawing. Now tell me, Miss Mahoney – Rhia – how does London seem to you?’
 
         How did London seem? She considered this. If London were a cloth …
 
         ‘Like devoré, I think.’ Was this being too clever? Did Laurence, too, think this unattractive in a woman?
 
         ‘Devoré?’
 
         ‘A cloth whose pile is—’
 
         ‘Ah, I do know what devoré is, but only because the weaves that allow light to filter through make extremely good subjects. Antonia likes experimenting with lace, for example; it is very photogenic, as we say.’
         
 
         ‘Then Mrs Blake also makes photogenic drawings?
 
         ‘Indeed. But tell me why London is like devoré.’
 
         ‘It is as rich as velvet, but in parts the bare cloth is exposed.’
 
         ‘Poetic.’ Now he was looking at her as though she were some specimen beneath a glass.
 
         ‘Can you really make photogenic drawings of cloth?’ she asked.
 
         ‘Would like to see one?’
         
 
         ‘Oh yes!’
 
         ‘Then you shall, as soon as I return from the stationer.’
 
         Laurence drank his coffee in a gulp, bowed flamboyantly and was gone.
 
         Rhia coiled a strand of hair around her finger thoughtfully. It felt coarse and reminded her that she had still not bathed. She went looking for the kitchen.
 
         Beth seemed proud to inform her that there was a ‘bath room’, and led her to the back of the house. It was a recent addition at Cloak Lane, the maid explained. The piped water came into Mrs Blake’s basement and it was carried upstairs and heated in coppers, then transferred to the porcelain bath. No wonder Beth wanted Mrs Blake to employ a downstairs maid.
 
         The bath was of such a dimension that a small body could easily recline, and the room was warmed by a rotund iron stove in the corner. A brass rail was fixed to the green-tiled wall near the stove and draped with a white linen bath sheet.
 
         Inside it, Rhia sat with her knees to her chest. It felt strange being in a room that contained only a bath. She felt acutely aware of her naked, honey-coloured limbs. Did she feel this way because of Laurence Blake? He had looked at her as though she was something unfamiliar. He thought her uncultivated. He would marry a pale English girl with a demure smile.
 
         The steam hanging in the air reminded her of the Atlantic fog that had wrapped itself around the Irish Mail as it carried her away from Dublin. She hugged her knees more tightly as though to protect herself against homesickness. But now the green tiles reminded her of the Wicklow forests, and she could feel their clean breath in her lungs as though they had taken root in her; inhabiting her blood and bones.
         
 
         She heard Laurence return, and she held her breath, listening. Did he hesitate outside the door? Surely not. His boots tapped briskly up the stairs. She heard more footsteps and a soft rap on the door and then Beth’s voice. ‘Mr Blake says go up when you’re ready. He’s on the second floor at the back.’
         
 
         Rhia dried herself and dressed hurriedly, and dried and braided her hair in front of the fire before she went in search of Laurence. The second floor was laid out like the rest of the house, with a landing and housemaid’s closet in the centre and two large rooms either side. He was in the south-facing room. The room had little furniture, and a large Turkish rug covered the dark floorboards. The rain had pattered rhythmically on the windows all morning, but now sunlight fell across a long table that stood against the wall. Laurence’s tall frame was bent over its surface and he straightened when she came in, his hair falling into his eyes. Rhia could not decide if he was handsome or not. She assumed that his gaze was presumptuous, but it didn’t bother her.
 
         ‘Ah, Miss Mahoney. Rhia. Welcome to my calotype workshop!’
         
 
         ‘It sounds like a torture chamber.’
 
         ‘On the contrary, calotype, in Greek, means “beautiful picture”. Come and see for yourself.’
         
 
         There was a row of pictures on the table, and they certainly were beautiful. Disturbingly so. Somehow this science or wizardry could conjure the membrane of a leaf; the delicacy of a piece of lace and, most extraordinarily, a number of miniature portraits of sombre-looking gentlemen. These, Laurence explained, were a new enterprise: calling cards; an idea he had picked up in Paris where, he said, the personalised calling card was de rigueur. The shadowy lace fichu, the scallop of crochet and the broderie anglaise, he said, were Antonia’s.
         
 
         ‘But how is it done?’ Rhia breathed. She was unable to take her eyes from the pictures. They looked as though they were rendered, oh so delicately, with the steadiest hand and the finest black and brown ink.
         
 
         Laurence looked pleased. ‘It is, supposedly, a secret,’ he stage whispered, though she could tell it was one he had no intention of keeping. ‘Fox Talbot has patented his calotype process, so one must apply for a special licence to be able to make a certain type of photogenic drawing. He has discovered the means by which one can make several copies of a picture, using a single exposure. I don’t expect you to know what any of that means, but perhaps you would like to watch me transfer an image.’
 
         It was true, Rhia had no idea what he was talking about, and she could only nod and sit down on a stool by the table. Transfixed, she imagined how these motifs might look printed onto linen but then remembered that, here, she was no longer the daughter of a linen clothier. Who was she, then? She concentrated on the motifs. They would look even better printed onto silk, but she was not the daughter of a mercer, either.
         
 
         Laurence was explaining how the paper that he had brought back from the stationer must first be treated to make it ‘light sensitive’, and that this chemical process must be undertaken at night and by candlelight to achieve greatest success. He had some paper that was treated already. ‘It is best to use a parchment with a smooth surface,’ he said, as he took a sheet from a writing box, ‘and to keep the treated paper away from the light. You will soon see why. I will show you a simple experiment. The more complex transfers, such as portraits, require the use of a lens and a light box.’
         
 
         He laid the paper on the table and placed a dried frond of wheat on top of it. Within seconds the paper began to darken, and quickly turned black. After no more than a minute, Laurence removed the frond. The feathery outline remained, in all its filigree detail, pale and perfect against the inky paper.
         
 
         Rhia watched Laurence do the same with a small posy of dried flowers, and then with a scrap of curtain netting. She lost track of time and was surprised when Beth puffed into the room with a tray of cold cuts and boiled eggs and pickles. This, she explained, was how Mr Blake always took his lunch and she hoped it would do. Rhia assured her that it would. She was too excited to be hungry.
 
         When she asked Laurence if he had any more photogenic drawings she could see, he laughed and pointed to a large chest of drawers against the opposite wall. ‘Be my guest. I have some letters to write and accounts to address, but stay as long as you wish.’ He sat at the end of the table with his writing box and inkpot and was soon absorbed, though Rhia felt his eyes on her occasionally.
 
         She opened one drawer after another. The first was full of portraits; gentlemen in high-backed chairs or with a woman standing behind them. The women stood behind in the family tableaus, too. There were children in sailor’s stripes, and portraits of newly-wed couples with frozen smiles. In another drawer were representations of instruments and teacups; samovars and candlesticks, vases of roses, seashells and even a shelf full of books. Another drawer was filled with pictures of London and Paris and Rome; cities that Rhia knew only from paintings.
         
 
         When Antonia appeared, Rhia was sitting in the middle of the floor surrounded by pictures of bridges, wrought iron gates, landscapes and every type of masonry from angels to gargoyles.
 
         ‘I see that you have been introduced to the industry of the household,’ said Antonia.
 
         ‘An industry of light amongst the dark industries of the factories,’ Rhia replied. It sounded melodramatic, even to her ears.
         
 
         Antonia only nodded. She crossed the room and put on her spectacles to look at Laurence’s new work, and he looked up from his letter writing as though he’d only just noticed her.
 
         ‘Hello, Antonia. Have you been out saving condemned souls?’
 
         She smiled but still said nothing and Laurence put his head back down. Rhia wondered if she had offended. Antonia returned to where she was sitting. ‘Industry is a double-edged sword, isn’t it? It has liberated some and ruined others. Will your family continue to trade?’
 
         ‘My mother is spinning wool. When my father is well enough we might …’ She was not sure what they might do. Everything was uncertain. She had hoped Ryan would help, but she now suspected that he had cares of his own. In fact, she wondered if he had moved to China Wharf not only for convenience, but because he could not afford the upkeep of his house.
         
 
         Mrs Blake was looking at her kindly. ‘There is absolutely no reason why you and your mother cannot achieve the same standard of excellence, with or without your father. I am intent on doing so myself.’
 
         Rhia sighed. ‘I would not know how.’ She wished she did, and that she was the kind of woman who would think nothing of riding camels across a desert, climbing icy mountains and exploring Africa without a crinoline.
 
         ‘We are bred to believe the opposite,’ Mrs Blake continued. ‘It is the demands of women that keep the cloth industry lucrative. It is fallacy that only the men who run the trade benefit from it. We clothe not only ourselves, but our families and our homes when we have little else to keep occupied with. We sew, we embroider, we mend. We desire harmony and novelty in the house because it is here that many of us will spend our lives; those of us who do not know that we have a choice.’
         
 
         Mrs Blake had taken off her spectacles, folded them and put them in a worn pouch. ‘I’m afraid I will be out this evening – I have a meeting. Will you be in, Laurence?’
 
         He looked up. ‘Hm? This evening? I expect I’ll be at my club.’
 
         Rhia was relieved. She was itching to capture the patterns that were chasing around in her head.
 
         At the door, Mrs Blake turned and gave her a bemused look. ‘My husband always said that one could achieve a thing merely by believing it possible.’
 
         Rhia wanted to ask about this man whose belief had not, after all, prevented his death. ‘I wish I had met him,’ she said instead.
 
         ‘Yes,’ Mrs Blake said, and hurried away.

      

      
    

  
    
      
         
         
 
         
            Gossamer

         
 
         The cartridge paper lay on the table by the window, where Rhia had spent the previous evening. The real test of a new design was always in how it looked the next day. If it still seemed a good thing, then one could start thinking about colour. She squinted at the pattern of swirling leaves. It looked different. They appeared to be curling, as though they were autumnal rather than new, green leaves. She was not sure that she liked this. Was there some eidolon abroad in this house, that tampered with pictures? She was reminded of her dream last night. In the dream, she was at the table, drawing, and Ryan was with her. They were having a conversation about Australian merino and he had insisted that she must arrange to send some to Brigit – he was far too busy to do it himself, he told her, and pulled his watch from his pocket as if to show her just how little time he had. Then, all of a sudden, he had disappeared into the flames in the fire.
         
 
         Downstairs, the breakfast table was laid but there was no one in the morning room. Rhia darted a quick glance at the picture of the trees and felt unreasonably relieved to find no shadowy figure lurking in amongst the pale trunks. She had meant to ask Laurence where this ungodly place was.
 
         The London Globe was folded neatly on the table and a fragrant thread of steam coiled from the samovar. Rhia braced herself and opened the broadsheet to the classified pages. The situations advertised looked just as unappealing as they had the day before. She simply had no idea how one went about securing one. She had never once imagined the necessity would arise. Perhaps Thomas was right, she was spoilt and mollycoddled. Mamo had certainly thought so. Ryan would advise her. He had given her five pounds, which was generous, on top of the purse from her mother. She would easily last until the spring if she were careful.
         
 
         Rhia’s attention strayed to pages where advertisements for powders and ointments promised to resurrect, restore and vanquish for only a few pennies. She was engrossed when Antonia joined her smiling brightly, all traces of yesterday’s melancholy masked by decorum and briskness. Rhia had rarely seen her Quaker host stop moving. Perhaps this was how she managed.
 
         ‘Good morning, Rhia. It seems as though I barely saw you on your first day in London. I’m suddenly terribly busy deciphering Josiah’s ledgers, on top of my usual charity work, and then there are regular Friends meetings to attend.’
 
         Another etiquette. ‘You attend regular meetings with your friends?’
 
         Antonia smiled. ‘It is what Quakers call themselves. Ourselves.’
 
         It seemed a strange expression. ‘I think you are brave, to trade without your husband.’
 
         Antonia sighed. ‘I have barely begun, and I am not so brave as I may appear. It took me months to find the nerve to merely enter his room.’ She spread butter neatly on a slice of toast. ‘Grief has wearied me.’ Antonia wore her sorrow so lightly, as though to protect others against it, but its weight in the house was palpable. At least it was to Rhia. She searched for something more to say.
 
         ‘I’ve never seen so many faces of the Holy Virgin,’ she said carefully. ‘She looks different in each picture, don’t you think? In that one she is pale with yellow hair, and in the one next to the trees she is dark as a Moor.’
         
 
         Antonia looked at the icons as though she had never considered this. ‘Yes. Curious. I’ve always loved them, though iconography is considered by many Quakers to be idolatrous. I don’t personally believe that aspects of the divine are incarnate in holy images. But you are quite right, Mary does appear in the form of every woman.’
         
 
         Rhia wanted to say that maybe the Virgin was every woman, just as Anu apparently was. ‘I envy your belief,’ she said.
         
 
         ‘Oh, I was not born to it. My family are Anglican. I prefer the simplicity of Quakerism.’ Rhia wondered if she was trying to convince herself of something. ‘The problem is, the inner light is not always bright enough to show the way.’
 
         Quakerism seemed anything but simple.
 
         ‘Then you think that is what faith is – a light?’ said Rhia. 

         Antonia poured their coffee, watching the fragrant liquid spill into the white china cups. She put on her spectacles and cast an eye over the front page of the London Globe. Rhia waited. Antonia eventually took off her spectacles.
         
 
         ‘I believe that faith is like walking in the dark; guided only by one’s inner light. But all I am truly certain of is that any compassionate God must surely want us to bring our love to the poor and the suffering rather than spend it all on prayers to a plaster statue.’
 
         Before Rhia could reply, Laurence appeared, looking blearyeyed and even more dishevelled than he had the day before. ‘Good morning, ladies,’ he said, drowned out by the loud hammering of the door knocker. He groaned at the sound, and put his fingers to his temples. Juliette hurried past the door to the hallway.
 
         ‘It is too early for the morning post,’ Mrs Blake said with a frown. ‘Who could be calling at this hour? What is the hour, Laurence?’
         
 
         Laurence retrieved a tarnished fob watch from his waistcoat pocket. ‘Just after nine. Ungodly. I hate morning meetings.’ He yawned and sat down nodding gratefully as Mrs Blake poured him coffee.
 
         They listened to the front door creak, and to the low murmur of voices. Rhia shivered and, involuntarily, glanced at the photogenic trees. As she had dreaded, the shadow was there again, like the imprint of a figure between those pale trunks. She closed her eyes and felt icy cold.
 
         Cailleach?
         
 
         When she opened her eyes Juliette was standing by the table with a folded piece of notepaper, which she gave to Laurence. She hurried away as though she, too, was afraid of its contents.
 
         Laurence unfolded the note slowly and read it. Rhia watched his face. Antonia was bent over the newspaper, sipping her coffee, seemingly oblivious. The note slipped out of his fingers and fell to the table, and he put his hands over his face. Antonia looked up and took off her spectacles.
 
         ‘Laurence! What is it?’
 
         He pushed the notepaper towards her. She read it and then put it down, so slowly.
 
         Someone had died.
 
         Mrs Blake reached for Rhia’s hand and clutched it fiercely.
 
         ‘Ryan,’ she whispered.
 
         It was a hoax. Someone had written the note as a jape; an amusement. It was disgraceful. Laurence was already on his feet.
 
         ‘He is dead,’ said Antonia, dazed.
 
         Rhia shook her head. ‘No.’ Had she shouted? She could neither think nor move. Antonia was still holding her hand, so she pulled it away and stood up abruptly, knocking her chair back. No one moved to pick it up. Antonia put her head in her hands.
         
 
         Laurence looked as though he might faint. ‘Who has this note come from?’ Rhia asked. It was a surprisingly sensible question.
 
         ‘From a friend who is a journalist of the Globe. He says that the dustlady who has rooms at China Wharf found Ryan’s body and sent him a message this morning.’
         
 
         ‘But why would she tell a journalist?’ asked Antonia.
 
         ‘Yes, why?’ Rhia echoed. It was clearly a hoax.
 
         Laurence was shaking his head. He could not answer. He was death white and the skin on his face was shiny with sweat.
 
         Rhia suddenly remembered, relieved, why it was impossible for Ryan’s body to be in London. ‘But my uncle has gone away; he told me.’
         
 
         Laurence’s voice broke. ‘I must visit China Wharf directly. Perhaps Mrs Bribb, the dustlady, is mistaken.’
 
         Rhia was clutching the back of her chair for support. ‘Of course she is mistaken.’ The pitch of her voice was brittle, as though it might easily break.
 
         ‘Mrs Bribb has concluded, somehow, Rhia, I can barely say it … She believes that he died by his own hand.’
 
         Such nonsense.
 
         ‘I’m coming with you,’ Rhia said.
 
         ‘With respect, it is not advisable. It will be unsettling.’
 
         ‘With respect, I will come with you.’ Laurence looked surprised, or perhaps shocked. Either way he was not pleased, but Rhia didn’t care if she alone made her entire gender unattractive.
         
 
         ‘Very well. Dillon is at a coffee house in Cornhill and suggests that I meet him at a nearby tavern.’
 
         Antonia stood and hurried from the room and when Rhia and Laurence entered the hallway she was waiting for them, holding Rhia’s cloak and Laurence’s top coat and hat.
         
 
         They must have walked the length of Cloak Lane and a distance along Cornhill, though Rhia could not recall it by the time they were taking a seat in the window recess of a public house. The tavern was almost empty at this hour, but for a huddle of ragged old men seated around a table with a flagon of claret and a deck of cards. They probably did so every morning. For them, today was a day just like any other.
 
         Laurence went to the bar and returned with two small glasses of spirit. ‘Brandy,’ he said, when Rhia looked at it blankly. He drank his measure in one. ‘Dillon will be an asset in this situation,’ he said, as though that might make a difference. She nodded.
 
         ‘How did he – my uncle … ?’ she began, though she was not sure that she wanted to know.
 
         Laurence looked away from her, at the window. ‘Did you know that Ryan collected antique firearms?’ 

         She shook her head in bewilderment. She was sitting in a shabby tavern with a man she barely knew who would soon accompany her to the place where her uncle lay dead. Perhaps she was dreaming. She followed Laurence’s example and drank the rest of the brandy down in one.
 
         The tavern door swung open and a man entered. Laurence waved limply at him.
 
         The journalist crossed the room, his boots striking the floorboards with purpose. Even the card players took notice. He wasn’t bohemian, but he wasn’t concerned with convention, either. He wore a long, battered leather coat and the toes of his boots were pointed more sharply than was fashionable and badly in need of shoe black. His black hair was tied back and, although he appeared relatively youthful, there were furrows of tension on his face. He was as pale as any newspaper man and had a general air of arrogance and impatience. He extended his hand to Laurence and gave Rhia a small bow.
         
 
         ‘Rhia, this is Mr Dillon. This is Ryan’s niece, Rhia Mahoney,’ said Laurence. ‘She insisted on coming,’ he added. Laurence had been watching the street and now he tapped on the window, beckoning to a straw-haired boy who was loitering on the footpath.
 
         ‘I had not realised that Ryan had family in London,’ said Mr Dillon politely, though his curiosity was too sharp to miss.
 
         ‘And I did not realise that he kept company with gentlemen of the press,’ she countered. ‘I have just arrived,’ she added, holding his gaze. Did he think her an imposter?
 
         The boy from the street appeared at their table. ‘Yes, mister? Want yer ’orse groomed, is it? I can shine them winkle-pickers, too,’ he said cheekily, jerking his head at Mr Dillon’s boots.
 
         ‘Find a cab and have it collect us outside, lad, said Laurence offhandedly, pressing a copper into his hand. The boy nodded, grinned and disappeared.
 
         Rhia listened to Dillon tell Laurence, in a low voice, how he had come about his discovery. He had recently visited Ryan to discuss some kind of business (what?) and, early this morning, Mrs Bribb the dustlady had found his calling card. She hadn’t known who else to turn to. He was cut short by the arrival of the hansom, whose driver sat whistling cheerfully and dusting off a battered pork-pie hat.
 
         They were soon amidst the crowds and commotion of some arterial road, and then suddenly at a standstill behind a mail coach. Laurence craned his neck out of the window and sighed with exasperation.
 
         ‘The coachman is changing horses, it looks as though one is lame.’
         
 
         Rhia nodded, hardly hearing him. Dillon had taken a notebook from his coat pocket and was flipping through it as though looking for something, and Laurence kept his head out of the window, occasionally issuing another exasperated sigh.
 
         The noise and motion of the street seemed to be receding. The air moved as gently as a coil of smoke on the outer reaches of her vision, and Rhia felt the lightest touch, like the caress of a feather on her arms, which left her flesh crawling. Was she just seeing her own shadow?
 
         ‘Miss Mahoney, are you well?’ Rhia had not realised that she was slumped in the corner of the carriage. She felt like retching. The vision was quickly gone and the smells of damp horsehair and old tobacco in the carriage were suddenly overpowering. She sat up slowly. Laurence had pulled his head back in and both men were looking at her. She nodded and turned away, pretending to find something of interest through the window as they started to move again. She could feel Mr Dillon’s eyes on her and knew that he was going to speak to her and she wished he wouldn’t.
 
         ‘Are you feeling equal to answering some questions, Miss Mahoney?’ He spoke gently enough but didn’t wait for her to answer. ‘It is critical that we do not waste a moment, because once Scotland Yard are informed, we might have no access to your uncle’s room, his effects or – and I’m sorry to put this so bluntly – his body.’
 
         His manner of speech was vaguely familiar, but it took a moment to place. He had the same lilting accent as Mamo. Welsh. She should not be surprised, she had heard that any Celt in London who wasn’t a beggar, a cobbler or a tailor was certainly a journalist.
 
         ‘Did you know my uncle well?’
         
 
         He ignored her. ‘Please tell me what you and Ryan spoke of last you met.’
 
         Rhia felt her guard rise. ‘What did you speak to him of last you met?’
         
 
         He shot her a surprised look but didn’t answer.
 
         ‘Besides,’ she said with a shrug, ‘I fail to see how what my uncle and I speak of affects you.’
 
         ‘I would not expect you to, Miss Mahoney. Perhaps I should rephrase my question. Did you notice anything unnatural about your uncle when last you saw him?’
 
         Rhia caught Laurence’s eye. He looked as though he might interrupt, but seemed to think better of it. She bit her lip, remembering Ryan’s leave-taking. ‘Yes. He was … he seemed troubled. Even—’ She stopped herself. She was talking to a newspaperman, after all. He might even be a penny-a-liner. She should be protecting her uncle’s privacy, not telling a man she barely knew and whom she was already suspicious of about his affairs.
 
         Both men were watching her, waiting for her to say something more. Rhia pulled her cloak around her and looked down at her hands, silent.
 
         Laurence spoke, softly. ‘Dillon can be trusted, Miss Mahoney. He is here to help. Please tell us what you think.’
 
         She believed, at least, that Laurence could be trusted and if he thought she should talk to the journalist then, she supposed, she must. ‘I thought he seemed worried.’ She would not tell him about Ryan’s financial circumstances, it was simply none of his business.
 
         Dillon nodded thoughtfully. ‘And what about this letter, Blake?’ he asked, turning to his friend. Laurence looked at Rhia almost apologetically.
 
         ‘He’d had a letter from Josiah. Antonia knows nothing of it – she would only fret. It was posted from Bombay and written only days before he drowned. Ryan would tell me nothing more about it but that its contents were extremely worrying.’
         
 
         Dillon nodded thoughtfully. ‘We should try and find it, before the Yard does.’
 
         Rhia looked out of the window. They were on a bridge. She wished she could take some pleasure in the carnival-like bobbing of boats on the river and the elegance of the stone spires and turrets along the skyline. She could feel Dillon’s eyes on her as they crossed the river. She had not made a good impression and she did not care.

      

      
    

  
    
      
         
            Brocade

         
   
         In a lane that ran between two brick storehouses, a huddle of street girls rearranged themselves hopefully. Bosoms were hoisted and hips tilted, but when it was clear that the carriage was in China Wharf on other business, they returned to slouching and gossiping.
         

         The hansom halted outside a nondescript black door and Rhia alighted quickly, relieved to be free from the oppressive silence of the carriage.

         Mrs Bribb, a sallow, harried woman, answered their knock surrounded by children. She was clearly relieved when Mr Dillon introduced himself and his companions. They followed her up a circular stair of blacked iron to the first floor where the grassy smell of raw silk was unmistakable.

         Outside the only door on the landing, Mrs Bribb jangled a brace of keys looking for the right one. She shooed away the children who, Rhia realised, were hanging about because they wanted to have a look at the dead body.

         ‘Could you tell us how you came to find him, Mrs Bribb,’ Dillon coaxed quietly as she hesitated with the key at the ready.

         ‘He said he’d be leaving Tuesday evening, and isn’t it strange, because I was certain I heard the door below. I came this morning to clean around, as I do when Mr Mahoney’s away, and I find him,’ she made the sign of the cross, ‘on the floor and one of his peculiar old firearms in his hand. Merciful heavens! I’m still in a blessed dither. I’ve not touched a thing, I wouldn’t, not in the presence of the dead.’ She turned the key in the latch and the heavy door creaked open. Rhia steeled herself against whatever sight awaited her inside.
         

         They entered a variegated forest of giant, freestanding rolls of cloth of every imaginable weave, quality and pattern. Indian, Chinese, French and American. Devoré and brocade, worsted, lawn and damask. By the door were several rolls lying on their side, still wrapped in hessian and rope as though they were newly arrived. Rhia bent over one impulsively and pulled away a little of the hessian. It was silk, embroidered with a pattern of swirling autumn leaves. The pattern was almost identical to the one she had drawn last night. She remembered her dream about Ryan and shivered. She moved away quickly, following the others through the upright bolts of cloth, barely looking at it. She could take no pleasure in it.

         Mr Dillon navigated confidently towards the source of light against the far wall and Rhia wondered how long ago he had been here and what his business with Ryan was. It was now clear that the room occupied the entire second floor of the storehouse.

         The body of Ryan Mahoney lay at the foot of an enormous mahogany desk. He was on his front with his arms at right angles to his body, as though he had raised them to break his fall. In his right hand was a pistol with a silver barrel and carved ivory hilt. The weapon looked deviously beautiful, as though it might have beckoned to a man who was weakened by desperation. There was a dark spillage on the floorboards beneath Ryan’s left armpit and under his head. It took Rhia a moment to understand that it was blood. She felt her legs quiver. Ryan’s bloodless face was turned towards the pistol, and looked as though it was modelled from tallow, but for a rime of dark red where it rested. His eyes were, mercifully, closed.
         

         It was true. He was dead.

         She had needed to see it, but it turned her cold until she had to clench her teeth to stop them from chattering.

         Mrs Bribb shuddered and crossed herself again. ‘I never liked them pistols and such.’ She cast a wary glance towards a cabinet whose upper shelves displayed the prizes of Ryan’s collection. ‘No one heard the shot, so it must have been when there was a ship in. There’s all manner of fuss then, and everyone down by the water.’ Mrs Bribb was edging away, towards the door. ‘I best be getting on. Call when you’re done here and I’ll lock up.’

         Mr Dillon bowed to her as graciously as if she were a dowager. ‘Sincere thanks, Mrs Bribb. Perhaps you would be so kind, when you notify the constabulary, as to not tell them that anyone else has been to call?’

         ‘Don’t you be worrying about that, sir. I won’t breathe a word of it and neither will any of my brood. We know better, around these parts, than to do the bobbies any favours. Good day to you all and God bless you, miss, in your sorrows. I’ll be brewing a kettle of strong tea downstairs, should you need it.’

         Mrs Bribb disappeared. Dillon was walking in a slow circle around the body as though measuring something, while Laurence sat, white faced, on a packing crate. Rhia looked around for something to focus on, besides the body. The front end of the storeroom was spacious and shabbily comfortable and contained the basic requirements of a home. There was an expensive-looking leather armchair at one end, and beside it stood the dresser containing the pistols. At the opposite end was a small range and a pine table. The desk and a French day bed were in between, beneath the row of long windows. From here, one could look down over China Wharf and across the Thames.
         

         Rhia remembered Ryan’s leave-taking two days earlier. The light had touched his hair in such a particular way, the suggestion of a guarding angel. He said that he would see her at the end of the week and she had detected no ambiguity; no hint of what was to come. This must have been an act of desperation. How could she not have seen it coming? What if she could have done something to prevent it? She felt sick.

         She wandered amongst her uncle’s belongings. Her gaze lingered on an immaculately tailored coat and polished leather top hat hanging up on hooks, travelled to white shirtfronts and collars that Ryan would never wear again. She forced herself to look at the fatal firearms, the quality of craftsmanship clear even to one as ignorant as she. These were unexpected objects of beauty, whose parts were variously of polished woods, figured ivory, silver, gold and nickel.

         Rhia imagined, fleetingly, that she smelt lanolin and lavender and its familiarity comforted her. A small draught lifted a scrap of white on the floor beneath the hooks; a calling card. Had it been there a moment ago? She picked it up. On it was printed the address of the Jerusalem Coffee House on Lombard Street in Cornhill. On the back was a series of numbers and an oriental character. She put the card in her reticule absently and when she glanced towards the other end of the room she caught Mr Dillon watching her. He looked away.

         She was drawn to the long windows that stretched the length of the room. The view was of storehouses and rooftops, and a web of masts and rigging behind them. She imagined Ryan watching a shipload of cloth being unloaded, contemplating his own death. The thought was terrible. What level of despair preceded the wish to die? The masts swayed gently with the river tide and she had another sickening thought. Her father. How would he bear it?
         

         She closed her eyes and lowered herself to the floor, back to the brick wall beneath the window. She willed the veil to lift as it had on the night of the fire. Perhaps Others could help her, be they ghosts or spirits or whatever creatures roamed the Otherworld. What purpose did they serve, except to be a nuisance to people such as herself? But there was no disturbance of the air now; no wisping in the reaches of her vision; only the harsh world of the living. She became aware of the low murmur of voices from the opposite end of the room and turned to find that both men were watching her. No doubt they thought her deranged by grief. Perhaps she was. She got to her feet slowly, and felt her shoulders hunch. She pushed them back with effort and walked towards them, keeping her gaze level; averted from Ryan’s body.

         ‘Is there anything?’ she asked, hoping there was nothing and that they had decided it was an accident after all.

         Mr Dillon answered. ‘A cursory search has unearthed nothing, but it is a task in itself, as you can see.’ He gestured to the towers of documents and ledgers and correspondence on the desktop. ‘I am curious about the finer details of Mr Mahoney’s death. I would like to spend a little longer here, if you do not object?’

         How could she object? There was no one else to call on. ‘Of course. I am grateful. I am at loss …’ Her voice was unreliable again so she left the sentence unfinished.

         Laurence took her hand and it seemed perfectly natural. ‘Miss Mahoney, might I advise you?’ Rhia thought she saw a glimmer of his inherent waywardness, in spite of his pallor. He was clearly remembering his attempt at advising her earlier.

         ‘It would be a relief.’ She smiled as best she could.

         ‘There are arrangements to be made and it is crucial that we attend to them quickly. You must keep busy. No priest will question Ryan’s right to a proper burial if we keep the circumstances of his death to ourselves. And we must take some advice on funeral arrangements. We will visit the good Mrs Bribb and her kettle of tea. She will know which church your uncle attended.’
         

         Rhia agreed, partly because there was something else she wanted to ask the good Mrs Bribb. She turned to Mr Dillon. ‘Please don’t keep things from me, no matter how disturbing you think they might be. I am equal to the truth.’

         ‘Yes, I can see that you are.’ He paused. ‘May I ask what has brought you to London?’

         The question was blunt and Rhia felt, as she had in the carriage, that it was she who was being investigated.

         ‘I had hoped to find a position, but now …’ She looked out of the window and bit her lip, unable to continue. She had no idea what, now.

         ‘If you have come this far, Miss Mahoney, perhaps you might see how much further you can go?’ This was unwarranted advice from a stranger, and it irked her. She might have retorted, but she hadn’t the spirit. Mr Dillon’s expression was unreadable. He bowed politely and turned away to examine some papers on Ryan’s desk.

         Mrs Bribb’s residence was a narrow annexe at the rear of the building, looking out onto a tiny alleyway where a band of scruffy children were playing. She tidied around in her small, cluttered kitchen, and then stood with her hands on her hips inspecting Rhia. ‘Will you be needing something for hysterics, miss?’

         Rhia couldn’t help a small smile. ‘Do I appear to?’

         ‘Not as far as I can see, but then, well-bred ladies don’t always show it. I have a syrup I take myself when they’ – she gestured towards the alleyway where it sounded as though a cuff fight was in progress – ‘get the better of me. It’s only hyssop, skunk cabbage and Solomon seal root with a little ginger.’
         

         It sounded vile. ‘Tea will be fine, I think.’

         ‘And you’ll need some victuals.’ Mrs Bribb set about preparing a tray of apple jam and cheese and a slightly stale knead cake. Rhia took a bite or two, to be polite, and when she had made a show of being strengthened by jam and tea, she remembered her question.

         ‘Mrs Bribb, you said you thought my uncle might have fired his pistol when there was a ship in?’

         ‘Well, it seems the perfect time, if you take my meaning.’

         ‘Because of the noise?’

         ‘That’s it.’

         Rhia frowned, trying to grasp something that kept sidling away from her. ‘What time was the last ship in?’
         

         ‘Tuesday evening.’

         ‘Where was it from?’

         ‘Bombay, I believe.’

         ‘And was any of the cloth delivered to him?’

         ‘I believe so but I couldn’t say, miss. I don’t take an interest, generally. There’s merchant’s storage on the floors below and above Mr Mahoney’s, so there’s always comings and goings.’

         Rhia could feel Laurence’s eyes on her.

         ‘What are you thinking, Miss Mahoney?’

         ‘I honestly don’t know. Would my uncle have gone to the trouble of receiving a shipment of cloth, and then … ?’

         ‘I see.’ Laurence nodded, but Rhia could see that he thought she was distraught. She could not shake the idea that he might have received some news that had distressed him, perhaps tipped the balance. Mrs Bribb gave them directions to the chapel of St Andrews, three streets away. They thanked her and left.
         

         The elderly priest at St Andrews answered the door of the priory, tousled and yawning and smelling of Communion wine. He squinted at them as though he had not seen the light of day in a week, but assured them that there was a place in the small graveyard, just as there was a place in the hereafter, for all members of his flock. It transpired that Ryan Mahoney had been a generous patron, and had thus purchased his place in heaven and a respectable burial.

         Before returning to his meditations, the priest directed them a little farther along the river to Spice Quay, where they would find a cabinetmaker. Rhia did not question this peculiarity until she and Laurence were on their way.

         ‘Do you think the priest thought that we wanted some furniture made?’

         Laurence smiled wanly. ‘Cabinetmakers in London are, often as not, also funeral directors.’

         The cabinetmaker’s workshop rang with the sound of hammering and sawing and smelt of wood shavings and linseed. For three pounds, a respectable but low-key burial was arranged for the following Tuesday. It occurred to Rhia that this would be one week exactly after her arrival. Three pounds would purchase a hearse with one horse, a stout elm coffin, and a coachmen and bearers with hatbands and gloves.

         Laurence paid the cabinetmaker so swiftly that she had no time to protest. He assured her that it was a privilege to be able to spend a few pounds on a friend. He took her elbow and led her to their carriage. The driver in the pork-pie hat was smoking and whistling cheerfully. He’d bagged a good long fare today.

         Rhia watched the sun hover above the river as they crossed Blackfriars Bridge, sprinkling its dying light across the dark water. It took all her strength not to shrink into the corner of the carriage.
         

         The streets were dark and shining with gaslit drizzle by the time they reached Cloak Lane. When Juliette opened the door, Rhia walked past her without removing her cloak. She felt as though she were weightless. She reached the bottom of the stairs as Antonia came to the door of her husband’s study. Without warning, Rhia sank to the bottom stair, no longer weightless, though she was relieved to be sitting.

         ‘Juliette! Fetch my smelling salts!’ Antonia and Laurence reached her surprisingly quickly, and Rhia wondered why they were in such haste when she’d only sat down on the stair. With Antonia at one elbow and Laurence at the other, she was half-carried up the stairs and to her room. Laurence whispered something before he left, but she neither knew nor cared what it was.
         

         Juliette took a buttonhook to the side of her bodice nimbly, and Antonia unpinned her hair. The company of these women was soothing, but she had never felt so far from her mother’s arms. She wanted to go home. In the space of one day, London had been transformed from a place brimful with life and expectation, to a place where death visited the unwary.

         She floated into sleep, aware that there was someone beside her. Antonia? No. This woman’s hair was like strands of sea mist and she wore a girdle woven of seagrasses and coral, from which hung pieces of shell. Rhia decided that she must be asleep, since it was unlikely that she was dead. Ryan was dead. One shell looked like a pearly key in the shape of a simple, three part knot; the same knot-work that was on her silver pen. Rhiannon’s key to the Otherworld.

      

      
    

  
    
      
         
         
 
         
            Chine

         
 
         Michael woke, as he often did, in the basement of Maggie’s  brothel. The first thing he laid eyes on was the great,  dusty cog of the Stanhope with its ink-blacked rollers and  wooden press levers. He lay for a while, musing that he hadn’t  seen any of the Smith boys around for a few weeks and  remembering little tasks that needed attending to. He’d noticed,  for instance, that there was a small chip out of the top of the  letter R, which made it look like a K. The only type-blocks he  could find on George Street were wooden, not lead, and hand-cut,  and his paper came from the butcher’s shop at the quay. He  enjoyed hand-setting, inking and printing the text as much as  he liked writing it. It all gave him great satisfaction and had  kept him from despair on many homesick nights.
         
 
         The cast iron Stanhope press might have been the largest  object ever stolen by a pickpocket. Before its arrival in Maggie’s  basement, it had gathered cobwebs in the abandoned offices of  the Defender for a year before it came to Michael’s attention.  The Defender was a short-lived newspaper enterprise, being a  publication with Irish sympathies and liberal views. Few who  had an interest in its contents could afford a penny for a weekly.  Michael liked to think that the Stanhope had been liberated,  rather than stolen, and returned to its true calling.
         
 
         The pickpocket in question was Joey Smith. Joey and his  two brothers had all ended up in Sydney, though none of them had intended to, and they had all come from London on separate  transports. The family name was contrived, since the  Smith boys didn’t know who their pa was, or even if they all  had the same one. They had come about the name because it  suited their profession. If they had used the full name of their  professional calling, fingersmith, then they’d have more trouble  from the law than they did already.
         
 
         The pamphlet was always two double-sided pages, and was  distributed, monthly and secretly by a couple of the newspaper  boys from the Sydney Herald. The boys were the sons of  Irishmen who had been transported for being intelligent and  ideological rather than for other crimes against the English.  Ironic, since the Herald was a newspaper for the gentry, whose  editors were ministers of the very faith that persecuted (and  prosecuted) the newspaper boys’ fathers. Michael had pointed  this out to Will in the Shamrock once, and Will snorted and  replied that ideology turned clever men into drunks. It was a  fair point, seeing as they were surrounded by clever drunks.
         
 
         Maggie’s basement was made of clay bricks and there was a  blessed chill on its musky, subterranean air. As Michael rose  and stretched and buttoned up his braces, he spared a rare  thought for the furnace from whose fires these bricks had  emerged. He had been assigned to the brick-firing pit, along  with other convicts who weren’t half dead after the voyage.  They’d nicknamed the brick pit Hades. The punishing days in  Hades had acclimatised Michael quickly to the soaring temperatures  that baked the earth during the Antipodean summer.  He was still not accustomed, though, to the approaching  Australian Christmas.
 
         He started to climb the staircase to the kitchen, then stopped  for a moment to appreciate the silence. Sunday was a day of  blessed quiet in the brothel. Usually in the morning there were half a dozen or so of Maggie’s girls sitting around in their stays  and flimsy housecoats, drinking tea and talking about last  night’s custom. It was always rough talk – some of the things  these girls came out with would put a Bristol sailor to shame.  Michael occasionally found himself pitying the poor sod who  couldn’t get a cock stand, or who was puny enough to make a  room full of prostitutes laugh.
         
 
         This morning Maggie was alone, and it looked as if she’d  just had a wash in the copper pail outside, because her wavy  brown hair was dripping wet, making the thin fabric of her  dress stick to the curves of her shoulders and breasts. It was  chinois, Chinese silk, he could spot the stuff a mile off. He’d  bought Annie some once, on his travels. Maggie liked expensive  things, and what she wore was always cut to show off her  best features. Modesty was no virtue when you made a living  from fucking.
 
         ‘Good morning to you, Michael.’
 
         ‘Nice and quiet.’
 
         ‘Aye. The girls are like family – it’s good to be rid of them  now and then.’ Maggie looked at Michael with an expression  she reserved for their rare moments alone. ‘Of course, not for  as long as you’ve been separated from yours, my love.’ She put  the iron kettle on her little black range. ‘Will you stop with me  for lunch? I’ve a treat.’ She nodded her head towards the open  door to the back verandah and Michael took a step closer to  see what it was. Trussed at the legs and hanging from a crossbeam  was a wild turkey, already plucked. He let out a low  whistle.
 
         ‘And that’s not all,’ Maggie grinned. ‘I’ve been saving a bottle  and, given that it’s a few weeks till Christmas, I’m willing to  start the festivities early.’
 
         ‘It’s good of you, Maggie.’ It was tempting all right.
 
         ‘Well, Michael Kelly, if only you’d allow me to, I’d show you  greater pleasures than turkey and Rio whisky.’
         
 
         Michael sighed good naturedly. ‘We both know how that  conversation ends.’
 
         Maggie chuckled. ‘It could end anyway you want it to.’ She  uncrossed her legs slowly, watching to see if his eyes could stay  on her face as the chinois slid away from her thighs. He held  her gaze only with difficulty.
 
         Maggie shrugged as if to say he’d come to his senses one  day, and got up to make his tea. Her range was the envy of  every housewife in the Rocks who had to cook over an open  fire. There probably wasn’t another for miles around. She  moved slowly; her hips round and smooth beneath the silk. She  knew he was watching. It wasn’t as if he’d never been tempted  to forget himself in her bed, and he’d been no saint in Sydney.  The loneliness got to them all eventually, but that was years  ago and he’d regretted it. He’d never bedded any of Maggie’s  girls, though. It wouldn’t have been right. There was only one  woman, even to the ends of God’s earth, for Michael. He could  only barely recall Annie’s face now, but her heart still beat with  his. It always had. It wasn’t as if his body no longer wanted to  explore the hidden inlets and darker caves of a woman, but he  was old enough now to be able to more or less master his cravings.  It was only Annie that his heart ached for.
         
 
         He sat and drank Maggie’s fragrant tea while she put the  turkey in the oven. Tea was a luxury in Sydney; but Maggie  always had a good supply. She knew people. She could get hold  of just about any victuals, be they contraband, rare or imported  from the farthest shores of Africa. She also knew the talk on  the street. Her girls got a bonus for keeping her informed of  anything interesting they heard from a punter who momentarily  forgot himself.
 
         The morning whiled away nicely while Maggie did her  chores and Michael read over his draft for the next pamphlet,  making notes. There would be more news from Ireland next  time a ship was in. Maggie eventually sat down and poured  herself another cup of tea. It was some time since they’d had a  quiet stretch together, and Michael wondered if she had any  information for him. ‘No more trouble, since the raid?’
         
 
         ‘Nothing. As you know, the lads had no clue what they were  looking for – they rarely do, these young bobbies who think  just because they’re the law, that they’re clever along with it.’
 
         ‘Lucky for me, otherwise they’d’ve had me for the Stanhope.’
 
         Maggie laughed. ‘They didn’t even know what it was, bless  ’em. I told ’em there had been a shoemaker living here and it  was some contraption for mending boots he’d left behind.’
 
         Michael grinned, enjoying the thought of outwitting the  Sydney constabulary, who, aside from his mate Calvin and his  hand-picked boys, were mostly thugs in uniform. ‘It’s still  awful quiet down the Rocks.’
 
         ‘Know what you mean. There’s something keeping the  boys off the street and it smells profitable, but best to keep  your nose clean of the big jobs, Michael. Think of your ticket  of leave.’
 
         ‘It’s all I think of. But I’m curious. Besides, if the likes of the  Smith boys are caught up in something too clever for their  limited wits, then I want to know who’s paying.’
 
         Maggie sighed and retrieved the whisky bottle from her  cheese cupboard. She poured them each a measure, and from  the way her lips were pursed, he knew that there was something  she wasn’t telling him.
 
         ‘All right, Maggie, out with it.’
 
         ‘Will you promise to leave it alone if I tell you?’
 
         ‘Not a chance.’
 
         ‘Sweet Jesus, you’re a bloody fool.’ She sighed. ‘But you’re a  likeable fool, and I don’t want you getting in any strife.’
         
 
         ‘I tell you what, if I get another seven years, then I’ll build  you a little lean-to out the back, just like you always wanted –  somewhere to get away from all the fuss of the business.’
 
         Maggie laughed. ‘I’ll tell you. Though not for a lean-to, but  because I know that you’ll just go asking somebody else and it’s  dangerous. All I know is that there’s been crates of something  godawful heavy being carried into Mick’s place down on the  junction road in the wee hours, and I’ve never known merino  yarn to weigh that much.’
 
         ‘Mick the Fence?’
 
         She nodded.
 
         ‘So Mick’s in. It’s high-end robbery, then.’
 
         ‘Aye.’
 
         Michael frowned. ‘As soon as there’s comings and goings,  then there’s bound to be some activity on the harbour.’
         
 
         ‘You’re only one man, just remember that when you feel  your bile rise against the industrialists, as you call them. It’s all  very well writing your pamphlet and encouraging the spirit of  rebellion, or whatever it was you called it, but you interfere  with a powerful man’s profiteering and you’ll be crucified.’
         
 
         ‘It was good enough for Jesus.’
 
         ‘Don’t joke about this!’
 
         Michael could see that she was in earnest and felt mildly  remorseful. ‘You mustn’t fret for me, Maggie. I can’t help the  way I’m made, and if there’s something I can still put right,  then I will. You won’t be able to change it.’
 
         She looked at him, eyes hard as nails, and a moment of understanding  passed between them. ‘I see.’ She poured them each  another measure. ‘Then here’s to your damned crusade and may  you live long and be returned to the lucky woman you love.’
 
         ‘And here’s to you, Maggie, as fine a woman as ever ran a  brothel, and may you find love for yourself.’
         
 
         She threw back her head and laughed as though this was the  funniest thing she’d ever heard.
 
          
         
 
         
         
 
         
            8 December 1840
 
            
                

            
 
            I woke in the faraway hours and thought I smelt your smell  again. I couldn’t sleep so I watched the candle flame until  patterns danced from it onto my paper. More leaves, as  though every last leaf must fall.
 
            Daylight has filled the shadows. It will soon be time for  Ryan’s burial. It has been four days, and each day I’ve felt  that I should be with him. What if he had something else to  tell me? Antonia wouldn’t hear of it and no doubt thought  me unhinged, even after I explained that in Ireland a family  member would always be accompanied until burial. She was  shocked, though she tried to hide it, when I told her that  dead bodies needed to be protected from thieves and medical  students. And from fairies you would say. She assures me  that in England anatomical medicine is respected by the  public, and there is a ready supply of the dead.
 
            It feels as though a lifetime has passed, though it is only  a week since I arrived in London. Mrs Blake and I sat  together in her morning room on Friday afternoon and  dipped our quills by turn into her ink pot. She composed an  obituary notice to be published in The Times and then,  while I wrote and rewrote the letter to my mother, she wrote  to Ryan’s friends and associates on black-edged stationery.  The wake will be held after the service this morning.
            
 
            On Saturday I went to the Petticoat Lane market for  black crêpe and green velvet ribbon for a tabard, and sat  sewing in the morning with Mrs Blake and Juliette. Juliette  is habitually miserable. She barely speaks and hunches her  shoulders as if she alone bears the sins of all Catholics. Her gloominess irks me now that I am so wretched myself. I  have sewn a tabard trimmed with green ribbon for the coffin  and a mantle for myself. I can barely bring myself to  wear a black gown, but I must. Only for the burial though,  because Ryan told me that he found the excessive mourning  habits of the English extremely dull. I would prefer to wear  the print I saw in his room, of golden leaves spinning across  emerald green. This was a cloth more symbolic of death  than black crêpe; a reminder that the falling leaves of  autumn sustain the tree that bears new leaves in the spring.
            
 
            A gentleman by the name of Dillon has taken it upon  himself to mediate with the authorities. Laurence trusts  him. I only hope I have not been a fool, telling him as much  as I have. Both men have been looking for a letter, written  to Ryan by Mrs Blake’s husband before he died, and now I  cannot stop wondering what it contained. Perhaps it will  explain Ryan’s strange mood on the day before he died. I  believe he was in some kind of financial difficulty. Someone  is on the stair. I will write more anon.

         

      

      
    

  
    
      
         
         

         
            Ribbon

         
   
         Rhia closed her drawing book and ran her hand over its red cloth cover. It contained designs and sketches of ideas. Now, the ‘letters’ to Mamo were interspersed with drawings of ivy on stonework and winter roses. It felt odd writing at first, but now it seemed the most natural thing in the world. She even wondered if Mamo had always intended that this was how the pretty pen with its shining knot-work would be used.
         

         There was a light rap on the door and Antonia appeared carrying a breakfast tray.

         ‘You are dressed already,’ she said, surprised.

         ‘I couldn’t sleep.’

         ‘Nor I. Laurence left an hour ago for China Wharf. Isaac has offered to collect us in his carriage. I thought I’d make sure you had time to dress, but I can see that I needn’t have worried.’ She took the tray to the table and stopped still when she saw Rhia’s painting.

         ‘Is this your work?’

         Rhia nodded.

         ‘But, this is accomplished! I had no idea. I am quite astonished. So delicate. Such inventiveness. You have an eye, my dear.’
         

         Rhia was pleased to be praised by someone like Antonia, who clearly had an eye herself. She joined her at the table and squinted to assess the worth of what she had painted. The leaves were in different shades of blue, more like spiralling arabesques that whorled across the page like candle flames in a draught.
         

         Antonia was leaning over the table, examining the design more carefully. ‘Extraordinary that one colour can have so many moods.’

         Rhia nodded in agreement. ‘I once bothered a dyer until he would name every blue in his workshop, probably in the hope that I would go away.’ She pointed out different jars in her box. ‘This is pearl blue and that one mazarine and that is ultramarine. The names were given to different shades of Indian indigo by the dyers of the last century. Before that there was only woad.’

         Antonia was listening intently. ‘Wasn’t that what the Irish painted themselves with before going into battle?’

         ‘It was. To frighten off the Romans. Perhaps we should try it on the English …’ Rhia trailed off, remembering that she was talking to an Englishwoman, but Antonia was smiling.

         ‘You are well-read,’ was all she said, and she didn’t seem displeased.

         ‘Too much so, according to my father. When he is angry he says that no man will have me. And I have made him angry rather a lot.’
         

         ‘Some men are at loss to know what to do with a woman who can think for herself. They cannot help it. They are bred to believe that they are our intellectual superiors, and to be proven otherwise would topple their world from its perch. But topple it we must! I hope that you will never consider marrying a man who does not want you to think for yourself.’ Antonia was quiet for a moment, looking at the blue arabesques. ‘Do you have others?’ Rhia nodded and unearthed her binder. She had been unable to bring herself to leave behind all her paintings, they were like a journal; each one reminding her of the day it had been created. Antonia examined design after design, exclaiming over knot-work roots, brightly coloured vines and twirling ribbons of lilies. She said she loved them all, so Rhia showed her the chintz from Thomas. Antonia seemed quite in awe as she trailed a finger along the golden feather of a bird, and then a bough laden with jewels of fruit.
         

         ‘How wonderful,’ she breathed finally. ‘My dear, this is a treasure. You must never part with it!’

         They ate a little bread, though neither had the stomach for it, and then waited in the entrance hall until they heard bridles clinking outside.

         Rhia was intrigued by Isaac Fisher immediately she stepped into the carriage. He wore a flat-brimmed hat and the white neck tie that made Quaker gentlemen resemble clergymen. He was large, though not corpulent, and the shoulder length hair beneath his hat was greying brown. His gaze was distant, but his handshake firm. He only spoke to ask where Laurence was, and after Mrs Blake explained that he had left early to supervise the casket bearers, they rode across London Bridge in silence.

         In the small, overgrown churchyard of St Andrews, there were perhaps a dozen gentlemen in black hats and coats, but Rhia recognised only Mr Dillon. He stood a short distance from those gathered at the grave. She suspected his presence was more than a mark of respect for a man he had barely known. Did he expected to find some clue here, amongst her uncle’s mourners, or did he already know why Ryan had taken his own life? He caught her eye and bowed deferentially.

         The casket bearers arrived and discharged their sombre duty impeccably. Rhia was glad that she had decided not to be present when Ryan’s body was nailed shut into his coffin. It was kind of Laurence to offer to oversee the formalities, particularly as he seemed a little nervous about doing so. Rhia would only have feared for her uncle’s comfort and the lack of air within the casket. It was foolish but she could not help it.
         

         Laurence was at the front of the queue of bearers, his hand resting beneath the front of Ryan’s coffin as gently as if he were carrying a precious object. The priest seemed vaguely inattentive and kept trailing off as though he had forgotten where he was or what he was doing. The service was brief. Before the casket was lowered into the earth, Rhia stepped forward and draped her crêpe tabard over it. As the dirt was shovelled carelessly into the grave, Laurence came to stand by her side. They watched until only a corner of ribbon was poking through the brown dirt. It was the green velvet ribbon disappearing into the gaping earth that was Rhia’s undoing. The irrevocability of it. Her knees suddenly felt like aspic. Antonia rested a hand beneath her elbow, and each held the other up a little straighter than they could have managed alone.

         The mourners stirred when the last clods of earth were in place, and two men approached. The taller had the self-assured air of a successful gentleman and looked aristocratic. His companion was slight and a little stooped, and more modestly attired. Rhia took him to be a clerk.

         ‘Good morning, Mrs Blake,’ said the tall gentleman. ‘And this must be Miss Mahoney?’

         Rhia saw Antonia’s hand flutter to her hair before it was corrected. Who was this man who made the Quaker self-conscious? Antonia composed herself quickly and smiled her gracious smile.

         ‘Yes, this is Miss Mahoney, Ryan’s niece, and this is my husband’s cousin, Mr Blake.’ Antonia introduced the gentleman as Mr Montgomery, a mercer of Regent Street, and his associate as Mr Beckwith. Rhia had not heard Antonia Blake use formal titles before. Was she doing this for Mr Montgomery’s benefit? And if so, what of her Quakerly values? Rhia extended her hand, which Mr Montgomery took. His clear hazel eyes met hers for only a moment, but she felt a small thrill at their intensity. It must be useful, as a mercer, to have such an effect on women – his clientele being largely female. He turned to Laurence.
         

         ‘Ah, Mr Blake, I heard you had moved to London. Your reputation precedes you. I understand you are making great advances in the photogenic field.’

         ‘Indeed I am,’ said Laurence. ‘If you would like a portrait or a personalised calling card, I am at your disposal.’ Even Laurence seemed a little in awe of the man.

         ‘But Mrs Blake has already taken my portrait! Or rather, she took a group portrait in her garden in the spring.’ Mr Montgomery turned his handsome face back to Antonia. He was in the region of fifty and had an abundance of pewter hair and a toffee-cream complexion. The corners of his eyes were crinkled to suggest he often smiled. Mr Beckwith barely raised his eyes. He was either painfully shy or overcome by emotion. Perhaps he had been fond of Ryan.

         ‘I have done nothing with the negative yet,’ said Mrs Blake eventually, softly. ‘It is not transferred.’ It was clear that she did not want to talk about the portrait, which made Rhia even more interested in it.

         ‘My deepest commiseration for your loss, Miss Mahoney,’ said Mr Montgomery. ‘Your uncle was very well liked. He will be missed. Sadly, Mr Beckwith and I have a pressing engagement elsewhere and cannot attend Cloak Lane, but I would very much like to make your acquaintance. I know it is abominably short notice, but you must, all three, agree to be my guests this Saturday for supper.’

         ‘That is gracious,’ said Antonia. She looked at Rhia, flushing. Laurence was clearly pleased, so Rhia nodded.
         

         ‘Splendid! Shall we say eight o’clock?’ Mr Montgomery strode away through the churchyard with Mr Beckwith hurrying behind him. He looked rather magnificent, with his polished leather top hat and black mourning coat. It must be English broadcloth. The quality, Rhia had to admit, was superior even to that woven in Wicklow. His patent boots and the silver tip of his walking stick flashed in the sun, affirming that he was a man who had money and who liked to spend it. There was something reassuring about this.

         The vision of the ribbon in the brown earth would not leave Rhia as they returned to Isaac’s carriage. It was a symbol of renewal, she decided, and of hope. If today were a cloth, it could only be green velvet.

         At Cloak Lane, Beth and Juliette wore starched white aprons and caps, they curtsied and took top coats and hats and showed guests down the hall.

         The fire was lit in the drawing room, at the centre of the house. Rhia had not yet seen this room in use. Like any drawing room, it was a statement of the prosperity of the household, but it seemed out of place in the Blake household. The carpet was deep rose and the curtains heavily patterned damask. The furnishings were teak and mahogany upholstered in red velvet, and the walls were papered in dark green. The room was conventional and did not have Mrs Blake’s lightness of touch. Rhia felt, instinctively, that this room had been Josiah’s and that it had not been used since he died.

         Several gentlemen, whose names Rhia immediately forgot, approached her and offered sympathy and condolences and murmured a few kind words about Ryan. They drifted off to converse quietly in huddles by the fire, on the ottoman or by the windows.
         

         Antonia brought her tea in a cup and saucer of pink china, so fine that it might have been made from a sea shell. Neither of them spoke for a time. Rhia was puzzling over the drawing room and Quakerism. For all of the simplicity of their faith, the Blakes unashamedly embraced the accessories of wealth.

         ‘You must be thinking about Ryan,’ Antonia coaxed.

         Rhia almost felt guilty that she was not. ‘No. Is it true that Lloyds and Barclays are Quaker banks?’

         Antonia looked puzzled. ‘Yes.’ She nodded slowly. ‘But affluence can be a consequence of ethical trade as much as large-scale production. The real error is in being without charity, which is, after all, what God intended for us.’

         ‘How can you know what God intended? He has not been in direct conversation with anyone for almost two thousand years!’

         Antonia had the good grace to smile before she said she must fetch more of Beth’s barberry tarts and ginger loaf cake. Rhia suddenly longed to be like her; to believe in something wholly and unquestioningly; to follow a creed that made sense of life and death, instead of hovering between the worlds of the living and the dead. On the other hand, wearing grey and brown for the rest of one’s life seemed a high price to pay for unwavering faith.

         Laurence and Dillon appeared and were, for a time, deep in conversation with Isaac Fisher. When Antonia went to the kitchen, Dillon approached Rhia. He was dressed respectfully in black, but his boots were as narrow and pointed as ever.

         ‘May I speak with you for a moment, Miss Mahoney?’

         ‘Of course.’ She wished he wouldn’t, as her tone probably implied. She was tired. She caught Laurence watching from the other side of the room, frowning, though he smiled quickly when their eyes met. She felt unsure of herself and wished someone would bring out a fiddle or tell a joke about Ryan. She could not help admiring Mr Dillon’s apparent disregard for social graces.
         

         ‘It is remarkable that your arrival in London should co incide with your uncle’s death,’ he began, and she braced herself. ‘Is it possible that the circumstances which brought you here were connected to his … situation?’

         Rhia felt a surge of anger which seemed to fortify her. ‘If you think my arrival in London somehow contributed to my uncle’s—’ She didn’t manage to finish before Mr Dillon interjected.

         ‘That is not what I said. I only wondered if you could tell me more about the circumstances that brought you here.’

         Rhia bit her lip and felt foolish. ‘If you must know, my family’s business in Dublin collapsed and I have come to London to find a position as a governess.’

         ‘A governess?’
         

         It was evident that he did not think her suited to the profession. Perhaps he thought her too shallow or not cultivated enough? She clenched her teeth. ‘Yes, a governess.’
         

         ‘I see.’

         She thought she saw the shadow of a smile and that did it. ‘I have some questions of my own. Please tell me what your business was with my uncle and why you are so interested in his affairs?’

         ‘It is a fair question,’ he agreed. ‘I only wish I could be of more assistance to you. As to your uncle’s estate, by law, the property of someone who commits self-murder should immediately be seized by the Crown. The gentlemen from Scotland Yard who visited China Wharf have now issued a report to the coroner. There is, however, a period in which the circumstances of death can be attested.’ He had neatly side-stepped her question.
         

         ‘What is there to attest?’

         ‘That is what I intend to discover. Perhaps your uncle felt he had no choice but to take his own life. Meanwhile neither you nor your family will be allowed access to the will or any of your uncle’s assets and neither will his lawyer be permitted to release documentation of his legal holdings.’

         ‘I had not given such things any thought.’

         Mr Dillon looked surprised. Did he not believe her?

         ‘There is one other matter,’ he said. ‘I think Mr Blake has told you that we failed to find the letter. I blame myself, in part, for having to ask you this, but please cast your mind back to last week when we went to your uncle’s rooms. I should have told you at the time not to touch or move anything. Was there anything, Miss Mahoney, that you noticed; that seemed out of the ordinary or out of character?’
         

         Rhia could think of nothing, and said so.

         I see. Thank you. I wish you well in your new profession.’ He bowed and went to pay his respects to Antonia. When he left, without a backward glance, Rhia breathed a sigh of relief.

         What had he meant about the ‘circumstances of death’? Presumably he intended, somehow, to discover what had gone wrong in Ryan’s personal or professional life. Was there anything she had noticed at China Wharf? She remembered the calling card she had picked up from the floor. Although it was probably nothing, she could do some investigating of her own; at least discover what the numbers and the oriental character meant. It might make her feel less helpless. Dillon’s interest in Ryan’s affairs made her uneasy, and she was now regretting telling him anything at all.
         

      

      
    

  
    
      
         
         

         
            Armozeen

         
   
         Juliette’s fingers were icy cold as they brushed Antonia’s neck. Antonia shivered. Juliette finished fixing the lace fichu and stepped back to inspect her work. She looked pleased, as she always did on the rare occasions that Antonia wore a pretty collar or cuff. The fichu was decorative, not her own choice, but Antonia did not want to insult her hosts by appearing too abstemious. Personally, she cared not if every other female at the Montgomery supper were clothed in rainbows. Or so she told herself.
         

         ‘I am sorry, madam, I tried rubbing them together to warm them, but they’re just cold hands and there’s nought I can do about it.’ Juliette’s penitence was occasionally irksome, yet it was what had drawn Antonia to the girl. She had not intended to employ a maid on her charitable visit to the Manchester workhouse. Had she thought that she could save Juliette? It seemed arrogant, now.
         

         ‘It is not important. No doubt it prevents me from becoming complacent. It is a blessing to have you. Now, is the collar straight? And what about my hair? You know I rely on you to be my looking-glass.’

         ‘You look very fine, madam, though not too fine, of course!’
         

         Antonia smiled. Juliette seemed to have untangled some of the emotion of her mother’s letter, but there was still that something. Antonia could still not bring herself to ask about the death of the father, though she often longed to. She must be deferential, and tread lightly. Was this what God wanted – that no creature should be affronted by another? She was disturbed to feel so weary of righteousness.
         

         The others were waiting in the hall. Rhia was dressed in straw coloured corinna; a silk so ornately figured that it resembled embroidery. Her shawl was of deep, rich maize. The tones set off her inky hair and olive skin as though she were some harvest deity, and Laurence could barely drag his eyes from her. Antonia vaguely recalled a tale of the survivors of the Spanish Armada who had left a strain of their fine, dark looks in Ireland. She felt like a dried-up wheat shaft by comparison. For a moment she longed for the ephemeral pleasure of vanity.

         ‘You look handsome,’ Rhia said. She was looking at her quizzically, and Antonia felt her colour rise guiltily. The plainness of dress was originally intended to be a protest against fashion and its wasteful and fickle demands, but that had been in response to the lavish adornment of the last century. It struck Antonia that, without Josiah, these virtues might have lost their meaning. She smiled as sincerely as she could.
         

         ‘Mr Montgomery is sending his carriage.’ The ring of hooves on the cobbles interrupted her. ‘And here it is. Remarkably punctual.’ She busied herself with her gloves and bonnet to hide her confusion.

         Rhia gazed out of the carriage window as they travelled along Holborn and Oxford Street, though there was little to see but drizzle and carriage lamps. She had now drafted two letters to prospective employers; one to a vicar with two young daughters in Finsbury and the other to an elderly widow in Kensington who had advertised for a young lady companion. The latter position, Antonia guessed, might be too staid for someone with Rhia’s restlessness. At least Quakerism actively encouraged women in the workplace. At least the Friends would not disapprove of her trading on her own.
         

         ‘What sort of establishment is the Jerusalem Coffee House?’ Rhia asked suddenly.

         ‘It is a meeting place of sorts,’ Laurence began, looking to Antonia for help. The world of trade was of little interest to him; unless it was a study in chiaroscuro. ‘It is where bankers, investors and merchants and people who work for the Royal Exchange all meet to buy and sell stocks and shares,’ Antonia explained. She envied Laurence. She wished that she, too, could focus on light and shade to the exclusion of all else. The irony of the metaphor did not escape her. Focusing on the light alone seemed as problematic as becoming lost in the shadows. They fell into silence again. No one was in the mood for a dinner party.

         The Montgomery residence was one of a number of mansions in Belgrave Square, in the vicinity of Buckingham Palace Gardens. They passed through imposing iron gates attended by a footman, and stopped at the bottom of several broad marble steps. These led to a columned portico and double doors of polished oak.

         The doors were opened by a starched maid as pretty as a china doll, and they stepped into an austere entrance hall with a tiled floor and walls papered in patterned jade and peacock blue. Very theatrical, Antonia thought, feeling like a domestic servant in her plain, corded armozeen.

         They were delivered to a vast reception room. Every wall hung with French tapestries. Here, the dinner guests gathered to listen to the pianoforte, played by a flaxen creature in a froth of sugar pink tulle. Isabella Montgomery was soon to come of age but looked fresh from the nursery with her pale, sausage ringlets and limpid, cornflower eyes. She turned to look when the new arrivals were announced. She struck a wrong key and giggled nervously.
         

         Close by, perched on regal chairs, were Mr Montgomery and his wife Prunella in magenta silk and a tiara. She averted her eyes pointedly when they grazed Antonia’s skirts. She had the same cloud of sunflower hair as her daughter, but her eyes were glassy with whatever she sipped on so urgently. Mr Montgomery seemed strained.

         The dinner guests were seated on a row of upholstered chairs and Antonia recognised the gaunt couple as Lord and Lady Basset; he being one of the East India Company’s representatives in Canton. The Bassets were a part of Society, and Antonia did not miss Lady Basset’s eyes widening when a Quaker and a foreigner took their seats beside Mr Beckwith and Isaac. At least Laurence had oiled his hair, but his shirtfront was just as creased as ever. She had no idea how he managed to look so consistently rumpled when Beth went to great pains to iron and starch his shirts.
         

         Isabella hammered the pianoforte keys and Antonia caught Isaac stealing looks at her. His mouth twitched as another stray chord escaped. She looked away quickly, lest she giggle. Was it just her feeling of displacement, or was the tension in the room palpable? It was a peculiar company, and she thought Mr Montgomery brave to gather them together.

         Isaac had been attentive on the day of the burial, mindful that another death had cut her to the quick. The actuality of Ryan’s suicide had not completely registered – Antonia felt only disbelief. Surely they should have seen the signs? Had they all been neglectful? She had noted Ryan’s odd mood but had just assumed that he was feeling the pressures of commerce. It was clear that Isaac felt the same remorse. He had been colleague and friend to both Ryan and Josiah. He lived with grief, too, having lost his wife to typhoid fever two summers ago.
         

         Isabella finished playing and Mr Montgomery took charge, since his wife was already in her altitude. He guided Antonia by the elbow to the dining room, and she felt her skin tingle at his touch through the thick fabric of her sleeve. To esteem him was no crime, but she must be doubly careful to be proper – not because she cared what people thought, especially, but because she was aware of her own vulnerability.

         Mr Montgomery had seated her next to him. ‘I am delighted to see you abroad in society, Mrs Blake. Am I to believe what Mr Fisher tells me – that you mean to run Josiah’s business?’

         ‘Of course. I have been more involved in the trade than you perhaps realise.’ Why was Isaac discussing her affairs with Jonathan Montgomery?

         ‘It shouldn’t surprise me, given that your creed is so intent on reform.’

         ‘I am disappointed that you think it reform! It is merely a mark of respect on the part of both husband and wife that a woman should take an interest in such things.’

         ‘Indeed, forgive me. Quite so.’ He sighed heavily and Antonia felt her heart lurch. If his wife were more often sober she might take an interest in his own affairs.

         ‘We must speak more on the subject of commerce, soon,’ he added as he pulled back his own chair. ‘Perhaps your husband mentioned our newest enterprise?’

         ‘I am not up to date. No doubt he intended to when he … returned from India.’

         Her host looked down at his plate, shaking his head. He must miss Josiah too. Her husband had been well-liked even though he was outspoken on the subject of ethics. He would not be associated with anyone who was not similarly principled. Antonia wanted to say something soothing. ‘I have been thinking about the portrait in the garden. Perhaps you would like a representation of it?’ She trailed off when she caught Isaac’s eye. He looked disapproving, and she wondered if he thought she was being too familiar. Isaac looked away quickly and said something to Rhia, his expression earnest and the movements of his large hands slow and deliberate. She had seen him at the Jerusalem with the banker from Barings! She had completely forgotten the incident, so much had happened since. Isaac was listening to Rhia’s impressions of London, as was doe-eyed Isabella Montgomery. Antonia could not hear much above the clink of cutlery and crystal, but heard him say, in his slow, resonant voice, ‘Irish linen, being an import, can hardly compete against English, but it is favoured in Germany, a nation that appreciates fine-spun cloth as much as it favours quality in all things. Britain is less concerned about quality than with reducing cost and increasing production and profit.’
         

         As they were served their first, extravagant course – chestnut soup and baked sweetbreads – Mr Montgomery leaned towards Antonia.

         ‘I would very much like a representation of the portrait, Mrs Blake. Are you progressing with your photogenic drawing any more than when last we spoke?’

         Antonia saw Laurence’s head turn at this. ‘I am not, Mr Montgomery, though I’ve not lost interest by any means. I have merely … paused. As for the portrait, the paper negative looks very much like it did before. I’m not sure if I was successful because I’ve not yet been brave enough to find out.’ She turned to Laurence, who did not yet know about the portrait. ‘Perhaps it is too late?’

         He shrugged. ‘If the iodised paper is carefully preserved, you should be able to expose the latent image even several months later,’ he assured her.
         

         ‘That is fortunate indeed. You see, the tableau in the portrait included Josiah.’ She gazed at her soup. She had not discussed the photogenic drawing with Laurence because every time she thought of the possibility of having Josiah’s image brought back to her, a terror seized her. Her husband would never return. This ghost image of him could only be a reminder of the fact. When she looked up, Mr Montgomery’s expression was so tender that she could hardly bear to meet his gaze.

         ‘I am still baffled by this means of drawing by the use of light and silver salts,’ he said. ‘Tell me how the method of Mr Talbot differs to that of the Frenchman.’

         Antonia was relieved. This was safe territory. ‘Daguerre favours the use of a copper plate coated with silver, which darkens when exposed to the light. Rather like an etching on the metal. Mr Talbot’s method fixes a negative image onto a paper template that can generate any number of copies. Am I right, Laurence?’

         ‘Quite. With the Talbot method, one picture might be circulated as widely as a woodcut image stereotyped in plaster. In fact, once Mr Talbot releases his patent on the calotype process, photogenic drawing will no doubt be in use by the London papers and journals.’

         ‘Fascinating,’ said Mr Montgomery, still watching Antonia, as though she were the object of his fascination. She was anxious to deflect his attention, even though she had sought it in the first place. She lowered her voice when Laurence turned away.

         ‘Are you still looking to create an exclusive range for the House of Montgomery?’

         Mr Montgomery raised an eyebrow. ‘I am. The Parisian designs are always very modern, but I tire of being led by the French.’
         

         ‘Perhaps you would consider a female artisan?’

         Mr Montgomery looked shocked. ‘Mrs Blake, are you petitioning me?’

         She laughed. ‘Oh, not for myself, no. For Rhia Mahoney.’ She rather enjoyed his astonishment. She could not have devised a better test for his character had she tried. Did he have the gall to consider employing a woman for such a position? She could only wait and wonder how he would respond.

      

      
    

  
    
      
         
            Corinna

         
   
         The main course had only just been served and Rhia had already eaten too well for a boned bodice. She looked around the table. Mrs Montgomery’s tiara tilted comically, or tragically, and her voice was too loud as she explained some obscure rule of whist to Lady Basset. Mr Beckwith and Isaac Fisher were engaged in a heated discussion over the opium trade. Rhia had given up interjecting. Her opinion was inconsequential and Lady Basset’s disapproving looks were becoming irritating. In fact, she was certain that Lady Basset had whispered something unkind about her to Mrs Montgomery, because her hostess kept glancing at her suspiciously.
         

         By now they were feasting on wild duck and roast hare and something the serving girl called ‘an Indian dish of fowl’. The meats came served with broad beans and baked Spanish onions and truffles with champagne – the latter, they were informed, a delicacy the Montgomerys had recently dined on in Paris and hoped their guests would enjoy. Rhia did not. The flavour of the truffles was strong and earthy and the champagne unpleasantly heady. The claret had sufficiently improved her endurance of Isabella’s company. Isabella seemed very taken with her, and thought her emancipated. She whispered the word as though it both terrified and excited her. Rhia was enjoying being thought liberal and exotic, but then again a dairymaid would appear so to Isabella who was as cosseted as a little princess – it seemed that she went nowhere without a chaperone. Isabella asked endless questions about the journey from Dublin, her eyes wide and her voice breathy. ‘What an adventure! Papa should never allow it. How I envy you.’
         

         Rhia was only partly listening while Isabella tinkled on about a forthcoming tea party in honour of her birthday. The neighbouring conversation between Isaac and Beckwith was much more interesting. Isaac had raised his voice.

         ‘The fact remains, Francis, that it is as unethical to attempt to buy China silk under the emperor’s nose as it is to export our cotton to China. The trade ban is law as far as I’m concerned.’

         Mr Beckwith fixed the Quaker with a look that seemed to hold meaning for the two of them alone. Rhia intuited that this was a well-rehearsed conversation. ‘The treasuries of China and Britain are inextricably linked, as we know,’ he said carefully. ‘The ethics are complicated, of course, but didn’t gentlemen of your … persuasion once invest in cotton that was picked by Negro slaves?’ Mr Beckwith seemed almost embarrassed to point this out. ‘I am merely arguing the case for commerce,’ he hastened to add.
         

         Isaac was silenced as though he had suddenly thought better of his argument. Rhia caught Antonia’s expression of dismay and was puzzled. There was some undercurrent that she was missing.

         Mr Beckwith looked down at his dinner plate as though he regretted drawing attention to himself. She’d gathered that Mr Montgomery’s associate was a sage of the financial markets. It was curious that Beckwith and Montgomery were also friends, since they seemed of vastly different social talents.

         Antonia was looking pained. She addressed Lord Basset almost curtly. ‘The East India Company, of course, would wish the government to protect the opium trade, which is an enormous advantage to them.’
         

         ‘And to the British nation,’ he spluttered, his face turning the same colour as the veins on his thin nose.

         ‘With respect,’ she persisted, ‘I know bankers who conjure China as the new British Raj.’

         ‘But the Raj is a huge success,’ said Lord Basset. ‘The populations of China and India should be grateful for our civilising influence.’

         Rhia snorted and before she could stop herself, said, ‘Then you cannot know that it was a Chinese delegation that started the Renaissance in Italy?’ She was making herself unattractive again, but what was the point in having illicitly read her father’s entire library if she could not put the knowledge to use? ‘Surely the fact that opium is a slow poison means something to the East India Company.’ There was silence.

         Lady Basset stared daggers at Rhia. Rhia glared back and took a large, inelegant, swallow of claret to stop herself sticking her tongue out.

         It was Isaac who broke the silence in his low, unhurried voice. ‘Of course, without the need to sell opium to buy tea, the silver crisis could be averted, couldn’t it, Francis?’ Mr Beckwith looked up from his plate and replied in his lilting northern accent. ‘It is true. The entire reserve of the Bank of England is earmarked for the trade.’

         Prunella Montgomery put down her cutlery with a clang, and turned to her husband. ‘The Union flag has become a pirate flag,’ she said, and then lifted her glass to no one in particular. There was an awkward silence for a moment before Mr Montgomery laughed. ‘Yes, my dear, or so Mr Gladstone says.’

         Rhia lifted her glass in accord, but no one else did. She had already made a spectacle of herself, so it made no difference what she did now. ‘Then it seems that Mr Gladstone is the only man in Whitehall who is more concerned with the humanity of the matter than with its economics,’ she said. Even to her own ears, her tone was brittle and accusing, but as far as she could tell, the British were behaving like pirates. Lady Basset had a sudden coughing fit and Rhia thought she heard her say ‘impudence’ or ‘impertinence’ between splutters.
         

         ‘It is also,’ Antonia remarked, ‘a matter of conscience, a quality rare in a politician.’ A look of affinity passed between them. If Antonia did not think less of her for being opinionated, then Rhia didn’t care what anyone else thought, including Laurence, who had drained his glass nervously twice since the debate began.

         Mr Montgomery was now looking at her as though trying to decide something. Perhaps he was making a mental note not to invite her to another dinner party. Cold lemon pudding and damson tart were served in silence. It was a relief, afterwards, to adjourn to the drawing room with only the women. Lady Basset was now studiously ignoring her, which suited Rhia very well. She was unrepentant.

         They drank over-sweetened café noir and liqueur, and Isabella chattered ceaselessly about the royal wedding, although it was months ago, and how very small Queen Victoria looked beside Prince Albert in all the drawings, and wasn’t it remarkable that someone so tiny, and even younger than she, should be queen of an empire? Everyone nodded but no one seemed to be listening. Mrs Montgomery was now comprehensively intoxicated and was sitting with a faraway look and a fixed smile. She was obviously accustomed to the condition, because the only thing that gave it away was the occasional swaying of her torso. Lady Basset looked bored and irritated and Antonia was clearly exhausted. Rhia hoped that she would want to go home soon. Their eyes met. Antonia leaned towards her conspiratorially.
         

         ‘Mr Montgomery would like to see your portfolio.’

         Rhia was suddenly awake. ‘My portfolio – is he in need of a draughtsperson? But how did he know?’ She trailed off, confused for a moment before she realised that this must be Antonia’s doing.

         ‘He told me some time ago that he was looking for a textile designer.’

         Rhia was speechless. Antonia merely looked pleased with herself. How was it possible that a Regent Street mercer would even consider a designer with no experience, let alone entertain the thought of employing a female?

         ‘Mr Montgomery wants something a little special, something that is not imported from Paris. Don’t forget, Rhia, that some of the most exquisite and famous designs for silk were by Anna Maria Garthwaite.’

         ‘That is true.’ She had of course heard of this famed designer, a favourite of the regents of the last century.

         ‘Does it interest you?’

         ‘Oh yes! But I cannot call myself a professional.’

         ‘Yes you can. Perhaps not measured by experience, but experience is not everything and I have seen your work. I am always uplifted to see a woman employ her talent and her wit. I’m certain that God did not intend that artistic fulfilment should be entirely for the gratification of men.’

         Rhia was overcome. The evening had been a strain and now, for some reason, she was close to tears. ‘I have not known what to do, what to expect of London, now that—’

         ‘Expect anything. London offers everything or nothing, depending on one’s fate.’

         It was so like something Ryan had said. As if the hopes and desires of so many were merely tricks in a game of whist. ‘Then you believe in fate?’
         

         Mrs Blake sighed. ‘To some degree. One must find the fragile balance between directing one’s energies and accepting what is bestowed. Or taken away.’

         Isabella was attempting to follow their conversation with a petulant frown. ‘You are both too serious! Miss Mahoney, you must visit again and see Mama’s pretty collection of cloth that Papa brings back from the Orient. It is worth thousands, apparently. Mama says I can choose a length for my birthday gown.’ Suddenly, Isabella clapped her hands with delight. ‘You must come to my birthday party!’
         

         ‘When is your birthday?’ Rhia asked, trying to sound interested.

         ‘Oh, not until February, but one must have something to look forward to.’

         Rhia smiled wearily and Antonia suppressed a yawn. Surely it was finally a respectable hour to withdraw? Antonia stood up and Rhia sighed with relief.

         In the darkness of the carriage, silence finally felt natural. Mr Montgomery had seen them out and asked her bring her portfolio to Regent Street soon. The thought filled her with exquisite terror.

         Laurence was sitting next to her and she could feel his discomfort. He was probably cross with her for being so opinionated at dinner. He had spent the days since the burial in his studio and didn’t seem to know what to say to her, though he was always unerringly cheerful at breakfast. He took lunch upstairs and dinner at his club.

         ‘You are very well informed on the China Trade, my dear,’ Antonia said softly, as though she were reading Rhia’s thoughts. ‘I approve,’ she added. ‘Perhaps you would be interested to read Laurence’s friend Mr Dillon’s column in the Globe. He writes on commerce and City matters, you know, and has some quite unusual opinions.’
         

         ‘Yes, he does rather,’ agreed Laurence with a wry smile. ‘Too clever for me, though.’

         They fell into silence.

         As they passed a carriage lamp, Rhia noticed Antonia’s expression. She looked as though she needed her bed, perhaps to be alone with her private memories of her husband. She often seemed formidably self-possessed but now she looked fragile and uncertain. She was only human after all.

          
         

         
         

         
            15 December 1840

            
                

            

            The moon is new. I’ve come to the morning room in the faraway hours to see it from the window. The house is silent and still, but sometimes the shadows move as if they are trying to catch my attention. Whatever they want to show me is always just out of reach. I should understand these things. You would probably say that I could if I wanted to. All I know is that I have not yet found my place in this world, because I feel the undertow of another.

            There is a picture in this room that troubles me. It is as though a ghost has entered it. The ghost is black, and it beckons to me, as if wanting to be found. This makes no sense. Tonight I tried your hex for warding away unwelcome spirits. I have trouble with the Gaelic, so I hope I haven’t accidentally invited it to stay! As luck would have it, just as I was finishing, Juliette the morose walked in. I’ve no idea what she was doing up in the night, but I know she heard me because she looked at me as if I’d grown horns and then she fled. I suppose I’ve frightened her, but that is easily done.

            I have spent days walking. There is a labyrinth of alleyways that lead to Threadneedle Street to the west and Petticoat Lane market to the east, past taverns and coffee houses. Different alleyways are filled with different smells; fresh brew, fried kippers and yeast cakes, the lingering note of the evening’s strong ale or sour wine. I have passed by the noisy, busy workshops of coach builders, cartwrights and sedan-chair makers. Yesterday I stopped to watch a fan mounter and became spellbound by the movements of his hands. It is such a delicate craft, attaching silk to wood. Surely there could never be a machine for making fans?
            

            In the market place there is always shouting about the superior quality of baked goods, flowers and cheeses, sausages and ribbons. There is a bent crone who wears black and sits on a stool at a rickety table making lace. I always stop to watch because her wrinkled hands move so quickly that you can hardly see her wind the thread onto the bobbins. Her lace looks as fragile and silken as a spider’s web.

            There are many nimble fingers within a league of Threadneedle Street, sewing lapels and collars, pockets and sleeves, hems, button holes and gloves. They hang waistcoats and shirtfronts in their front windows or on cloth mannequins on the footpath. The livelihood of so many is dependent on a tailor’s needs. I suppose it is sensible that an entire quarter of the city be dedicated to one trade. I remembered the talk at the Dublin Linen Hall about the forthcoming trade in ready-made coats and shirts. I expect gowns will follow, but I cannot imagine how anyone will find a thing to fit without being measured for it.

            The mercer Mr Montgomery has asked to see my designs, and I have spent days choosing which drawings and paintings to show him, and have some new designs. The city has unexpected graces. In the garden behind the house is a sweep of ivy, clinging to the pale stonework as though it were embossed. I have also been taken by the silhouette of wrought iron against painted masonry. At Petticoat Lane market, overflowing barrows of lavender, geraniums and winter roses drop their petals like bright tears onto the dark cobbles.

            I cannot pretend that I don’t long for the sound of Epona’s hooves on the shale, and even for your stories. Sometimes I badly want to come home, but I could not leave now, not without knowing what made Ryan take his own life. The unanswered question binds me to London. I’ve heard nothing from the journalist, Mr Dillon, not since the wake, but Laurence assures me that he has not forgotten us. I suppose he is busy. I still want to make enquiries of my own. I have been so weary.
            

            There is something else, too, that I want from London, though I didn’t know it until the possibility became so very real. It will make you smile, because it was you who named me after the goddess of sovereignty: when I return to Ireland, I want to have a profession, and I do not mean that I want to be a governess.

         

      

      
    

  
    
      
         
         

         
            Silk

         
   
         In print as in person, Mr Dillon was discourteous but insightful. He took liberties with politeness that must make him enemies in the City. Rhia looked up from the paper to consider his words. Thousands of looms had become idle or completely out of employ because the free trade laws already allowed unlimited imports of silk from the Orient, and now French producers also wanted a piece of the English market. Such a treaty would mean the end of London silk production and another large community of weavers along with it. It was just the same as what had had happened in Ireland. Today’s report had a sting in its tail.
         

         
            If any good has come from the shameful behaviour of the British Navy in the Pearl River, then it is that China silk is not so readily available in London. The downtrodden Spitalfields weavers, therefore, might have a chance to mend their broken looms and feed their children. It is clear that the appetite of industrialists for capital and empire will poison the economy of this country just as they have poisoned the River Thames, ruining the London fishing industry. We might take a moment to reflect that many of the pirates on the river were once fishermen, and that many of the convicts who find themselves in Australia were once weavers.

         

         Rhia wondered if Mr Dillon had any reason to be personally affronted by the iniquities of commerce, or if he was just generally disagreeable. She finished her coffee and remembered that she had left her portfolio upstairs.
         

         Laurence was coming down the stairs as she was going up. He might actually have slept in the same clothes he was wearing yesterday, and his hair was more or less standing on end. It was hard not to smile at his haphazard ways, and she liked to think of him as a kindred spirit, preoccupied as he was with the illusory. He was by turn full of boyish good humour or lost in another dimension entirely.

         ‘More walking today?’ Laurence arched an eyebrow and his eyes ran over her indigo linen before he remembered his manners. Rhia had taken extreme care over dressing and her bed was a tangle of discarded dresses. She had needed to try on everything at least once in order to know exactly what one wore to the Montgomery Emporium. She was unreasonably nervous.

         ‘Yes. Regent Street today.’

         ‘Ah.’ Laurence nodded. ‘The dragon’s lair.’

         ‘That doesn’t help, Laurence. Why do you say that?’

         ‘Full of shining things, mercer’s shops. I dare say that working for Montgomery would suit you better than being a governess though. I don’t believe I’ve ever seen a governess wear a red cloak.’ He looked at her suspiciously for a moment. ‘Dillon tells me there’s a Welsh horse-goddess named Rhiannon.’

         ‘There is,’ she agreed, surprised that Mr Dillon had found cause to mention it.

         ‘Then shouldn’t you be riding through London in your red cloak!’

         ‘I’d be afraid to ride a horse along Cornhill. I might be knocked off by a wagon or an omnibus.’

         ‘I think, Miss Mahoney,’ Laurence said with mock gravity, ‘the sight of you would be more likely to cause the wagon and omnibus to collide with each other.’ The doorbell pealed down the corridor just as Rhia wanted to enquire after Mr Dillon’s interest in goddesses. Beth bustled past, grumbling about not being a housekeeper.
         

         Laurence took out his watch. ‘Drat. That’s my ten o’clock. Good luck. I hope we can discuss the merits, or otherwise, of your new profession anon.’

         
             

         

         As she approached Fleet Street, Rhia’s thoughts returned to Dillon. She supposed the printing presses of the London Globe chugged away somewhere here along with those of the city’s other newspapers. If Threadneedle Street was home to the cloth trade, then here was the heartland of the printed word; the journalist’s quarter. She wondered if Mr Dillon’s meeting with Ryan and his crusade against free trade might be connected.
         

         Fleet Street, with its blackened stone and teeming thoroughfare, had the same vitality as the banking district but the grime of the East End. Today, Rhia felt part of it. Everyone seemed on their way to a pressing engagement, anxious to achieve something or other – or anxious that they would not achieve that something or other. She had a pressing engagement herself, and the sun was shining in December, and the fiddle player outside the printer’s shop was wearing a tea cosy as a hat.

         When she reached Regent Street, she began to worry that not making an appointment revealed a lack of decorum. He had said to drop in any time, but even so … Then she began to worry about the fact that Mr Montgomery hadn’t wanted her to make an appointment. Perhaps it meant that he was not that interested in her work at all. In the end she just put Mr Montgomery and his emporium from her mind and focused on the shopfronts.
         

         Every imaginable commodity, from coloured ink and parchment to buttons and buckles, was on display behind panelled glass. This was the destination for all the produce of Threadneedle and Fleet Streets. There were ladies everywhere. Their bonnets matched their crinolines and reticules, and they walked arm in arm, or gazed into the windows of jewellers and confectioners, or peered at passers-by from the windows of cocoa rooms. These women, surreptitiously eyeing-up the costumes of others, were the raison d’être for Empire. It puzzled Rhia that the English liked to use French phrases, since they didn’t seem to particularly like the French. She put up the hood of her cloak and hurried along, wishing that she didn’t care that she hadn’t had a new gown all season.

         By the time she reached the emporium, Rhia had remembered her nervousness. The House of Montgomery had by far the most chic premises on Regent Street, with its curved, faceted front window and gold lettering. The sophisticated Mr Montgomery would think her too inexperienced, or too young, or too old or too female. Or he would think her just another fool with a dream. She thought of Nell the Fryer. Rhia was, at very least, not as limp as a trout. She clutched her portfolio closer and stepped into the lair.

         The emporium shimmered as though the walls were woven of light. They were shelf-lined and stacked with roll upon roll of silk. Linen and wool had a simple, earthy beauty, but silk, with its ineffable mystique, filled her with desire all over again. No wonder the Byzantine queens and noblewomen had coveted the miracle fibre, apparently strong enough to wear as armour.

         A gaunt assistant stood behind a counter at the far end of the shop, her head bent as though she were reading something out of sight. She looked up as Rhia approached and said, ‘Can I help you?’ with pointed disinterest. She was thinner even than Juliette.
         

         According to Beth, Juliette ate more cake than Rhia, but this spindle of a girl had the transparent skin of the fashionably starved. Her sleeves were so narrow it was a wonder she could move at all. The girl inspected Rhia’s cloak as though she had every right to, given that she had arms like pipe cleaners. Rhia felt frumpy and old-fashioned.

         ‘I’m here to see Mr Montgomery,’ she said, hoping fervently that he wasn’t in. The girl dropped her head, like a flower drooping on a thin stem, and tinkled a brass bell. A moment later, Mr Montgomery appeared, looking as handsome and immaculate as ever.

         ‘Ah, Miss Mahoney. A pleasure to see you again.’ If he was surprised to see her he did not show it. ‘Would you like refreshment? Miss Elliot can brew us some tea on the spirit stove.’ He looked at Miss Elliot, who did not appear pleased to be making Rhia tea but obediently disappeared through the doorway from which he had emerged. ‘I see you’ve brought your drawings. Shall we sit over here?’ He gestured towards a corner where there was a divan area for weary shoppers.

         Rhia perched rather than sat, and put her binder on the table. She felt mildly nauseous. Mr Montgomery sat opposite, looking at her expectantly. ‘Well,’ she said. She could think of nothing else to say. She untied the ribbons that fastened the binder and laid out as many sheets of patterned cartridge paper as would fit on the table top.

         Mr Montgomery said nothing as he picked up a design at a time, examining the harmonies of colour and motif closely before picking up another. Miss Elliot arrived and put a cup and saucer on an occasional table for Rhia, and then hovered for a moment before she returned to the counter.
         

         Mr Montgomery continued to appraise each design silently. He nodded occasionally and made small grunting noises that she could not interpret, so she simply laid out more, until he had seen everything in the binder. When she had tied the ribbons again, she dared to look at him. Her heart sank. He was looking at his fob watch. She had tried. At least she was not a trout.

         ‘Miss Mahoney.’ He hesitated and Rhia braced herself. Why on earth would he employ her, when he had all of the designers of Paris to choose from? She looked him in the eye and dragged her lips into a smile.
         

         ‘Miss Mahoney, these designs are unexpectedly … accomplished. I had not anticipated … I did not expect such a talent from a woman. I must think this through.’ He rose. ‘It has been exceptionally quiet on Regent Street since this wretched business in Canton, but I will certainly think this through. Now, I am late for an engagement. Thank you again for calling.’

         He nodded to Grace as he crossed the floor and then took his top coat and walking cane from the stand by the door and strode away.

         Rhia stayed where she was for a moment and took a sip of tea. The girl, Miss Elliot, was eyeing her with slightly more interest and a measure of suspicion. But then something caught her attention in the doorway and her face was transformed. A young man in shirtsleeves and a flat cap had come through the door grinning like a lunatic. When he reached the counter he leaned over and gave Miss Elliot a kiss on the lips. Rhia stood up to leave. When the man noticed her he took a step back from the counter quickly, looking at Rhia sheepishly.

         ‘You needn’t worry on my account,’ she said. I’m not a customer and I’m just leaving anyway.’
         

         He grinned at her, relieved that he hadn’t got his sweetheart into any trouble. His teeth were in lamentable condition. He nodded as though he’d figured something out. ‘I expect you’ve come about the position, have you?’

         ‘I have.’

         He nodded. ‘Once me and Grace are wedded, she won’t be needing the shop work.’

         Rhia frowned. ‘Mr Montgomery is looking for an assistant?’

         Miss Elliot was looking at her ever more suspiciously. ‘I thought you said that’s why you were here?’

         ‘No, I heard he was looking for a textile designer.’

         She snorted. ‘So that’s what all those pictures were. I’ve never heard such a thing. A lady who designs! Anyhow, the next two seasons are already ordered from Monsieur Bertrand.’ She gave a derisive shrug, busying herself beneath the counter with some phantom task. Perhaps she was just naturally unfriendly. Hunger, probably.

         ‘You’re Irish,’ Sid said, as though he thought himself some kind of genius.

         Rhia nodded and, not knowing what else to do, extended her hand. ‘Rhia Mahoney.’

         ‘I’m Sid. You’re new to London, Miss Mahoney?’

         ‘I am.’

         ‘I hear there’s some fine taverns in Dublin.’

         ‘I’ve seen one or two.’

         His face lit up with an idea. ‘I know what, Gracey!’

         ‘What?’ She looked suspicious.

         ‘Miss Mahoney here should come for a negus at the Red Lion Saturday night.’ Miss Elliot shrugged again. It was clear she didn’t like the idea, but perhaps she would pull in her horns if she understood that Rhia wasn’t after her job.
         

         ‘I’d be happy to, though I’ve no idea what a negus is.’

         ‘Really?’ Sid looked astonished and Miss Elliot released a long-suffering sigh.

         ‘You’re forgetting that she’s foreign.’ She turned to Rhia. ‘It is mulled wine, of course.’

         ‘It’s better than it sounds then.’

         Sid laughed and Miss Elliot frowned and returned to her rummaging.

         He tilted his cap back and leaned over the counter and kissed Miss Elliot, making her blush. ‘I’ll see you both Saturday, then. Cheerio!’ He departed with a comical swagger and Miss Elliot watched him until he was out of sight, love struck.

         Rhia searched for something to say. ‘Where is the Red Lion?’

         ‘Covent Garden,’ she said sulkily. She looked down, and traced a thin white finger along the brass ruler on the edge of the counter. Rhia felt corn-fed beside her, but she wouldn’t think of giving up Beth’s ginger loaf. She bade Miss Elliot farewell.

         When she was out on the street, she allowed herself to smile. Mr Montgomery had liked her designs. It was a start. A shoeshine boy caught her eye and tipped his cap at her with a wink. ‘Lovely day, miss.’
         

         She winked back at him. ‘It is a lovely day.’

      

      
    

  
    
      
         
         

         
            Serge

         
   
         On a whim, Michael took the pathway between the shipyard and a huddle of poorly built bungalows that housed the Port Authority. The entire area was deserted, but he knew someone who would be working Sunday just as if it were any other day of the week.
         

         As Michael expected, Calvin Hughes was sitting on the verandah of the last bungalow before the stretch of sand that led down to the bottle-green water. He was smoking a whalebone pipe and had his boots up on the rail and his chair tilted back at a precarious angle. His official, navy serge tunic was unbuttoned and his black policeman’s cap sat on the floor near the chair.

         ‘Evening, Cal.’ The chair shuddered for a moment as the policeman, startled, brought his boots to the floorboards with a thud. ‘Christ, Michael! Frightened the bejesus out of me.’

         ‘Mind if I join you?’

         ‘Certainly bloody not. Fancy a brew?’

         ‘No thanks, mate. I seem to be making a habit of consecrating the sabbath on Maggie’s imported. Be a shame to sober up too soon.’

         Calvin chuckled and puffed on his pipe. He looked at the deserted beach with a sigh of satisfaction. ‘Not a bloody soul abroad. Had a couple of blackfellas roasting a goanna in a sand pit earlier. Don’t see them much on the shore these days. Gave me a piece too. Tastes like a fish one minute and poultry the next. Bloody decent of ’em, I thought, considering what bastards we are.’
         

         ‘They know who you are.’

         ‘They know that this strip of shore is safe, at least, and that while I’m still breathing there won’t be any shooting of blacks. So what brings you down to my beat, Michael?’ Calvin’s ‘beat’ was the port area, including Customs and Convicts – the greater proportion of newcomers to the colony. He had half a dozen or so hand-picked constables working for him, who were mostly as decent as he was himself. Calvin’s port authority was an oasis of humanity in a desert of misery. For all of its modern enterprise, Sydney was still a prison to most of its inhabitants. The undercurrent of resentment was ever-present.

         Calvin was around the same age as Michael and had been in Sydney for almost thirty years. His posting to the colony was intended to be temporary and he had agreed to it reluctantly. But then he’d fallen for the raw beauty of the place and, having neither family nor a sweetheart in London, had chosen to stay. He’d seen it all, the massacres and the starvation and the absconders to ‘China’. In the early days, a series of escapes were inspired by a peculiar notion that to the north-west of the settlement, a river separated Australia from China. In the imaginations of the desperate Irish, the great land across the river contained everything they desired: freedom, kindness, tea and civilisation. Primarily, though, it was women they were after. Amongst the several hundred who undertook the journey to China, few survived, and a trail of human bones still littered the route they had taken – a reminder to others that the Australian interior was more hostile even than British law.

         ‘It’s curiosity that brings me, as usual,’ Michael replied.

         ‘Oh?’ Calvin took his pipe from between his teeth and cocked his head. ‘You got something for me?’

         The two men had an arrangement. Calvin ‘failed to notice’ the harmless lawbreaking which Michael turned his hand to, and in return the Irishman kept the Port Authority informed of any serious criminal activity he came across.
         

         ‘Not sure. It’s been awful quiet down the Rocks.’ Michael had decided to hold back on what Maggie had told him for now, since there was a fine line between what Calvin could and couldn’t ignore. Mick the Fence was well known to the Sydney constabulary, but he was also notoriously professional and unerringly careful. If he was running an operation, you could be certain it was clever and imaginative and that he’d keep his own hands clean. It would be more productive to watch the harbour and find out exactly what was going to be shipped out, if this was, as Michael suspected, what the enterprise involved.

         Calvin nodded thoughtfully. ‘I don’t much like quiet – it just doesn’t seem natural in these parts.’

         Michael felt the same way. ‘It’s just a feeling I’ve got at present, nothing more.’ He paused for as long as seemed prudent before he introduced his motive. ‘Don’t suppose you’ve come by anything that might interest me?’
         

         ‘Can’t say as I have. Got a little project on myself, but he’s not local.’

         ‘Is that right?’

         ‘A Manx sailor I took in for smuggling some black gold a few years back. Told him that if I ever saw his filthy breeches on my patch again, I’d see him dance upon nothing.’

         ‘Then he’s come back for his own hanging?’

         ‘I think he’s on the run. I’ve got nothing on him, so I just locked him up for a night when he was senseless on rum. One of my men had a friendly chat with him and tells me he was frightened and swore he had nothing to do with the death of the Quaker, off Bombay.’

         ‘That right? Would that be a Quaker who didn’t die a natural death?’
         

         ‘Correct. A Quaker who didn’t die a natural death and who clearly knew something he shouldn’t have.’

         ‘A trader?’

         ‘Cotton.’

         ‘Got a name?’

         ‘I’m working on it.’

         ‘You got any men keeping an eye on the inlets to the south, Cal?’

         ‘I don’t have enough men just to watch the harbour, Michael. Why?’

         ‘Could be your man’s hiding out in one of them.’

         ‘Is that the only reason?’

         ‘I don’t know. But when I do, I’ll be sure to tell you.’

         ‘I expect no less. Now, since Maggie Long has seen fit to squander her good liquor on you, and in the spirit of the approaching season, I suppose I should keep you in your cups?’

         ‘I’d appreciate it, Calvin.’

         The blazing sun sank mercifully low, and the two men sat on the verandah watching the sea turn from clear green to inky blue, and the ghostly white ruffs of tide glimmer as they cascaded to the sand. The cliffs to the southern reach of the harbour paled in the twilight and the spiky silhouettes of shrubs along the shore rang with cicadas. A sweep of fruit bats descended on an outcrop of papaya, squabbling and rustling the fronds of the palms as if they were being blown about by a strong wind.

         On the days when Michael was at his best, he felt privileged, as well as punished, to have seen a land so wild and so untouched by the polluting industries of men. He wondered if he would miss it, when he went home.

      

      
    

  
    
      
         
         

         
            Cloth

         
   
         Fresh snow had fallen on the night market at Covent Garden, turning it ghostly white under the carriage lamps. Plum duffs and gingerbread and sugared almonds all looked better by gaslight. They sparkled in their little paper cones. Rhia bought some gingerbread and stopped to watch the courting pairs and young men singing odes to ale. The trees were laced with snow and the lamplight soft with fog. Everything seemed a little magical until a gang of urchins darted in front of her, playing a game with the carcass of a rat.
         

         When Laurence gave her directions to the Red Lion, Rhia had almost asked him if he would like to accompany her. But he was already dressed for a night on the town, or rather, he had oiled his hair and looked vaguely less dishevelled than usual.

         The tavern was along one of the alleyways off the square, and smelt of woodsmoke and mulled wine. Rhia stopped inside the low door for a moment to allow her eyes to become accustomed to candlelight. A branch of mistletoe hung on a string from a low ceiling beam and an enormous plum cake sat in a bed of holly behind the bar. A blazing fire cast flickering shadows, and the room was rowdy and merry. Judging by the noise, the Red Lion was a trade workers’ alehouse. It was the second time Rhia had entered a tavern on her own since leaving Dublin. Her father would despair.

         Sid beckoned Rhia over from a snug by the fire. Judging by the angle of his hat and the glint in his eye, he was something of a libertine – but he had a kind smile, in spite of his teeth. ‘Won’t you sit down, Miss Mahoney, and let me fetch you a beverage. Will you have some sherry, or a negus?’
         

         ‘I’d prefer a glass of stout, if you don’t mind.’

         ‘Mind? Why, I’m pleased to see a lady take a proper jar.’

         Grace giggled nervously as he left them alone. ‘Don’t mind Sid, he’s just fresh. But he’s a good heart.’

         ‘I can see that he has.’ The girl’s temper seemed vastly improved by the contents of the empty glasses on the table, but she still eyed Rhia warily.

         ‘I hope you don’t think me bold, but don’t you think … isn’t it unlikely that Mr Montgomery would want to employ … someone such as yourself?’

         ‘Such as myself?’ Rhia wondered where the conversation was leading.

         ‘I mean, for a woman. Well. How will you marry, if you have a trade?’

         ‘Perhaps I won’t. I wouldn’t mind.’ Rhia shrugged as nonchalantly as she could. ‘I don’t really think of it.’ This was only partly true, in that she hadn’t thought of it lately. She must just get used to the idea that she wasn’t the kind of woman men liked. She wasn’t convinced that marriage was of any real benefit to a woman anyway.

         ‘But, you cannot have a family unless you are married.’

         ‘It is physically possible.’

         Miss Elliot blushed.

         Rhia was no expert on less-than-immaculate conception. She and Thomas had discussed it as children, piecing together what little each of them knew or suspected. They had concluded that the entire business was unfeasible and had not, that day in the forest, managed to prove or disprove their theory. She could hardly imagine the kind of love that might lead to an act of such momentous intimacy. It all came back to love, of course, the greatest problem of all.
         

         Before Rhia could think of anything to say to help cool down Miss Elliot’s burning cheeks, Sid returned with a glass of stout and a slice of plum cake for each of them.

         ‘Christmas cheer to us all,’ he said as he lifted his glass.

         ‘Christmas cheer!’ they chorused.

         ‘And it will be the first Christmas I’ve not spent in Change Alley for a good number of years.’

         ‘Where is Change Alley?’ Rhia asked.

         ‘Well, the truth is, Miss Mahoney, the actual place don’t exist, not any more. There was a fire that got the better of the alley, fifty years back, but my pa still remembers it from when he was a lad. My granddaddy was a jobber, like me. It all happens at the Royal Exchange now.’

         ‘What all happens, and what is a jobber?’

         ‘You ask a lot of questions, for a lady.’ Sid grinned and Rhia could tell that he was pleased to be the expert at the table. ‘A jobber is a stock jobber, and its punters like me give advice to the traders and financiers and the bankers who have more silver than they know what to do with. Jobbers know what’s going on in the market – what’s good to buy shares and stocks of, and what’s good to sell for a profit. You’d know a little about the marketplace if you’re from the linen trade, Miss Mahoney.’

         ‘Almost nothing. I know that shares in Irish linen have fallen very steeply.’

         ‘That’d be because English linen is cheaper.’

         ‘But only because England can afford bigger factories and better machines!’

         Sid shrugged. ‘That’s the thing – there’s always somebody going to do it better and cheaper.’
         

         ‘Perhaps cheaper, not better.’

         ‘As you say, I wouldn’t know about the quality of the cloth, I don’t need to, you see, since I’ve got my Gracey to advise me on it.’ He gave his fiancée a suggestive smile and for a fleeting moment Rhia ached for something that she didn’t know – had never known. Men liked women like Grace Elliot, with skin pale enough to blush and a fragility that made them feel strong.

         ‘It’s cheap goods most people want,’ Sid was saying. ‘Before the fire, Change Alley was where all the coffee houses were, and that’s where all the buying and selling went on. There’s only one or two coffee houses left in the banking district, down around Cornhill and Lombard Street. The main one’s the Jerusalem.’ Rhia was suddenly alert. The calling card she’d found on Ryan’s floor was from the Jerusalem Coffee House.

         To her astonishment, when she looked up from her glass she was met with the sight of Laurence and Mr Dillon entering the pub – as though in remembering that day at Ryan’s flat she had conjured them. Laurence was beaming. He had known she would be here. When they reached the snug, to her even greater surprise, Mr Dillon slapped Sid on the back. He greeted Rhia and Grace politely before disappearing to the bar. Laurence squeezed in next to Rhia while Sid and Grace cooed over each other.

         ‘You look smashing.’

         ‘And so do you,’ she said lightly. She found that it was easier to play along with Laurence’s harmless flirtations than to resist them. Besides, she liked him and even if she wouldn’t make him a good wife she didn’t mind being admired.

         ‘And I’ve not even asked you how you fared with the dragon,’ he added. Rhia darted a meaningful look at Grace and frowned at Laurence. He nodded and winked and put his finger to his lips conspiratorially. Grace was preoccupied with Sid, though, and had heard nothing
         

         ‘Miss Elliot works in the emporium,’ Rhia whispered.

         ‘Oh, I see,’ he whispered back.
         

         ‘Mr Montgomery seemed to like my designs, he said he’d think about it, and then he rushed off somewhere.’

         ‘These dragons are extremely busy creatures, you know.’

         ‘Speaking of dragons, I’ve been meaning to ask you, is Mr Dillon always so aloof, or is it just the effect I have on him?’

         Laurence looked taken aback. ‘I’d not noticed him being aloof!’

         Rhia laughed. ‘You wouldn’t notice if your own boot buttons were undone. But you’ve answered my question. It must be me.’

         Laurence looked towards the bar. ‘I suppose he does brood. You should have seen him when we were students, though. I used to wonder, on certain mornings, if I should call on him and make sure he hadn’t died, poetically, in the night. He’s a very level-headed chap though. He’s at his worst when he’s personally affronted by something, like this business in the Pearl River.’

         ‘But why is he personally affronted by it?’
         

         ‘His younger brother was a scholar who lived in Canton.’ Laurence trailed off as Dillon arrived and placed a jug of porter on the table and a glass of sherry for Grace who hadn’t touched her plum cake.

         ‘Oh good man,’ said Laurence. ‘Rhia was just asking about your piece on the war.’

         Dillon shot her a surprised look. ‘Do the economics of war interest you, Miss Mahoney?’

         His tone made her bristle. ‘We are all affected by economics. My father paid excessive duties to the Crown for the privilege of exporting his linen, so I am merely curious to know how the Crown is spending his taxes.’
         

         Mr Dillon’s eyes crinkled. Rhia almost fell off her chair – so he had a sense of humour after all. ‘A fair point, Miss Mahoney. In fact, it is something that is lately being called capitalism that interests me. It is a relatively modern industry, and one that is killing people.

         Capitalism. The word sounded inauspicious.
         

         ‘Could we talk about something a little less profound please,’ said Laurence. ‘I have no affinity with numbers.’

         ‘Indeed you don’t, Blake – as your recent trip to Paris demonstrates.’ Mr Dillon looked at Rhia with a raised eyebrow and a wry smile. ‘Mr Blake has purchased a collection of daguerreotypes from a Paris dealer I am convinced is a thief.’

         Laurence laughed. ‘Come, Dillon, you’ve already bored Miss Mahoney with talk of the City.’

         ‘But I’m not bored at all,’ Rhia assured him. She was beginning to see that there was a whole side of trade that she knew little about. In effect, people bought and sold goods without even laying eyes on them, and it wasn’t even because they particularly wanted the commodity, but because they wanted to build their own little empires in trading with them. As if one wasn’t enough. ‘In fact, Mr Dillon, I would appreciate it if you would explain to me why I should have no faith in banknotes.’

         He was immediately serious. ‘It is more a question of the actual capital represented by the paper money, Miss Mahoney. The Bank of England is really only a holding house for a limited amount of coin and bullion, and when a major trade route such as the South China Sea ceases to operate, there is a domino effect. The balance of capital and debit topples and the vaults are emptied very quickly.’

         ‘Do you mean if I deposited my silver in a bank and then wrote a note of credit, it does not represent an actual transaction?’
         

         ‘Precisely. Your silver ceases to exist once it is deposited in a bank.’

         ‘But then banking is a charade!’

         ‘Of course,’ said Dillon coolly, as though it was something everyone knew. ‘I suggest you make payments with actual coin rather than notes of credit until the silver reserves are replenished. The vaults aren’t entirely empty, don’t worry,’ he said when Rhia widened her eyes. ‘Quantities of silver enter London daily from the Calcutta exchange; opium money mostly, but it is only here to be laundered so that the Crown can honestly say that the revenue from opium is not being used outright to purchase tea.’

         ‘But there’s silver coming in from the colonies too,’ said Sid. ‘Land is fetching a good price on the eastern shoreline of Australia, and the wheat and wool markets are attracting investors. The Calcutta exchange sees plenty of revenue from Sydney, but maybe some punter is just robbing the wealthy squatters in New South Wales!’

         Rhia was piecing all of this together. ‘But I thought the emperor of China declared the opium trade unlawful.’

         Dillon shook his head in disgust. ‘It makes no difference. The transactions just take place offshore. The black gold, as it is called, is taken to a depot ship anchored at Lintin Island in the Gulf of Canton. The ships are large, with crews of fighting men. The Chinese silver that pays for the opium is deposited on an armed ship, and then transferred to a barque or a clipper and taken to Calcutta.’

         Rhia shook her head. ‘And what happens to the silver in Calcutta?’

         ‘Most commonly, bills of exchange are issued; paper money that can be redeemed in England or in India.’
         

         ‘But what if there isn’t enough silver to redeem a bill of exchange?’

         Dillon shrugged. ‘Then there will be a run on the banks. As you know, there’s an embargo on all legitimate trade with China, so no cotton, wool or English piece goods can be exported, and neither can we import tea, silk, rice, porcelain and so on. The silver from the sale of opium is always used to purchase tea, because silver is the only currency the emperor of China will trade in.’

         Rhia frowned. ‘So China provides our substance and we provide theirs. I expect the black market trade off Lintin Island is thriving.’

         ‘Oh, it is,’ Dillon agreed, looking at her intently. ‘Then you read the papers, Miss Mahoney.’

         ‘I enjoy that vulgar activity, yes.’ Now she had made him smile twice in one night. He took a long draught of porter.

         ‘This is all very dull,’ Grace complained, looking bored.

         ‘It isn’t though, my love,’ Sid assured her. ‘It’s no different to watching lads play with their marbles in the street. They swap whichever they have too many of, for what they most desire.’

         Mr Dillon put down his empty glass. ‘A more deadly game than marbles, Sid. One nation is being poisoned by another and the governments of Britain and India have sanctioned it.’

         Sid leaned across Grace and lowered his voice to say something to Dillon that Rhia strained to hear.

         ‘Speaking of India, I’ve only just heard something that might be of interest.’

         ‘Indeed?’ Dillon was instantly sober. He stood up, excused himself and beckoned Sid to follow him. They went to stand a short distance away by the fire. Neither Laurence nor Grace took any notice. Laurence refilled his glass and leaned back into the snug contentedly, and Grace became preoccupied with her fingernails.
         

         Rhia strained to hear what Sid and Dillon were discussing, but they had their backs to her and the tavern was noisy. She edged closer to the fire until she could hear their conversation.

         ‘Of course I remember Josiah Blake’s accident,’ Dillon was saying.

         ‘One of the brokers who has a Quaker client doesn’t think it was an accident,’ said Sid.

         ‘Who doesn’t?’ Dillon’s tone was sharp and Rhia held her breath.

         ‘The client. And there’s a rumour that Blake may have been discovered at something … un-Quakerly – something like opium – and couldn’t face the shame.’ Sid paused and lowered his voice. ‘There’s them that say he took his own life.’

         ‘Does your Quaker have a name?’

         ‘The broker wouldn’t tell me, so he’s either scared or he’s been paid, because I’ve never known him to keep his mouth shut.’

         ‘If you find out who he is, Sid, I’ll see to it that you become the favourite of the newspaper investors.’

         ‘You’ve got yourself a deal, mister.’ Sid drained his glass.

         Rhia could hardly believe what she’d heard. If both Ryan and Josiah had taken their own lives, did it mean they had both been involved in the opium trade? Was this why the journalist was so interested in Ryan’s affairs? She could not bear to think that her uncle had stooped so low. And what about Josiah Blake, with his spotless reputation? It was appalling to think that he, too, should be profiteering from such a filthy trade. Antonia would surely not bear it. She must never find out.

         Mr Dillon turned and their eyes met. He raised an eyebrow, she raised one back, and that was that.
         

         Sid retrieved Grace, and Laurence enquired politely after their plans to wed. Mr Dillon turned to Rhia and lowered his voice.

         ‘With regard to your uncle’s death, Miss Mahoney. The Yard have interviewed his solicitor and I’ve learnt that his estate has been frozen pending evidence contrary to suicide.’

         ‘Contrary to suicide?’
         

         ‘There is still a small chance his death was accidental. But this is neither the time nor the place to discuss it. At the very least, we must understand what drove him to it. Are you agreed?’

         ‘Of course.’ Rhia almost asked why he cared, and what he really thought of Ryan, but didn’t. She was too worried that she might not like what she heard.

         He bowed stiffly. ‘Then I shall wish you good night and Happy Christmas.’

         ‘And you. Thank you for—’ But he was walking away, as bad mannered as ever.

         Sid and Grace said goodnight, and Rhia found herself standing beneath the mistletoe with Laurence. He looked at it pointedly and then at her. She laughed, but then his expression became so sombre that she had to look away. When he offered her his arm instead, she was not sure if she felt more disappointed or relieved.

      

      
    

  
    
      
         
         

         
            Cashmere

         
   
         Rhia examined the address on the calling card. The Jerusalem was on Lombard Street. It was not far. The handwriting on the reverse was careful and elegant; definitely not her uncle’s, which was sloping and hasty. The Oriental character could mean something or nothing, and the numbers beside it were as puzzling as ever. She needed to do something to keep her mind from the fact that Mr Montgomery hadn’t been in touch.
         

         The streets were as damp and glum as they had looked from the morning room at Cloak Lane. When it started to properly rain, Rhia was easily lured into the closest shop, which happened to be Cutbush’s Curios. The sign was almost obscured by ivy, which was probably why she’d never noticed it before. Inside, the shop smelt of pipe tobacco and damp and was piled to the rafters with penny-arcade tin drums and sailors’ hats, copper pots and old Pears’ annuals. Mr Cutbush had an oversized moustache, yellowed by tobacco, and an oversized girth. It was a wonder he could move about without toppling any of his precariously stacked whatnots.
         

         The floor above the ground contained merchandise of a more specialised nature; a collector’s kingdom come. Here were thimbles and stamps and military regalia and monogrammed goblets and, in a fusty corner, a shelf of antiquated firearms. Rhia felt her heart lurch. How many dealers of antique pistols could there be in London?

         Mr Cutbush couldn’t remember if he had or hadn’t sold any pistols to an Irishman by the name of Ryan Mahoney, but he said that it was peculiar she should enquire, because there had been a Celtic gentleman in asking all manner of questions. ‘And quite ghoulish some of them, too,’ he added, with a nod that made his jowls wobble like aspic.
         

         Rhia cocked her head at him. ‘What do you mean, ghoulish?’

         ‘Well, the likes of, “what sort of wound would such and such a weapon make if it were fired at close range, as opposed to if it were fired at a distance?”’

         ‘And could you answer?’

         ‘Of course, madam. I do not hold any commodities that I don’t have a little knowledge of, and it is important to respect the perilous nature of gunpowder.’

         ‘Did the gentleman give you his name?’

         ‘He did not. I would know him again, though; he had a mane of hair and was dressed like a thespian.’

         ‘How long ago was this?’

         Mr Cutbush looked puzzled, and then uncertain. ‘Well, now you have me. It could have been last week or last July, I’m not much good at remembering such things.’

         It sounded as if Mr Dillon had been making enquiries about firearms – but when, and why? Rhia left the curio shop, and was deep in thought when a cart drove through a puddle and threw muddy water up at her. Today she longed to be riding Epona on the headland, where there were no passing vehicles or chimney stacks and no slops raining from upstairs windows. She turned into a shabby lane of weaver’s cottages that she judged should come out near Lombard Street. The lane was deserted and bleak. Through a curtainless window, she glimpsed a room almost barren of furnishings. A woman and her skinny brood were huddled together for warmth, all bent over their sewing. In Greystones the weavers were poor, but there were always faggots for a fire and a pot of coddle on the make. There was always someone, like her mother, who cared.
         

         Weaving was once a respectable trade and a profession that could earn a decent wage. If machines were clever enough to make cloth, then how many other trades would they claim? Rhia tried to imagine Spitalfields in the time before the factories, when the French Protestants had run the London silk trade. It was hard to conjure. She’d read that the Huguenots had cultivated a mulberry plantation, since this was all the fussy silk worms would eat. Barely a tree was now to be seen in Spitalfields. Neither the mulberry plants nor the creatures themselves thrived in the climate. Rhia empathised with the silk worm. The penetrating damp had reached her toes, even through her lace-up boots and woollen stockings.

         When she came to a junction in the road, she was only a step or two away from Lombard Street and looking forward to a glass of strong coffee. The Jerusalem looked busy from what little she could see of its interior through the fogged glass, but she was not prepared for the atmosphere that greeted her when she entered. This was not at all what she expected. The air was thick with cigar smoke and the smell of men. The confusion of raised voices reminded her of the Dublin pony market. There was barely room to stand, let alone be seated, and she realised her entrance was slowly making an impression. There was not another woman in the room. The Jerusalem was a meeting place, not somewhere warm and dry to enjoy a quiet beverage.

         An entire wall was dedicated to the kind of wooden file boxes that one might see at a printer’s or stationer’s shop, furnished with piles of ledgers. On a long, narrow table beneath were piles of broadsheets, pipe dishes, tin coffee pots and a number of notebooks and pencils. Several sheets of grid-lined paper were pinned on a corkboard close by, though Rhia was not close enough to see the entries inked in their columns. She guessed it had something to do with shipping, since a good number of the men in the room had the salty look of merchant captains. She had seen enough to realise that this was not a place one came to enjoy a harmless cup of coffee. She was beginning to feel self-conscious. She turned to leave as she heard a familiar voice.
         

         ‘I thought it must be you, Miss Mahoney!’ Sid was grinning broadly at her bewilderment. ‘I see that you have taken an interest in the exchange!’

         ‘Not in the least. My only interest was in a glass of coffee.’

         ‘Coffee, well you’d best look elsewhere. You will only distract these gentlemen from their business.’ Sid seemed hugely entertained that Rhia had come to a coffee house for coffee.

         ‘I tell you what, Miss Mahoney, I’m about done here and then I’m off to visit Gracey. Why not walk with me?’ It was a good distance from Cornhill to Regent Street, Rhia had walked it before, but she nodded. Why not? She had nothing better to do. They left and she was relieved to be back in the damp air.

         ‘Is it always so crowded in the Jerusalem?’ she asked as they walked back along Cornhill. Sid shook his head.

         ‘Tea and China silk is at a premium – meaning it’s scarce and in demand and above the usual market price. There is a lot of selling of small goods going on, to secure ordinary commodities.’

         ‘Ordinary commodities?’

         ‘That’s stock that always has a market, no matter how expensive it gets.’

         ‘So it’s like chess – minor possessions sacrificed to secure the more powerful?’
         

         ‘I’ve never played the game of chess; too clever for me, but that’s about it, yes.’

         ‘And what were all the ledgers and folders in the box-shelving?’

         ‘Files. Shipping documents from Bombay, Calcutta, Canton, Sydney, Hobart Town … and all the intermediates – Rio, St Helena and the like. Those files have the arrival and departure dates of every ship, what she’s carrying, plus current prices. It’s my job to know what’s in those. Keeps me on me toes!’

         ‘I should think so.’ Rhia remembered the calling card. ‘I’ve another question for you.’ She reached into her reticule and extracted the card, turning it over so that Sid could see the characters on the back. ‘Do you know what the numbers or the character might mean?’

         Sid took the card and squinted at it. ‘I’ve not a darn clue what that squiggle is,’ he said, stabbing his finger at the character. ‘Chinese I expect. The numbers look to me like coordinates though; that is, an exact place out in the middle of the ocean, but I’m no sailor, Miss Mahoney. I couldn’t tell you which bit of ocean it is. Looks like a woman’s wrote it though, judging by how neat the hand is.’

         Rhia put the card back in her reticule. She’d not considered that it might be a woman’s hand. She knew only that the hand-writing was not her uncle’s. Perhaps he’d had a sweetheart, but why would someone – let alone a woman – write ship’s coordinates and a Chinese character on a calling card?
         

         The chimneys of the red-brick mill buildings towered above neglected tenements along Threadneedle Street. The chimneys reminded her of the cigars of the patrons of the Jerusalem. In no time they had walked the length of Cheapside and Sid had pointed out the Mercer’s Hall on Ironmonger’s Lane, where all the ‘gentrified’ cloth merchants met. In fact, he said, Mr Montgomery was known as ‘king of the mercers’. The City of London, he said, had long been inhabited by financiers and cloth traders, the partnership that had led to merchant banking. ‘If only Gracey and I could put together what we know of banking and cloth and do the same,’ he joked.
         

         It seemed to take no time at all to reach Regent Street with someone to talk to. When Grace saw Sid in the doorway, she blushed with pleasure. Then she saw Rhia. Her expression changed in an instant. As usual, Sid seemed happily unaware of his fiancée’s fluctuating tempers. Perhaps it was for the best. Rhia hovered in the doorway for a moment before she decided against entering the emporium. She waved to Grace and hurried away as though she had somewhere to go.

         She dawdled by a clothier’s window near Spitalfields, imagining a new dress made from a swathe of India green cashmere. She could not possibly afford to buy the cloth, of course, even if she were to sew it herself. If she didn’t find employment soon she would have to spend the last of her money on the passage home, and her goal of returning to Ireland victorious would remain a dream.

         When she walked back along the barren street where she’d seen the weavers through the window, Rhia felt ashamed of her desire. No doubt all of these shabby hutches housed families of outworkers, sewing, spinning or weaving around the clock just to make enough for their bread and tea. Yet their profession was at the bosom of the city’s prosperity. Ryan had once told her that more factories in the capital were dedicated to the manufacture of cloth than any other industry. The mill owner lived in Hampstead or Ealing and would be lunching on guinea fowl and claret, just as Rhia had at the Montgomerys’. She almost felt ashamed. She, friend to the Kellys, should never forget that the cloth that has the most ornate finish often has the roughest underside.
         

      

      
    

  
    
      
         
         

         
            Organza

         
   
         From All Hallows Eve onwards Londoners acquired a cheerfulness rivalled only by the performance of a pantomime or a hanging. Antonia felt light-hearted as she hurried along with Rhia and Juliette, even though she no longer celebrated Christian festivals. Ceremony and ritual were obstructions between the pious and the divine. Still, how jolly that it was snowing on Christmas Eve, the soft flakes settling on Juliette’s black shawl and Rhia’s red hood. What a shame that photogenic drawings required stillness; it was not often that Regent Street looked whimsical.
         

         Rhia hadn’t wanted to come to the emporium, but Antonia urged her to be adventurous. She pointed out that Mr Montgomery might yet be interested in her designs and that busy men often needed to be reminded of their commitments.

         They arrived to find Mr Montgomery (in his shirtsleeves again) with Mr Beckwith behind the counter. A carafe of port wine and some gilt edged glasses sat on the countertop, which was decorated with branches of holly tied with white and gold ribbons. It was all very à la mode and made Antonia feel excessively plain and a little tired. Expensive-looking women glided amongst the displays in unwieldy crinolines. One of them was consulting Grace Elliot about something shimmery in myrtle green.

         ‘Happy Christmas, Mrs Blake. Miss Mahoney.’ Mr Montgomery’s smile was warm and welcoming and it cheered Antonia instantly. ‘Will you take an aperitif?’
         

         ‘A small one,’ she agreed. Why not? It was the season to be a little merry. She glanced at Rhia who looked like she’d sooner leave, but nodded. She had paused at a display near the counter, piled high with rolls of silk organza in the new pastels. Juliette, too, was hanging back, her head bent, not knowing where to look. It would embarrass her to stop with people she thought of as her betters, and this was precisely why Antonia wanted her to join in. If the Lord valued all of his children equally, there was simply no reason why a maid should not take a glass with a mercer.

         ‘Come, Juliette. It is Christmas.’

         Juliette took a step forward without lifting her eyes. As she did she knocked against the organza, piled so high that it took only the glance of an elbow to topple it.

         ‘Mercy me! I’m ever so sorry, Mr Montgomery, sir!’ Juliette dropped to her knees and tried to pick up one of the rolls, but it was too cumbersome. Rhia and Antonia bent to help her.

         In an instant Mr Montgomery was beside them. ‘It is no bother at all. Please don’t trouble yourselves, ladies.’ He pushed up his shirtsleeves and collected two or three of the rolls while Juliette was still on her hands and knees. Antonia stretched out her hand to help her to her feet. ‘Come, Juliette, they are too heavy.’ When Juliette stood, she was white and shaken and looked terrified. The girl really was an albatross at times. Antonia sighed. Forbearance seemed to have abandoned her, along with humility and modesty. She hoped that it was only grief and that her faith would, one day, be hers again.

         Mr Montgomery rearranged the display then rolled down his shirtsleeves. Mr Beckwith poured them each a glass, smiling timidly. Rhia was having a quiet word with Juliette, assuring her that although the organza looked delicate, it was as strong as sailcloth. Rhia was being commendably patient, considering Juliette’s unfriendliness and suspicion. Juliette could never before have met someone who looked like a changeling and laughed like a child.
         

         Antonia accepted a glass from Mr Beckwith, but he returned to his ledger and its perfect copperplate entries before she could think of some topic for conversation. She presumed that he had once been a clerk of some kind. She also presumed that Mr Beckwith’s fiscal talents were helping to keep the House of Montgomery’s doors open during the silver crisis. Mr Montgomery would have an annuity, of course, so it probably wouldn’t matter if he was trading at a loss. She knew nothing of his family and it would not do to ask, but his lineage was clearly aristocratic. His breeding was conspicuous in his elocution and manner, as it was in his address. When he came to stand beside Antonia his arm brushed against hers and her heart quickened. She suddenly couldn’t think of a thing to say, so she pretended to be interested in a display. Then she caught Rhia looking at the mercer with stony determination and braced herself.

         ‘I wonder if you’ve had the opportunity to consider my portfolio, Mr Montgomery?’ Rhia’s tone was cool and calm and Antonia was impressed in spite of herself.

         He didn’t hesitate. ‘I intend to, just as soon as the Christmas trade is behind us.’ He paused and glanced over to where Grace was hovering. ‘Miss Elliot leaves in February, and I will be looking for an assistant. Would you consider joining us in January with a view to replacing her?’

         If he’d simply forgotten about the portfolio, then he had evaded the fact expertly, and Antonia couldn’t think less of him for it. His compromise sounded reasonable.

         ‘As a shop girl?’
         

         ‘An assistant, yes. It would be a starting point, I thought, and while it is quiet, there is room at the back for you to get on  with work on our new collection!’

         ‘I will certainly consider it.’ Rhia smiled graciously enough, but Antonia could see that she was disappointed. Grace was loitering close by, fussing over the organza display. She looked as unhappy as Rhia about the proposal, and Juliette was biting her cuticles. It was time to leave.

         They collected their sack of remnants and waited in the queue at the Piccadilly cabstand. Everywhere Antonia looked, people seemed invigorated by the prospect of the one day in the year when even shopkeepers closed their shutters. She felt envious, which surprised her. Were Josiah here she would barely have noticed the festivities. Which is why she had invited Isaac for Christmas dinner and then, as an afterthought, she’d asked Laurence if his friend Mr Dillon might like to come also.

         They were finally the first in line for a hansom and, when they climbed inside they all sank gratefully into the cracked leather seats. Rhia looked preoccupied. Juliette, though no longer quite so drawn, was still biting her nails. A diversion was needed. ‘I was thinking earlier about making a photogenic drawing of the street scene,’ Antonia said.

         ‘That’s a wonderful idea!’ Rhia’s eyes lit up. ‘Is it possible?’

         Juliette looked from one to the other of them suspiciously.

         ‘Not unless everyone on the street were standing very still, I’m afraid. A pity. Do you remember the portrait I took of the gentlemen in the garden, Juliette?’

         The maid nodded. ‘The one that looks like plain paper, you mean?’ she mumbled sullenly. It seemed that nothing would shake her from her gloom. Antonia persisted all the same. She’d once tried to explain the photogenic process to her maid, hoping that she would take an interest; that it might elevate her, but she had only seemed superstitious.
         

         ‘Yes, but when I expose it, the gentlemen who stood so still in the garden that day will appear on the page.’

         ‘As if by the hand of a ghostly painter,’ Rhia added. Juliette threw her a dark look, then shrugged as though she couldn’t care less. ‘My ma always liked to see a portrait, though we never could afford to have one made.’

         ‘Photogenic drawing has already reached the colonies, so it is possible even your mother has encountered it. Laurence has a colleague in Sydney, and it is immensely popular with the naturalists who are cataloguing the flora there,’ Antonia continued. ‘In fact, Mr Fox Talbot is a botanist himself.’

         Juliette looked fleetingly interested in this, then turned her gaze to the window.

      

      
    

  
    
      
         
         

         
            Lawn

         
   
         It was a relief to be back home and away from Mrs Blake’s chatter about her queer portraits, not to mention all the happy Christmas crowds. The season was ever more popular since they’d banned the rat pits and bear baiting. For once Juliette was glad to have so much work to do. If she didn’t occupy her hands soon, her stupid head would probably swell with all the thoughts in it, like something in a freak show. There was much to be done before she and Beth could leave for their three-day holiday. Mrs Blake had insisted on three days, which was kind because one was all that was expected. And she was going to cook Christmas dinner herself! Juliette had never seen Mrs Blake cook anything more than a slice of toast.
         

         They scraped the grease off from the stovetop, and rinsed out the oven with vinegar and water, spreading damp tea leaves across the cinders so that the ashes would not settle on the newly clean range. They brushed black lead onto the brass and then rubbed it off with dry leather. When the grates shone, and the fenders and irons, Beth put her plump forearms into a tub of flour up to the elbow in preparation to make beef pudding and Juliette went to the washhouse.

         She lit the fire beneath the copper and put the linen on to boil, then put ivory black on the three pairs of sensible boots that were waiting in a row.

         The idea wouldn’t go away.

         It would be a shameless thing to do – was she bold enough? The feeling of it spread through her as she worked, filthy as a cloud of cinders, until it almost choked her. She tried to get the better of it by brushing Mrs Blake’s boots harder and harder, but she only became breathless. Finally, she dropped the brush and then the boot and bent over double on her stool, almost gagging to keep from wailing. She took a square of lawn from her apron pocket and stuffed it into her mouth, trying not to make a commotion. Beth and Mrs Blake already thought her insensible. As for the Irish witch, well, who knew what she thought. She could be up to anything with those eyes, black and deep as two hellholes. Could she know? And what she’d said in the cab, about the ghostly painter was too awful. She must know.
         

         They must never ever know about this new idea, though. They would think her wicked and mad, and maybe she was – how could she think such a thing otherwise. Juliette took a big breath, picked up the brush and the boot from the stone floor, and wondered yet again how such a thing could have climbed into her head. Maybe it was ‘the light’ – that wretched light that Mrs Blake was always on about. For Juliette, light was just a gas lamp, a candle flame, morning creeping through the window, nothing more or less.

         She resumed polishing. The idea seemed daring and difficult, but it was the only means of knowing for sure, one way or another.

         Juliette lined up the boots, shiny as a row of beetles, and sighed with satisfaction. From tomorrow, she would have three whole days with nothing to do but listen to Beth and her sisters gossiping, and take a walk down to the Serpentine to watch the skaters. She’d need to say extra prayers in church, of course.

          
         

         
         

         
            Christmas Eve, 1840

            
                

            

            Tonight London is white as a snowy owl. I should feel happy, because I’ve been offered a position, but I feel only disappointed.

            It doesn’t help to have spent the morning with Juliette  who is perpetually gloomy. Mrs Blake says it is because she is without family – her father died when she was young and her mother was transported for petty theft. Myself, I’d wager that Juliette has a guilty secret of her own. She behaves as though she has. She doesn’t like me, but I can’t say that I’m especially fond of her either.

            If not for Laurence I might have become demented with boredom. I don’t see much of him, but when he’s around the mood is always lighter. He looks at me in a certain way though. I suspect that he might be a little sweet on me. I may even feel the same way, but it is hard to be sure. I am easily flattered, as you know, and probably a little lonely as well. I’ve no idea how one can distinguish affection from devotion. I am not even sure which part of the body should feel desire, where it is located. Is it to be found in the heart or the head? Or somewhere else entirely. 

         

      

      
    

  
    
      
         
         
 
         
            Velvet

         
 
         Antonia sat at the table enjoying the serenity of a clean kitchen. White light glanced off the brass on the range and reflected on the floor, polished so highly that it resembled calm water. Apt, that cleanliness and godliness should be associated.
         
 
         The kettle was rattling on the range, close to the boil. Tea first, and one of Beth’s spiced buns, and then she’d start on Christmas dinner. The goose had been hanging in the larder for three days, which Beth said improved its flavour. Beth had done the real work on the bird the evening before; plucking it and cutting off its neck and feet and then skewering it. Her first task was the onion and sage stuffing, and after that she’d get on with the vegetables and sauces and then the brandy butter for the pudding.
 
         Rhia appeared quietly. She was very good at entering a room without being heard. She was not dressed, and her hair was unbraided. It hung heavily over her shoulders and woollen nightgown. She looked surprised to see someone else abroad.
 
         ‘Good morning, Antonia. I thought I was the first up. I should have dressed.’
 
         ‘Good morning, my dear. I woke to light the fires, and thought I’d make sure I’ve plenty of time to prepare Christmas dinner. It’s years since I was on my own in the kitchen.’

         ‘Well you needn’t be entirely on your own,’ Rhia said with that insubordinate smile. ‘I’m not a terrible cook, only a clumsy one according to my mother.’
         
 
         Antonia laughed and got up to take the kettle from the range. She poured water into the teapot, feeling Rhia watching her. She wanted to say something, Antonia suspected, but was unsure of its propriety.
 
         ‘I was thinking about the portrait,’ she began. Antonia held her breath. Rhia looked her in the eye. ‘You said you’d taken a portrait of several gentlemen in your garden – colleagues of your husband. Was my uncle amongst them?’
 
         Antonia rotated the teapot. She doubted that someone like Rhia was afraid of looking into the faces of the dead. ‘Yes,’ she said.
 
         ‘What was the nature of his business with your husband?’
 
         Antonia hesitated. She was still piecing things together from accounts and shipping records. ‘The gentlemen in the portrait were planning a joint venture. Mixed-fibre cloths, I believe, even though joint trading is not generally approved in the City. They invested in two clippers, the Mathilda and the Sea Witch.’ Rhia was looking down at her tea, not really listening.
         
 
         ‘The portrait. Will you … ?’
 
         ‘Soon,’ said Antonia.
 
         Rhia nodded. ‘When I watched the representations coming to life, upstairs, it was a little … eerie.’
 
         ‘It is an uncanny thing to watch,’ Antonia agreed. ‘Of course, revealing a latent image by exposing it to light is more delicate.’ She felt breathless merely imagining exposing the image. Rhia was watching her closely and with empathy. ‘You will know when the time is right,’ she said. She reached her hand across the table and touched Antonia’s lightly.
 
         The morning passed easily with a companion in the kitchen, though Rhia had not been jesting about being a clumsy cook. So far she had cut herself with a paring knife and knocked over the apple sauce, and Antonia considered it safer to send her to lay the table.
         
 
         Laurence came looking for breakfast at half past ten. He was visibly suffering from last evening’s revelry, but his natural good cheer prevailed.
 
         ‘Happy Christmas, Antonia! I don’t suppose you’ve some coffee brewing amongst that collection of pots?’
 
         ‘I have, but I think you’d better pour it yourself. I’m quite literally up to my elbows, as you can see.’ Antonia blew a wisp of hair from her eyes and continued rolling the dough for the gravy dumplings. ‘And you could check on the fire in the drawing and dining rooms for me, Laurence. Rhia is in the dining room, and I’m sure she’s keeping her eye on it, but you could check all the same.’
 
         Laurence saluted her and then wandered out with a bowl of milky coffee, a Parisian habit apparently. He was clearly taken with Rhia, but whether his affections were returned, or where such an attraction might lead, she could not say.
 
         When the goose was in the oven and the kitchen in order, Antonia felt unreasonably pleased with herself. She wondered how the dining room had fared under Rhia’s supervision. The table was laid with the good pink china and Indian silver cutlery, and its centrepiece was a mistletoe wreath and a ring of candles. A little pagan for her taste, but pretty all the same. She glanced at the clock on the mantel. It was later than she had realised, almost midday. She barely had enough time to change and tidy her hair.
 
         The doorbell sounded while Antonia was dressing, and Laurence called out that he would be the Christmas butler. By the time she arrived in the drawing room, Isaac and Mr Dillon were talking by the window and Laurence and Rhia were on the divan looking at photogenic drawings. Laurence was an excellent butler; the fire was dancing and a decanter of claret was unstoppered on the mantelpiece.
         
 
         Was it her imagination that Isaac and Mr Dillon stopped their conversation too abruptly when she entered? Antonia had the uncomfortable sensation that something was being kept from her. Her immediate thought was that it might be something about Josiah. She shook it off. A woman of faith should feel her husband’s loving presence rather than his shadow. It was within her means, by the use of salt and silver nitrate, to see his face. The negative was in the bottom drawer of Josiah’s desk, safe in its thick silk wallet. If she kept it thus protected then the latent image would be preserved. As Rhia said, she would know when the time was right.
 
         Isaac and Mr Dillon were standing. She had not seen the journalist since the wake and he had still not visited the barber. He did have a flair for unusual clothing. The fabric of his waistcoat looked positively antique.
 
         ‘It was gracious of you to invite me, Mrs Blake,’ he said. I would probably have spent the day in the basement of the Globe with the printers otherwise. I’ve settled with my conscience by delivering them several bottles of burgundy and a Christmas pudding.’
         
 
         ‘Have you no family, Mr Dillon?’ Rhia was being bad mannered again. Or did she not like him? She looked positively bewitching in that claret-red velvet. Mr Dillon, to his credit, didn’t flinch.
 
         ‘My brother died recently and my parents are in Snowdonia, which is rather a long way by carriage. They are accustomed to my work habits.’
 
         Antonia took a sip of wine and addressed Isaac’s query about the readiness of their cotton shipment for Calcutta. He was eager to sail as soon as Mathilda was back from New York. Sea Witch, as far as she knew, was still somewhere in Indian waters.
         
 
         Mr Dillon had turned his back to the room and was looking at the two Madonnas she had recently hung above the mantelpiece.
 
         ‘I’d thought iconography was disapproved of by an un - adorned faith such as yours, Mrs Blake.’
 
         Isaac laughed. ‘As long as Antonia does not worship the icons, she is committing no breach of her faith.’
 
         Antonia smiled as best she could. ‘They are antiques, Mr Dillon, I admire them for their artistry.’ She was privately surprised that he would challenge her faith, and besides, she could not explain something she didn’t completely understand herself. All she knew was that these images embodied what Christianity lacked, be that a female divinity, or just equality. She looked at the clock. It was not time to put the potatoes in goose fat. Rhia was still poring over the photogenic drawings on the divan. ‘May I see your new pictures, Laurence?’
 
         ‘They aren’t mine. They’re from Sydney. From the same chap who gave me the trees.’ Laurence chose several images and arranged them in a row on the low table. More trees whose leaves and branches looked too pale to be alive. The light that fell between the straight, narrow trunks was sharp and strong, as though they were the ruined columns of a classical temple. The intensity of the light excited Antonia.
 
         Rhia gave an involuntary shudder as though the picture had exactly the opposite effect on her. ‘It looks an unearthly place.’
 
         ‘A wilderness, by all accounts.’ Laurence looked enthralled. ‘I hope to visit it myself one day.’
 
         The talk turned to travel and then to commerce and it was soon time for the potatoes. At two o’clock, the goose was finally roasted and glazed and served up sitting in the centre of a bed of mixed greens and caramelised onions. Laurence carved, and Rhia carried the slightly burnt potatoes and honeyed carrots and condiments to the table on platters. Antonia served Bordeaux that she’d found in the cellar. She knew little about wines and spirits and hoped the bottle had not turned.
         
 
         She took her place beside Mr Dillon, who had taken it upon himself to serve the vegetables. ‘I hear that you will be trading in the spring, Mrs Blake?’
 
         ‘I shall.’
 
         ‘Have you been to the East?’
 
         ‘No. I have always kept the home hearth lit. Josiah spent as much time at sea and in Calcutta and Bombay as he spent in London.’
 
         ‘Am I to understand that your husband was buried in Bombay, madam?’ It was a raw question, almost cruelly so, but at least here was someone who was not afraid to speak of the dead. It took more energy to maintain the silence; the unasked.
 
         ‘I did not intend to cause offence,’ he added while she was gathering her thoughts.
 
         ‘You have not. Josiah was not buried. His body was never recovered.’ She sensed that he knew this, so what was his reason for asking?
 
         ‘No attempt was made to recover him?’
 
         ‘No one saw the accident, Mr Dillon,’ Isaac interjected. He sounded strained.
 
         Mr Dillon frowned. ‘If no one saw the accident, then how is it that everyone is certain that it was an accident?’ The silence at the table was, for a moment, impenetrable.
 
         ‘It was assumed. The yardarm was broken.’ Isaac took a large swallow of wine. His hand was trembling.
 
         Antonia couldn’t utter a word.
 
         Isaac regained his composure and put his glass down. ‘He was not himself,’ he said quietly, ‘everyone had noticed it. He must have been standing too close to the aft rigging, which swings around swiftly when the sails are set. He should have known better. One of the crew heard his shout and saw him …’ He glanced at Antonia. She bent her head. ‘Saw him go down,’ Isaac finished.
         
 
         When she looked up, Laurence looked as sober as she had ever seen him. ‘Were you aware of a letter Josiah wrote to Ryan Mahoney, Isaac?’ he asked.
 
         Antonia dropped her fork onto her plate with a clatter. ‘What letter?’ Her voice sounded uncannily steady.
 
         Laurence’s voice almost broke with emotion. ‘I’m so sorry, Antonia. I thought telling you would only make things worse. All I know is that there was something in the letter that distressed Ryan.’ Laurence sighed heavily. ‘He died before he could tell me more and we found nothing at China Wharf.’
 
         Isaac drained half his glass in a swallow. He was normally a slow, careful drinker.
 
         Mr Dillon was watching him. ‘You knew nothing of it, Mr Fisher?’
 
         ‘No.’
 
         Mr Dillon frowned. ‘Josiah Blake was, by all accounts, as familiar with the ship as an able seaman, and Ryan knew his pistols like an armourer, yet both of these gentlemen died in accidents that might have killed infinitely less experienced men.’
 
         Rhia, who had said nothing, suddenly tapped her fork on her goblet. The sound rang around the high ceilings and she soon had everyone’s attention.
 
         ‘It is Christmas. There is time enough for dark thoughts on every other day of the year.’
 
         ‘Well said.’ Laurence raised his glass. ‘Merry Christmas, all.’
         
 
         Antonia lifted her glass with some effort and, as crystal tinkled, she caught Rhia’s eye. She too had known about the letter. It was a small betrayal, but it felt a betrayal nonetheless.
 
         The conversation turned to the affairs of the City, but Antonia could not focus on it. She thought that she knew Isaac Fisher well, and she had never before now suspected him of not telling the truth.
 
          
         
 
         
         
 
         
            31 December 1840
 
            
                

            
 
            There is a sparkling of frost on the roof tiles opposite tonight. I shall take it to be an omen that the new year will likewise sparkle. I have written to Mr Montgomery and agreed to the position of assistant, which is at least a job I know. I can smile at la-di-da ladies who don’t deserve my attention, like Mrs Spufford of the pea green décolletage. I suppose I am suited to the post in some ways, having had the experience of St Stephen’s Green. I suppose I set my sights too high, that women do not enter a trade so effortlessly.
 
            So I am to spend January and February in the emporium with Grace, who leaves at the end of that month, by which time I should know all there is to know about the difference between Montgomery silk and Mahoney linen.
 
            Your pen is my best companion, Mamo. Sometimes I even think that you are here. I thought I smelt you in Ryan’s rooms that day, or at least the lanolin that you used to put in your hair. Were you with us? You once said that you would sooner die than go to London, but since you are already dead perhaps you have reconsidered. I have put the calling card here in my red book, in case it is something important. Maybe one day I will know.
 
            I am walking a tightrope between worlds and I have no idea what to do with myself. Everything seems so uncertain, and I sometimes feel cold to my bones, as if something else terrible were going to happen. It is probably only the aftermath of the year’s troubles. Or perhaps I will marry after all!

         

      

      
    

  
    
      
         
         
 
         
            Linsey

         
 
         Millbank prison was considered a great achievement by those not incarcerated there. Antonia thought the place unwholesome, being built on marshlands on the banks of the Thames, but she had to admit that it was of superior design to the dark blocks of Newgate.
         
 
         The various wings of Millbank radiated out from a central watch like a great star, and each long, narrow arm had windows so that day could be distinguished from night. In many other of the prisons Antonia visited, the cells were so dim that it was difficult to tell the difference. Even now, in the middle of February, a little light must provide some relief to those who had been moved to Millbank to await transportation.
         
 
         Each time she passed through the towering black gates, Antonia was reminded of the compassion and devotion of the indomitable Elizabeth Fry. She was still the shining light of the British Ladies’ Society, even though she was now an invalid and rarely in London. Because of Elizabeth, not only Newgate and Millbank, but also Bridewell, Whitecross Street and Coldbath Fields were in excellent order. She had sacrificed her health to ensure that female prisoners were no longer shackled like animals on the long voyages to the colonies. It was her Quaker charities which collected cloth so that the women could make quilts during their months at sea.
 
         Antonia and Juliette were accompanied by a wardress with muscular forearms along a chill brick corridor towards the north ward. Their footsteps echoed as though a crowd of ghosts walked with them. Antonia glanced at Juliette who wore an unusually stalwart expression. The fact that Juliette had agreed to come to Millbank at all was something of a breakthrough. She had only accompanied Antonia to this prison once before, and had then been gloomy and weepy for days after. She’d wanted to see the place where her mother spent the months before she had been transferred to a hulk. Hulk was an apt name for the great rusting man-o’-wars that sat in the Thames estuary. They were unfit for use by the navy, but apparently not unfit for the storage of excess criminals. Eliza Green was lucky to have escaped a hulk and to be transported instead.
         
 
         Antonia and Juliette both carried carpet bags containing items prisoners had requested. Mary Gardner wanted fingerless gloves for her chilblained hands. She said the endless sewing made her fingers so numb that she’d all but lost feeling in them. In the daylight hours the Millbank women were employed in every industry from common needlework to making brooms, brushes, rugs and mats. Nelly Williams wanted a copy of the Moses and Son catalogue, though she couldn’t read. She said she liked the pictures of hats and gloves and fancy collars. Should the day never come when she could wear such showy things herself, then at least she would have had the pleasure of imagining them. Margaret Dickson had asked for hair pins, having assured Mrs Blake they were for fixing her hair, not tinkering a lock. Antonia refrained from asking why she would bother with such decorative grooming when she sat on her own all day in a cell.
         
 
         There were other items in the carpet bags: a wooden comb, a skein of wool, a paper bag containing a variety of boot buttons, wool shawls knitted by one of the Friends, some pretty writing paper for a love note and, of course, Bibles. Antonia was mindful to keep her back straight and her chin lifted as their boots echoed through the dark, winding passages and heavy slate-grey doors. She was here to provide comfort, not to feel intimidated. The doors clanged shut behind them, making Juliette start each time. The ground plan was deceptively simple. In fact, the geometry of the building was impenetrable, a maze even to one who had walked its halls before.
         
 
         They arrived at the north ward, a structure with steel stairs and a grid of railings connecting all of its three floors. Each floor was visible from every part of the long, narrow corridor of the building and lined with row upon row of identical grey doors. The overall effect was of an enormous aviary whose captive birds were kept in tiny boxes.
 
         They ascended to the second level from the ground, each step they took ringing out on the metal rungs of the stair. At the sound, several wooden rods appeared through the slots in cell doors, the only means by which the women were allowed to catch the attention of the wardress. She appeared not to notice. Antonia could not help but think of Millbank as a fortified limbo. Its one thousand inmates had been transferred here from all over the country as well as from other London prisons.
         
 
         Margaret Dickson, whose cell was the first they called at, was from Manchester and had been sentenced to seven years for the theft of a trunk of tea from the back of a coach. It was a more impressive crime than much of the petty thieving that resulted in transportation. The warden unclipped a hefty bracelet of keys from her apron and, with a resounding click, the door to Margaret’s cell creaked open.
 
         ‘Look sharp, Dickson, you’ve a lady visitor.’ Juliette’s air of servitude was such that she was clearly a subordinate, even though the two women were as plainly clothed as each other. The cell was sparsely furnished. A porcelain tub for washing was fitted with a wooden cover so that it could also be used as a seat; a large earthenware pan sat in one corner, and folded neatly in another was a brown hammock and bedding. A table flap, hinged to the wall, was laid with a tin mug and plate, a wooden spoon and a slate and pencil. Margaret sat on a low stool beneath a small high window, sewing a linsey petticoat which, along with a brown serge pinafore, was the uniform worn by all of the female inmates. Linsey, a blend of linen and wool, was so coarse that even a Quaker would not consider wearing it as an undergarment.
         
 
         When Margaret saw her visitors, her face lit up . She stood to allow Mrs Blake to sit on her stool and Antonia didn’t refuse. There was little else a prisoner could do to be welcoming than offer the only stool in her cell. Juliette perched on the wooden board over the wash basin. The door clanged shut behind them.
 
         ‘Are you well, Margaret?’ It was always the first thing Antonia asked, though the irony of the question was not lost on her. How could anyone be well in such a place?
         
 
         ‘As well as I can be on cocoa and gruel, Mrs Blake.’ Margaret looked less stout, but was otherwise in good spirits. A rapport had developed between the three women the last time Juliette had visited Millbank, since they had all come to London from the north, though all under rather different circumstances.
 
         Margaret chatted away as though she were going to the continent on holiday. She had not yet been told exactly where her transport would sail, and she would prefer to be sent to the colonies of Bermuda or Gibraltar, since Sydney was an awful long way, three months at sea at least.
         
 
         Antonia listened and glanced quickly at Juliette when Margaret said that she had little hope of ever returning to her family in Manchester once she’d gone. Juliette didn’t appear to be listening, though, she was fidgeting with a strand of her shawl and her eyes were darting about the room as though there was something to look at. She seemed on edge, though this was nothing new.
         
 
         After a time, Antonia rummaged in her bag for the hair pins Margaret had requested and then stood to leave. She expected Juliette to follow, but the maid stayed seated, looking nervous.
 
         ‘I’d like to stop with Margaret, if you don’t mind, Mrs Blake. I’m not sure that we’ll see each other again and I’d like to tell her about my ma, in case she gets sent to Sydney town.’
 
         ‘Of course, Juliette! What a good idea. I’ll come and fetch you after I’ve been to see Nelly, shall I?’
 
         ‘Yes, please, I hope that’s no bother.’
 
         ‘Don’t be silly.’ Antonia left, wondering what on earth Juliette could be up to with Margaret. She should not be so suspicious, she should be hopeful. Perhaps the girl was finally reaching out; becoming confident, and that could surely only be a good thing.
 
         Nelly Williams was sweet-faced and flaxen-haired, which was not advantageous in a women’s prison. She might as well be deliberately trying to make the others feel ugly. Even here, appearances mattered. Nelly was as excited as a child to receive her catalogue, and Antonia stayed with her, looking at fur mantles and satin slippers. She tried to remember the shades that were being worn on Oxford and Regent Streets because Nelly seemed anxious to know. She felt compelled to point out that the corseted and cosseted were generally unhappy, and that one pretty desire was quickly replaced with another. Nelly said she wouldn’t mind being that kind of unhappy.
 
         She left Nelly with her catalogue of fancies, reminded of the scented invitation that had recently arrived from Isabella Montgomery. Isabella’s cage was gilded and luxurious, but she was imprisoned nonetheless. For all of his charm and benevolence, her father was typical of his class. Isabella was not allowed an inch of freedom, although she was gasping for it. The invitation, addressed to both Antonia and Rhia, was to Isabella’s forthcoming birthday tea, but Antonia didn’t think she could bring herself to attend. She would just feel like an old pigeon in an aviary full of coloured birds, all preening and pecking.
         
 
         Juliette’s mood seemed to improve as soon as they left Millbank, and Antonia wondered if she saw the twitch of a secretive smile before they were both forced to cover their noses and mouths with handkerchiefs. The stench was truly awful. ‘Perhaps if the night-soil men didn’t command a shilling a cesspit, the sewers wouldn’t spill over so often,’ she observed drily. Sewage was like emotion; it could only be contained to a point before it just burst through its restraints.
         

          
         

         
         

         
            Greystones,

            County Wicklow

            
                

            

            16 February 1841

            My dear Rhia,

            You must by now have taken up the position at the Montgomery Emporium. I imagine you surrounded by a palette of silk.

            My late reply is not for want of will, as you will know, but of time. Annie Kelly and I are spinning all the daylight hours, and at night your father is in need of my company. He is much the same. The physician says that the bones have mended and he can find no reason why he should not walk with a stick. His ailment is, as we know, of the spirit. He won’t forgive himself for allowing the ruin of the business, or for letting you leave. He even seems to think that he might have done something to prevent Ryan’s death. When he is finally sleeping, I am too weary to write and always, now, consider the cost when the gas lanterns are lit. I may write by tallow, but it is not so true a light. Do not misunderstand me, I don’t consider this a hardship, it reminds me to value everything for its worth, as Mamo always said I should. Sometimes I imagine I can hear her voice, reminding me that I was lucky to marry a wealthy man, and of course she is still right.
            

            As to Thomas Kelly, yes he is well and is weaving as deftly as ever. He can produce four yards a day if he works from sunrise to sunset. Thomas and I have been experimenting with worsted. I have been given a sample of merino by an Italian peddler. It is a fine yarn and almost as soft as the wool from the Tibet goat. I have already sold several yards to a Dublin clothier, so we are meeting our needs.
            

            We are all excited that Michael Kelly’s sentence will be served by the summer, and that he has somehow managed to raise the money for his passage to Dublin. It will be wonderful to have him home and, of course, the Kellys will be much better off with both looms in use.

            I will not hear of you sending banknotes by post, Rhia, you will need your wage in London and you will find plenty to spend it on. We are quite comfortable. Since I know how stubborn you are, let me suggest this. If you have silver to spare then put it in a safe place – not in a bank – and before you spend it, think about how you might wisely invest it in something useful.

            From the window I can see the edge of the shale where you used to ride without boots or bonnet, with your hair getting in such a tangle from the salt and the wind. Epona misses you, but I try to take her out every once in a while. Take good care of yourself and do remember to eat sensibly and keep warm.

            
                

            

            Your loving mother,

            Brigit Mahoney 

         

      

      
    

  
    
      
         
         
 
         
            Taffeta

         
 
         Rhia slipped the letter back into her apron pocket. It was always exciting to have word from home and she had put off reading her mother’s letter until she could sit with her afternoon tea. She looked around the storeroom with satisfaction. It housed an entire wall of box shelving, piled to the ceiling with rolls and folded bolts of cloth. Rearranging it into some kind of logical order had taken the better part of a month and she was still not finished. This was partly because of the sheer volume of cloth, and partly because of regular interruptions from Grace, who was clearly enjoying being mistress of the shop floor. She found no end of menial tasks for Rhia to do, fetching this or that, or minding the floor while she took her elevenses or ran an errand. It was irritating enough being a minion without Grace enjoying her seniority as much as she did.
         
 
         Rhia liked the storeroom, though. She never tired of the sight of glossy black satin beside gold devoré or plum brocade against beetle green taffeta. It reminded her a little of the front room at St Stephen’s Green. On a bright day like today, the light from the window behind struck the shelving and made the silk velvets shine like jewels.
 
         The back window overlooked a small overgrown courtyard, and against the far wall was a dresser with a mottled mirror and several drawers. In these, Rhia had started to store pots and jars of coloured powders and sable brushes of every thickness. In the centre of the floor was a long trestle table covered partly with bolts of cloth. But in one corner was her red book, and a few squares of card dabbed with the velvety pinks and rich, ruby reds of the damask rose. The designs were firmly a secondary occupation during opening hours at the emporium, but she was determined that she would soon have a collection to present Mr Montgomery with, something to rival anything from Paris. She usually came in early or stayed late so that she had uninterrupted time to work. Today, though, she would be leaving early for Isabella Montgomery’s birthday tea. Rhia wasn’t particularly looking forward to it, and Grace hadn’t been invited. Isabella’s tea party seemed just another reason for Grace to feel resentful. Rhia looked at the old ship’s clock above the dresser. It was almost time to leave.
         
 
         She untied her apron and tidied her hair in the mirror, thinking about her mother’s cautionary words. She had already taken to stowing guineas in a purse in the bottom of her portmanteau. She was not about to entrust anyone with her precious silver, not after the conversation with Dillon in the Red Lion. Having an income gave her unexpected pleasure. Suddenly, anything was possible.
         
 
         She was becoming more and more convinced that money was somehow at the root of Ryan’s death, whether he had been unprincipled or not. But how could he have lost money if he was trading in opium? Ryan had been a risk-taker, certainly, but would never be described as rash. No doubt he had overextended himself by investing in the joint venture. Mr Dillon presumably knew something about it, since he appeared to know something about most things. Rhia had neither seen nor heard from him since Christmas. He had no reason to call, other than to see Laurence, and Laurence had sailed to New York more than two weeks ago. The house was quiet without him and Antonia was busier than ever with her forthcoming shipment to India.
         
 
         Grace was buffing her nails and reading Sylvia’s Home Journal when Rhia walked through the shop floor, the only way to leave the emporium. They exchanged polite farewells. The end of the month was less than a week away, and then Rhia would be on her own. She already had her own key.
         
 
         The Montgomery barouche, unexpectedly containing Isabella, pulled up just as Rhia stepped onto the footpath. Isabella looked the parody of a snow queen in her Moscow hat and sable pelisse, with a fur rug across her knees. She was almost breathless with excitement when Rhia stepped up beside her. ‘Hello, Miss Mahoney, it seems an absolute age since we’ve seen each other, and I’ve come secretly! Father was called to the mercer’s hall and Mama said that I might come if I was swift, and that she will receive our guests. But you must not tell. He would be extremely cross if he discovered I was out unchaperoned. But it is my birthday and I’ll soon be a wife, so I must be free today at least!’
         
 
         As they passed through Hyde Park, Rhia felt the prickly gaze of side-saddle riders and promenaders carrying lace parasols. Since it was a grey February afternoon, she presumed the parasols were for surveillance. Being inspected for flaws was inevitable. It made Rhia feel like she might have forgotten something essential, and that she had no way of knowing what it was. Isabella on the other hand was perfect for Hyde Park. Everything about her was expensive and modern and she could, and did, hold her head high.
         
 
         Rhia didn’t have a chance to enquire about Isabella’s husband-to-be, because her companion hardly drew breath. She was intent on taking an inventory of the guest list. This included the daughters of directors of the Bank of England, a Prussian baroness, an Italian viscount, and sundry earls, lords and dukes. And of course her future husband would be there, though he would be in the parlour with her father and some other gentlemen talking ‘business’. He was, she said, ‘a shipping magnet’.
         
 
         ‘Perhaps he is a magnate?’ Rhia suggested, and Isabella agreed that he might be.
 
         As they turned into Belgrave Square, Isabella clutched Rhia’s hand, taking her by surprise. ‘Oh Miss Mahoney, I wish I were as daring as you! I am so bored, especially in the evenings. Papa is always at his club and Mama practically lives in her boudoir. Mama says the servants watch me and report to Papa, but she gets rather muddled so I don’t know if it’s true. If I had my way I should go out every night to Drury Lane! I know it’s risqué, but I have always wanted to have lessons in ballet. Papa should never allow it, he says ballet is vulgar and not at all refined.’
         
 
         Rhia extracted her hand as gently as she could. She couldn’t help liking Isabella, in spite of her chocolate-box existence. ‘But you’ll soon be married, and you’ll probably have children. From what I know of children, you’ll never be bored again!’
 
         Isabella sighed. ‘Yes, of course. I hope my husband is a kind man.’
 
         ‘Do you think he is?’
 
         Isabella shrugged ‘I don’t know. I’ve only met him once.’
 
         Rhia tried not to show how much this surprised her. It shouldn’t. Arranged marriages were common amongst the gentry, and Mr Montgomery would only have his daughter’s interest at heart.
 
         ‘Oh drat!’ said Isabella. ‘Papa’s carriage is here. I’ll have to go in the servant’s entrance and pretend I’ve been upstairs.’ She jumped to the ground before Rhia could protest and was gone.
 
         The long, circular drive of the Montgomery residence was lined with liveried carriages, sleek landaus, chariots and attendant footmen. Rhia felt her stomach somersault. She had imagined an intimate tea party, not this. Everywhere she looked were domes of pale lemon chiffon and spray embroidery on white organdie and strawberry tulle. A confectionary of fashion. She felt like a plum duff in her purple taffeta coutil. The blend of silk and cotton was her only purchase since starting at the emporium. She had chosen purple to feel brave. The goddess Rhiannon wore a purple cloak.
         
 
         She stayed in the barouche for a moment to survey the scene and prepare herself. It was just like a page from Sylvia’s Home Journal. Grace would have loved it. Waists and slippers were pointed, bodices were boned and corsages en coeur, crinolines were enormous and flounced, sleeves, if present, were short and tight with a manchette of lace at the elbow.
         
 
         Rhia stepped to the ground and ascended the imposing stairs as nonchalantly as she could. She felt the eyes of the powdered and thin on her, and saw herself through their eyes: the complexion of a farm worker, Irish cloak (no fur trim), no ringlets. She would have a sip of tea and a bite of cake and then she would develop a headache and leave.
         
 
         The drawing room was a clutter of crinolines, and there was no sign of Isabella. Prunella Montgomery smiled vaguely at her then patted the divan she was perched on. Rhia sat beside her and Prunella offered a glass of sherry from the decanter at her elbow, presumably her own personal supply. Rhia accepted. Sherry seemed a much better idea than tea.
 
         ‘Are you enjoying the party, dear?’ Prunella asked, hesitating before she said ‘dear’ as though she’d forgotten Rhia’s name. Rhia answered politely that she was, and added that she was also enjoying the emporium. Mrs Montgomery looked confused for a moment and then nodded absently. Rhia could see that she would have to uphold the conversation, so she prattled on about how much she loved being in the storeroom, and how it was like a treasure trove.
         
 
         Mrs Montgomery raised her eyebrows. Her pale blue eyes had a milky ring around the pupil and there were hollow, bluish shadows beneath them, which no amount of powder could hide. The remnants of beauty were there, but Prunella Montgomery had clearly ceased to care. ‘You must get Isabella to show you my collection upstairs, dear,’ she said, ‘if you think the silks in the emporium are treasures.’
         
 
         The sherry went down easily under the circumstances, and Mrs Montgomery was soon refilling Rhia’s glass along with her own. Her hand was unsteady and the tawny liquid dripped down the outer edge of the glass as she poured.
 
         By the time Rhia had drained her third glass of sherry, she was openly discussing the fate of Mahoney Linen, certain that she was being unsophisticated because her hostess’s eyebrows seemed permanently raised. Eventually she realised that they were pencilled on.
 
         When Isabella came into view, her mother called her over. ‘You must take your friend up to see the collection, Isabella.’
 
         ‘Oh yes! You simply must see it, Miss Mahoney.’
 
         Mrs Montgomery took Isabella by the wrist and pulled her close. ‘But make sure your father doesn’t see you – you know he doesn’t like you to neglect your guests.’ She took a key from her reticule and pressed it into Isabella’s hand.
 
         ‘We’ll take the servant’s stair,’ Isabella assured her mother, and they exchanged a conspiratorial smile.
 
         Isabella kept hold of Rhia’s hand and pulled her along a short corridor off the reception hall where more confections clustered together, their eyes darting to and fro behind watered silk fans.
 
         They hurried up a narrow darkened stair to the second floor landing and Isabella lifted a candelabra from a sideboard and put it down outside one of the doors off the landing so that she could unlock it.
         
 
         ‘This is where Mama’s cloth is stored,’ Isabella said in a whisper.
 
         ‘Why are you whispering? Are you forbidden here?’
 
         ‘Oh, no, but the servants are. Mama is very fond of her collection.’ Isabella giggled nervously.
 
         ‘Would your father really be angry if he discovered you had left your guests?’
 
         ‘Probably, though as I said Mama tends to exaggerate where he’s concerned. He means to announce my wedding today you see …’ Isabella trailed off and shrugged as carelessly as she could. ‘As you say, it will relieve my boredom. Besides, I shall run away and find employment if I don’t like my husband, just as you have!’
 
         Rhia couldn’t imagine Isabella surviving for a moment in a world that was not lined with fur and draped in tulle. Surely she must understand that it was her father’s money and influence that upholstered her comfortable journey through life.
 
         Isabella opened the door onto an anteroom that must once have been a dressing room. It was furnished only with carved cherry wood trunks. Isabella opened one, and then another, and the dark little room was suddenly transformed. Prunella Montgomery was right. These were treasures. Isabella pulled out length after length of embroidered and appliquéd silk covered in intricate needlework or sewn with tiny pearls. Some were literally weighed down with gemstones. In most, the weave of the fabric was entirely obscured by ornament. The cloth exhaled the scents of foreign lands, which Rhia found as sensuous as the textiles themselves. She exclaimed over each new piece until she felt light-headed. It was soon too much to take in. One of these textiles alone would have stunned her, but an entire room full was overpowering. She could not begin to imagine their value. Isabella had been enjoying her stupefaction, but was suddenly anxious to return before she was missed.
         
 
         Rhia took a last look around. She had not noticed the hanging on the wall that was twinkling like a galaxy in the candlelight. It was a patchwork of sea-coloured silks, sewn with sapphires and emeralds and peridot. It made Rhia strangely uneasy, giving her the same creeping sensation as the trees in the morning room at Cloak Lane. She was now as eager as Isabella to leave.
 
         On the landing a maid brushed past, and Isabella eyed her suspiciously. She whispered to Rhia. ‘That’s Hatty the Tattle. We’d better go down the main stair, since she’ll know I’m being disobedient if she sees us on the servant’s stair.’
 
         Rhia had never known a household so well staffed. There were maids everywhere, plus a butler, a steward and a valet, and who knew how many in the kitchen and stables. It awed her and inspiring awe was no doubt exactly what was intended.
 
         From halfway down the stair, they could see the reception hall below. Mr Montgomery stood right in the middle of the floor, a striking figure in hunting pink and riding boots. He was eyeing their approach whilst talking to Isaac Fisher and to a well-fed, greying gentleman. Isabella’s hand reached for Rhia’s. ‘Oh dear, they’ve finished earlier than I thought, we should have taken the servant’s stair after all.’ She sighed stoically. ‘Oh well.’ Her voice dropped to a whisper as they descended. ‘The gentleman with my father is my future husband, Miss Mahoney. Isn’t he old.’ The man wasn’t exactly old, but he was easily twice Isabella’s age.
         
 
         Mr Montgomery smiled when they arrived at the bottom of the stairs, but he was thin-lipped with displeasure and the annoyance beneath his words was barely contained.
         
 
         ‘I have been looking everywhere for you, Isabella.’
 
         ‘I was showing Miss Mahoney Mama’s collection.’
 
         The gentleman beside her father was beaming. He had a round, pleasant face but looked no more endearing at close quarters. Rhia felt a stab of pity as he offered Isabella his arm. They wandered away, he looking as though he couldn’t believe his good fortune in purchasing such a pretty accessory.
 
         Mr Montgomery smiled at Rhia, his ill humour quickly forgotten. Hatty the Tattle hovered with a tray of flutes filled with something pink and fizzing, and Mr Montgomery plucked a glass by the stem for Rhia.
 
         ‘Are you enjoying the party, Miss Mahoney?’
 
         ‘Oh, very much,’ she lied. She was unbelievably thirsty and emptied half the contents of the flute before she noticed that it was alcoholic. She could feel Isaac’s eyes on her, disapproving, she thought. He was standing back politely, within earshot but not noticeably so.
 
         ‘Marvellous,’ said Mr Montgomery. ‘I am pleased with your new designs – have I said so?’ Before she could answer that he hadn’t, he continued, ‘We must print one soon. You show great promise.’
 
         ‘I’m glad to hear it,’ Rhia replied. ‘I had worried you might think me better suited to the shop floor.’ His eyebrows shot up and Rhia almost laughed. No wonder Mrs Montgomery was always sauced – drinking made life so much more enjoyable.
 
         Mr Montgomery smiled to hide his surprise. ‘I thought the shop might provide a diversion from the tragedy of your uncle’s death.’
 
         Had he only offered her the job as a charitable gesture, then? Did he genuinely think her designs had great promise, or was this just gentlemanly altruism? She felt emotional about unexpected kindnesses, though she couldn’t remember it being of issue a moment ago. She also felt an urgent need to offload her fears. After all, Mr Montgomery had been a colleague of her uncle. ‘I suppose you’ve heard the rumours?’ she ventured.
         
 
         He raised an eyebrow. ‘Rumours?’
 
         ‘That the death of Josiah Blake was not an accident. You don’t think … you don’t suppose my uncle and Mr Blake might have both been led to take their own lives by the same external force?’
 
         Mr Montgomery looked shocked. Then she caught Isaac’s eye – he was glowering. Rhia regretted her words immediately. She suddenly felt sober. ‘But I should not have mentioned it, without evidence.’
 
         Mr Montgomery recovered his smile. ‘You must voice your fears, of course,’ he said placatingly. ‘It is the nature of grief. It is perfectly natural to feel distrustful, though I pray your suspicions are ill founded.’ He didn’t look certain, she thought, and she wondered if everyone else knew more about her uncle’s affairs than she.
         
 
         Mr Montgomery excused himself and, since Isaac had suddenly disappeared, Rhia found her cloak and asked the footman to call a carriage to take her home. She couldn’t face saying formal goodbyes and was sure no one would miss her. She had never been very good at parties and was suddenly in urgent need of Beth’s ginger loaf cake.
         

      

      
    

  
    
      
         
         
 
         
            Embroidery

         
 
         Rhia lit the spirit lamp and shifted the sheets of cartridge paper scattered across the storeroom table. She had almost two hours before the emporium opened its doors, but the damask rose was going nowhere and she couldn’t decide what to do with the indigo either. Both were in need of green.
         
 
         She had almost covered the entire table in samples by the time she heard Grace arrive. It didn’t seem that any time at all had passed, yet it was ten o’clock. She had still not found the elusive shade of green that would not clash with rose or indigo, and she was wary of using too much of her precious powders – they cost a whole shilling for a small pot.
 
         Rhia was putting away her brushes when there was a knock at the half-open door and Isaac Fisher stepped into the store. She had completely forgotten he was coming to collect the remnants for the convict ship committee. Antonia was still busy supervising Mathilda’s voyage to Calcutta. Isaac carried a large carpet bag and looked a little strained as they exchanged greetings. Perhaps he, like Rhia, was feeling awkward about her indiscretion at Belgravia.
         
 
         ‘Miss Elliot says she would like a word with you on the shop floor,’ Isaac said as he put his bag on the trestle table. Rhia could not fathom why Grace could not come and tell her this in person.
 
         In the emporium, Grace was looking smug. ‘I’ve just remembered that Mr Montgomery said if it’s quiet we’re to dust the tops of the shelves and I can’t find the duster. Do you have it in the storeroom?’ Presumably she was hoping that Rhia would offer to dust the shelving.
         
 
         ‘I’m sorry, no, I haven’t seen it,’ Rhia said, all the more annoyed to be interrupted without good cause. Grace wasn’t supposed to leave the shop floor unattended, but if she called out Rhia could more or less hear her in the storeroom. Sometimes she thought Grace just liked to have company occasionally, and even Rhia’s was better than nothing. Regent Street, like St Stephen’s Green, was quiet in February.
 
         Rhia returned to the storeroom irritated, and found Isaac inspecting her work. ‘My late wife was a painter,’ he said. ‘She loved mixing tinctures. I distinctly remember her saying that green has inspired artists more than any other colour.’ Isaac looked wistful for a moment. ‘What a thing to remember.’ He may have been talking to himself.
 
         ‘It is in every aspect of nature,’ Rhia proffered, but Isaac seemed lost in thought and she wasn’t sure if he had heard her. She did not yet have the full measure of Isaac Fisher. He was likeable but guarded. Antonia had called him a liberal Quaker, though Rhia wasn’t sure exactly what this meant. Presumably he didn’t like rules.
 
         ‘It was apparently the most sought after of recipes,’ she added, remembering what the dyer had told her. ‘The green dye made from metals corroded parchment, and others disintegrated in the light. Dyers used to dip their cloth first in a vat of yellow tincture made from weld or buckthorn, and then in one of woad blue.’ Why did Isaac drop his eyes when she met his gaze? It made her distrust him for a moment.
         
 
         ‘Do you know where your green comes from now?’ he asked.
 
         ‘I don’t.’
         
 
         ‘It is from China,’ he said.
 
         ‘Is that why it is so expensive?’
 
         ‘It is expensive because it is extracted from the bark of an Oriental tree.’ He sighed heavily. ‘We are ruining the most inventive race on the earth.’ He shook his head as though he were personally responsible. ‘I am pleased to see that Jonathan Montgomery had good cause to employ you.’
 
         Rhia felt her colour rise. ‘Then you thought he engaged me as an act of charity?’
 
         The Quaker ignored this remark. He looked sombre. ‘Even if you have heard rumours about Josiah’s death, it would be foolish and dangerous to speak of them. Please do not.’
 
         He picked up the carpet bag, which was now full of remnants, and tipped his hat. ‘Good day, Miss Mahoney.’ He was gone before she had a chance to retort. What did he mean dangerous? Dangerous to her reputation? It was too late for that. And besides, Quakers were supposed to be defenders of free speech. Isaac must know something. He had been on board the Mathilda on the day that Josiah Blake died. The thought almost made her shudder. Maybe he knew something about Josiah’s death.
         
 
         The morning passed slowly. Rhia felt restless and troubled after Isaac’s visit. She found herself dusting the top of the shelves after all when Grace went to lunch. Then she stood behind the polished walnut counter watching for a certain lightness of step in the women who passed by, for a certain dedication, on a cold February morning, to spending the household allowance on something to ease loneliness or boredom. Two women entered, one dressed in plaid and the other in barber stripe. Their coats were trimmed with musk and their eyes darted around the room. They reeked of cologne as though they had just uncorked an entire perfumery.
         
 
         They bade Rhia to fetch down one roll after another of the new silk brocades, which were so sleek they slipped across the counter like water. Her shears flashed and clicked until almost a hundred yards had been ordered between them. It was enough to cover four crinolines at a cost that made neither of them flinch.
         
 
         While Rhia wrapped the cloth in brown paper and tied it up with ribbon, the women discussed an invitation to spend March in an Italian villa. When they eventually left, Rhia felt deflated. Envy? Did she want a husband with a balance at the bankers larger than her capacity to spend? She might once have thought this perfectly reasonable, but she had a taste, now, for being mistress of her own affairs, and she would not easily give it up.
 
         When Grace returned from lunch, Rhia bought a piece of pie from a barrow seller and sat in the storeroom with a cup of tea, looking at her swatches of green. None were right. She needed more moss, less olive. She put the samples away and assessed the tidiness of the shelves. She would have a busy afternoon if she was to finish sorting through all the velvets.
 
         As she stood up there was a sharp rap at her door. Before she could say a word, two gentlemen entered, dressed in the square black hats and dark serge uniforms of the Metropolitan Police. A moment later, Grace appeared behind them, looking as though she had eaten something that disagreed with her.
 
         ‘Good afternoon, miss,’ said the older of the two, though he was still not as old as Rhia was. ‘My colleague and I are investigating the theft of a quantity of …’ and here, he took a pad of brown paper from his inner pocket and referred to it, ‘a length of embroidered silk from the Montgomery residence of Belgrave Square. I have here a warrant to search these premises for said goods.’
         

         Rhia was shocked. It seemed somehow worse that there had been a theft at the Montgomerys’ when she had only just been there, but surely it was impossible that anything stolen from Belgrave Square would be found here, at the emporium. Were they implying that she might be harbouring stolen property?
         

         ‘By all means, search the room,’ she said briskly, ‘but please do so neatly and carefully. It has taken me weeks to put it in order.’ The senior policeman nodded, and then instructed
         

         Grace to begin looking. Grace was clearly in an agony of discomfort. She could not meet Rhia’s eye. Grace removed rolls and folded lengths of cloth from each cubicle. The ship’s clock seemed to tick twice as loud to make up for the silence in the room.

         It was on one of the higher shelves, which Grace reached only by standing on some low wooden steps, that the embroidery was discovered. Rhia recognised it immediately as the hanging that had disturbed her. Grace put it on the table where the lamp reflected its sea colours onto the walls, like sunlight on water.

         Rhia was astonished. She sat down heavily. She didn’t understand. In fact, until the two constables stepped forth and stood each at either side of her, she was not even aware that she was to be accused. It was unthinkable.

         ‘Rhia Mahoney, you are forthwith a prisoner of her Majesty Queen Victoria, and will be held in the custody of Her Majesty’s prison, Newgate, until such a time as your case may be heard.’

      

      
    

  
    
      
         
         
 
         
            Crinoline

         
 
         London disappeared. Perhaps it had only ever been a photogenic drawing, only the ghost of something real though sometimes Rhia heard it from her cell – all jovial and whistling and oblivious to the dark Otherworld that lay behind the walls of Newgate prison.
         
 
         She had counted five nights, but she would soon lose count if she didn’t get out of this place. They had not allowed her any visitors and she did not know any more than she had when she was first arrested. Nights were an eternity spent on a hard mat in an open cell, amongst women who bickered and snored and eyed her gown. They’d steal it from her back while she slept if they thought they’d get away with it. The pale sheen of her corinna made her stand out like a gold nugget in a pan full of earth.
 
         Someone told Rhia that she wouldn’t be issued with a prison uniform until she had been convicted. They didn’t realise that she was innocent and that there had been a miscarriage of justice. Antonia must know by now that she was in Newgate. She and Mr Montgomery must think her guilty, otherwise they would have had her released. Each time she had this thought Rhia felt a wave of sickness, and then all the unanswered questions returned. This was how people went mad. She could see it.
         
 
         There was ample loneliness and despair within the walls of Newgate Prison. At night, the living were silent but the dead were not. To fight it all, Rhia tried everything she could. She tried to feel fortunate (for she would soon be free). She tried, in the absence of paper and ink, writing to Mamo in her head. She even tried smiling, which earned her the threat of a thrashing. Nothing worked. She wasn’t safe. Other prisoners had earned their stay in Newgate through poverty or violence or cunning – she could not compete.
         
 
         Only a stone wall separated the condemned from the gallows of the Old Bailey. A stone wall, only, between life and death. The condemned huddled in a corner of the yard each morning as though they were already reducing the space they occupied on the earth. It terrified Rhia just to look at them. She kept her eyes on the sky in the yard. It was the only time all day that she would see it. She tried to name the blue of the sky but she had forgotten it.
 
         Saying she was innocent was laughable. It hadn’t taken long to realise this. If she were to believe what she’d heard in her ward, there were many innocents in here. There was always sewing to do during the day, and this was when the women shared their stories. There were no books in the ward, so telling your story was the next best thing. Above the fireplace, on a sheet of pasteboard, were pinned texts from the scriptures:
         
 
         
            
               A false witness shall not be unpunished. 
               
 
               He that speaketh lies shall perish.
               

            

         
 
         The messages seemed more futile the more Rhia thought about them, and besides, who here could even read them?
 
         Mary Reardon, who had spent more time in Newgate than she had outside it, was one of the few who had actually spoken to Rhia. Mary told her that the women’s ward had once been dismal. It was hard to imagine how the existing ward could be an improvement but according to Mary it was not whitewashed before, and there had been no fire for heat, no mats to sleep on, no pewter bowls to eat from. There was rarely stewed beef then, only gruel and coarse brown bread. Mary was almost toothless and had a bad lisp. It had taken Rhia a while to understand her, but she’d persevered because there was little else to keep occupied with. Mary was beyond the noose and too old to transport. She was presently serving several years for the theft of some buckles from a gentleman’s shoes. The shoes weren’t on his feet at the time, apparently. This, Rhia supposed, meant that Mary had been in the company of a gentleman in his stockings. She didn’t ask for details.
         
 
         Rhia shivered and pulled the rough wool blanket tighter around her shoulders. It had grown cold, so sunrise was close. According to Mary, she was blessed to have her case heard so quickly. Her arrest had coincided with the next session of the Central Criminal Court, and they only held one session a month. But what if the true thief had yet to be discovered? How did the cloth come to be hidden at the emporium? And how had the constabulary known to look there in the first place? All of these questions would be answered, and she would soon be free. Then she would have Beth draw her a bath with lavender to soothe the fleabites that covered her legs.
 
         After morning gruel in the frigid grey refectory, the women were herded into the yard, but Rhia was led away by a wardress who gripped her elbow as if there was somewhere for her to run to. A few others were also being escorted from the refectory. The sight of the sky made Rhia weep. She was almost free. Even the cramped darkness of the prison van could not dampen her spirits, nor the crowd that had gathered outside the Sessions House to watch the prisoners being led inside.
         
 
         The benches lining the dark holding cell were already full when the metal grille clanged behind her. When her eyes adjusted to the dim light the usual hostile, resentful expressions greeted her. She would soon be free of the company of those who considered her privileged because she had no holes in her boots. She’d never before considered that this alone separated her from so many.
         
 
         The names of her companions were shouted out one by one, along with their crimes as their turn came to leave the cell. Patricia O’Leary, bawdyhouse keeper. Tom Black, forger. Peter Thurn, blackmailer. Harold Jordan, bigamist. Most were thieves of varying calibre. Many were young women. Some looked desperate and frightened, others merely bored.
 
         ‘Rhiannon Mahoney, thief.’ The turnkey’s shout echoed along the corridor, repeating her crime as she walked along it. For now she was nothing and no one. Her pale maize gown was soiled and creased and part of its hemline was torn where someone had ‘accidentally’ stepped on it. Her one consoling possession was the shawl that had been returned to her as she left Newgate. It was barège, a semi-transparent blend of wool and silk. It seemed important to keep track of the names of cloths, it meant she was still the same, still preoccupied with life’s colour and texture. She draped it across her tangled hair and crossed it over her shoulders.
 
         She stood in the stall and looked for some sign that she was not alone. The stall was called the dock, perhaps because so many who stood here would be condemned to sail, either from a noose or across the seas. Pasted to the inside of the dock in front of her was another psalm, writ on yellowed paper:
 
         
            Ye shall not swear by my name falsely, neither shalt thou profane the name of thy God.
            

         
 
         In the gallery, a sea of faces stared down. Rhia was shocked by the accusation she saw in the eyes of people she didn’t know and hadn’t injured. She lowered her own eyes. She would walk free today, and they would feel remorse. Tears threatened all the same. She could not bear this, how did anyone. Was there a single person in that room who believed she was innocent?
         
 
         Rhia made herself lift her head and look at the gallery. She looked straight into the eyes of Mr Dillon and caught her breath. Her heart pitched. He was seated at the far end of the gallery with a notebook and pencil in his hand. He nodded. In that moment, she didn’t care if he was here to write something unkind about her. She was just relieved to see a familiar face.
         
 
         The prosecutor’s miserable profession had obviously transformed his features. His lips were thin and mean and, judging by the creases between his brows, he rarely had cause to smile. He probably expected the worst from life, as he did from every wretched soul who stood in the dock. He cleared his throat loudly and the room was silent. He barely raised his eyes from his sheaf of papers as he spoke.
         
 
         Rhia controlled her dread by imagining that the Sessions House was a theatre and the magistrate a narrator, who introduced, remarked upon and would conclude the play. The prosecutor’s role was to ask a certain number of measured questions. As in a theatre, the audience shouted or applauded and generally made its opinion known. The only actor without a part to play – whose words made no significant difference – was the accused.
         
 
         ‘Rhiannon Mahoney, you are charged by the Crown and no case has been prepared in your defence.’ A clerk stepped forward and whispered in the prosecutor’s ear. There was a murmur of speculation from the gallery. The prosecutor nodded briefly and the clerk stepped back. ‘I am informed that the counsel for the defence has neglected to arrive at court.’ The murmur grew louder, and Rhia looked up at Dillon. He shook his head, his expression dark. The prosecutor banged a small wooden hammer on his stand. ‘The charge is the theft of a two yards length of India silk, embroidered with precious stones.’ A dramatic gasp rose from the gallery, silenced by the prosecutor’s hammer. He turned to Rhia. ‘What is your plea?’
         
 
         ‘I am not guilty, of course, but I would like to—’ A roar of laughter drowned out what she might have said in her own defence. The hammer came down. The laughter shocked Rhia to tears. She didn’t bother to wipe them away as they fell. The action would only betray her. The prosecutor did not appear to notice that she had spoken.
 
         ‘I have here a statement given by the domestic servant Hatty Franklin, which declares, quite clearly, that you were seen visiting the room in which a quantity of precious textiles are stored, at the Montgomery residence in Belgrave Square, on the night of 25 February 1841. Is this correct?’
         
 
         ‘It is, but—’
 
         His raised hand silenced her again.
 
         ‘Is it so that you wore a crinoline on the date aforementioned?’
 
         ‘Yes, though I must—’
 
         ‘Please desist in attempting to have your will in the courtroom, Miss Mahoney. You are here only to answer the questions I put to you.’
         
 
         ‘Is it so, that your Irish family recently suffered the loss of their livelihood?’
 
         Rhia thought that he had placed undue emphasis on the word Irish, but she could not be certain. She nodded. Her hands had started to shake. She gripped them together tightly.
         
 
         ‘Yes, it is.’ She bowed her head. She no longer bothered trying to hide the tears. Her heart was beating so loud that she could no longer hear the prosecutor’s reproaches. When the drone ceased, she looked up. This was what he had been waiting for.
 
         ‘Miss Mahoney, you have been found guilty by this court of the theft of two yards of embroidered India silk, the property of Mrs Prunella Montgomery. You will henceforth be removed to Millbank prison and will, at a date to be arranged, be transported for seven years to her Majesty’s colony of New South Wales.’
 
         She would wake up and find that she was still in Newgate, or Cloak Lane, or St Stephen’s Green. Maybe Ryan’s death had been a dream too, and the fire. Rhia felt her whole body yield and held onto the edge of the dock. She had just enough sensibility to know that his would be a bad time to faint.
         
 
         She was led away before she even realised the trial was over, before it had sunk in that she had been found guilty. Not innocent.
 
         Another prison van waited – this time an ominous black windowless coach that looked like a funerary vehicle. As she put her foot on the step, Rhia heard her name spoken and turned to see Dillon talking with one of the guards. He introduced himself as a gentleman of the press and explained that he was covering the trial. He hoped that he might have a quick word, in private, with the prisoner. The guards appeared to recognise him, hesitated, and then allowed him to approach her.
         
 
         Dillon took her elbow gently, much more gently, it seemed, than she had ever been touched. She wished he would never let her go. He lowered his voice to a whisper.
 
         ‘I must be brief. Mrs Blake told me that she had arranged your defence. I cannot fathom what has happened, but you can be certain that neither Mrs Blake nor I believe that you are a thief. I didn’t expect this outcome. None of us did. I will visit Mr Montgomery personally and start the process of appeal against your sentence immediately, but it is slow. Do not lose hope.’ He cast a quick look at the guards, who were becoming impatient. ‘We have no more time.’
         
 
         Rhia nodded. She opened her mouth and hoped that she could speak. ‘Mr Dillon, would you please write to—’ He was nodding before she finished her sentence.
 
         ‘I will write to Laurence,’ he said briskly.
 
         ‘No, not to Laurence, to my mother.’
 
         ‘Yes, of course.’ He pulled out his pocket book and a stub of pencil and scribbled the address she gave him. She could not take her eyes from the paper. What she would give just to have something to write on. Either her longing was writ on her face or Mr Dillon could read her mind. He cast a swift glance at the guards and then tore a wad of pages from his notepad. When he shook her hand, he pressed both paper and pencil into it. She pushed them up into her sleeve deftly and they exchanged a small smile. The irony of this act was not lost on either of them. She was behaving like a criminal. Rhia whispered ‘thank you’ before he strode away purposefully. He looked back and caught her eye just before she was pushed roughly into the dark interior of the van. The resolve in his expression gave her comfort. No matter what distrust she had once felt for him, today he was king of the Otherworld. She had no alternative but to trust him. He was her only hope.
         
 
         As the door of the prison van closed, Rhia caught a last glimpse of the place she had once thought so brimful of possibility. Already, bright clusters of early daffodils, those messengers of spring, bowed from window boxes along Newgate Street. The forests around Greystones would soon be carpeted in bluebells, and rabbit kittens would hop from their winter burrows. There would be preparations for the spring equinox and a special un-dyed cloth would be spun for the celebrations. Rhia could almost smell the salt on the air as she imagined the seashore, and Thomas Kelly sitting at his loom looking out at the brooding sea. She ached to be in the past, safe from the future. Michael Kelly would be home with his family before she arrived in Sydney. It struck her like a blow. She pulled her mantle across her face and bent her head. If today were a cloth it must be barège. She gazed through its gauzy weave and the straw on the floorboards didn’t look quite so slick with filth, or the open curiosity of the other prisoners so invasive. It softened the hostile gaze of the ragged woman seated opposite, who hissed, ‘Fancy piece of mutton, aren’t ye? Once them prissy locks get shorn off and the fine cloths are gone, thee’ll be no better than the rest.’
         
 
          
         

         
         
 
         
            14 March 1841
 
            
                

            
 
            Everything is grey. The stripes of sky through the small, high window, the linsey prison clothes, the walls, the cloth we sew. Even the food is grey. The world is bled of colour. Could I see myself in a glass, I know that my face would be grey. I feel colourless. I hunger for colour as much as for white bread and jam. Time is measured by the sound of the warden’s boots on the steel stair and by the jingle of keys.
 
            I am alone. Once a day we are allowed into the exercise yard, ward by ward. Everyone at Millbank is leaving England. That is why we are here, but I cannot leave. I cannot cross another sea. There are women who have been here for months and months waiting to be assigned to a transport. I pray that Mr Dillon will remember me. I listen to the shadows of prayers of the forgotten, who will not show themselves. I never thought that I would wish for the company of ghosts. I was happy when they left me alone. I remember you saying that spirits are like people and know when they are not welcome.
            
 
            My hair is gone. It is a prickly crop and I’m over weeping for it as if it were something important. They clipped it off in the refectory (which, by the way, is grey) with great iron shears that looked better suited to cutting through sailcloth. I watched it drift to the flagstones and lie in black coils, dead as my soul, to be swept away and incinerated. The warden said it was a precaution against lice, but it felt like part of my punishment, like the coarse cloth of brown clothing, like this calico apron. If I wish, my prickles can be covered with a cloth cap like a housemaid. My neck is always cold. Who’d have thought that hair afforded so much warmth?
            
 
            It will be time to go to the yard soon, where I always keep my eyes to the heavens and take full, deep breaths to store air and light, though it never lasts me through all the dark hours. I only ever believe I can get through one more day. Then another. Then another. One after the next. I try to think of colours and cloths and pots of dye. Texture and pattern. But I cannot conjure a palette that isn’t dull. I could not write before now, and I only have the paper that Dillon gave me. There is little but the sky that is safe to look at in the yard. I discovered this only after chancing a look at Nora Beck. She is a bully and said that if I gawped at her again she’d give me a beating I’d never forget. It should have frightened me, but in fact I thought it might not be so bad. At least it would make me feel something. Nora is mean, and Agnes, her henchperson, is too. Nora is large, huge in fact, and domineering. It turns the others into cowards. Only one prisoner, Margaret, dares to cross her, and she is nowhere near Nora’s physical equal.
 
            I can hear boots on the stairs. I’ve kept the writing materials inside my undergarments and, thus far, no one has discovered them.
            
 
            Anon. 

         

      

      
    

  
    
      
         
         

         
            Hessian

         
   
         Margaret Dickson approached without Rhia noticing. Rhia was looking for flying horses, and angels in the clouds, as she and Thomas had once done. She saw only ships.
         

         ‘Best get over your miseries, Mahoney.’ Margaret had her arms folded across her bosom, and wore an expression that managed to be both stern and teasing. Her hair was a mop of tight ginger curls, so she’d been at Millbank long enough for a few inches of growth. Her skin was so freckled that you could barely see a patch of its true colour. She was plumpish and her eyes were small but sparkly. Margaret nodded towards Nora’s group, a dozen or so women standing in a huddle, gossiping and rubbing their hands together against the cold. ‘You’ll not want them thinking you’d be lowering yourself to give them the time of the day?’
         

         ‘I have no timepiece,’ Rhia retorted, and Margaret laughed throatily. ‘I knew there’d be a spirit beneath that long face!’ She shrugged. ‘Not that I care either way, but I’d wager you don’t fancy yourself genteel as all that. Most ladies from the trade don’t.’ She gestured towards the other women and lowered her voice. ‘They wouldn’t know the difference.’

         ‘Is that what they think – that I fancy myself genteel?’

         ‘What else?’

         ‘How did you know I was from the trade?’

         ‘Word gets around in a prison, Mahoney. You’ll see. Besides, I’ve seen ladies of all sorts and I can tell who’s who and what’s what.’ Margaret’s expression became earnest. ‘To be truthful, I’d a word with Mrs Blake and she asked me to look out for you. It’s down to her that you’re in this ward, you see. She knows people. Everyone in our ward will be on the same transport. That’s the way it works.’
         

         ‘Mrs Blake was here? When?’

         ‘Two days after you came in, but new prisoners aren’t allowed visitors or letters until they’ve settled a bit. The wailing gives everyone the collywobbles.’

         Rhia could have wept. Antonia had been at Millbank. Margaret looked cautiously sympathetic. She shook her head in warning. ‘Remember, no wobbles, Mahoney.’ She jerked her head at Nora and company. ‘They already think you’re soft, so you’ll need to toughen up, or at least pretend to. Tomorrow’s a visiting day and you might have someone in.’

         Rhia fought off the emotion. It was always only a breath away. ‘How do you know Mrs Blake?’

         ‘Quakers often visit. Saints the lot of ’em, but Mrs Blake especially, with her own troubles and all. She told me her maid has been poorly, though I can’t say I’m surprised by it. She’s not the full shilling anyway.’

         ‘Juliette?’

         ‘Barmy. Completely. She told me … but I mustn’t say – I promised I wouldn’t.’ Margaret looked disappointed. Presumably she was keeping some kind of secret for Juliette.

         A morsel of gossip was suddenly of huge interest. ‘It was something foolish?’ she coaxed.

         ‘Oh, aye. I’ll tell you this much: Juliette gave me something to carry to Sydney, which is where I’m bound for, and if you were to see it, you’d know she was batty.’
         

         Before Rhia could ask any more about Margaret’s odd secret, or about Sydney, the clang of the iron bell at the gate to the yard interrupted them and they were rounded up and led back to their cells and their sewing.
         

         
             

         

         By the time there was no light left to sew by, Rhia longed to sleep for ever. In fact, sleep was no friend in this place and she was often wakeful. At least she now knew why she had received no letter from home. Surely by now her mother would have heard from Dillon. What if Brigit was ashamed and couldn’t bring herself to write? Rhia put the thought firmly from her mind. If nothing else in the world was true, then she could at least be sure of her mother’s love.

         Her thoughts turned to Laurence. Even if his advances had been mere flirtations, she still missed him. She might never see him again. He would not think her so desirable now. Her vanity was in tatters, like a bright print left in the weather to fade and tear.
         

         The moon must almost be full, because a pale beam fell across the wooden cover of the washbasin and the shelf above it. In some of Mamo’s old stories, the moon was the lantern of the Queen of the Night, whose name varied from story to story, from Anu to Cerridwen, Rhiannon and Cailleach. Rhia thought of Antonia’s icons. Mary could also be Queen of the Night. The beam lit the shelf and the only reading material Rhia had seen in weeks, a Bible. She had barely noticed it and had not touched it. If the sighing shadows would not show themselves, then tonight, she decided, she would be Catholic. She reached for the moonlit holy book, before she could think better of it, and opened it randomly. The psalm she read made her close the book just as swiftly:
         

         
            119:37 Turn away mine eyes from beholding vanity and quicken thou me in thy way.
            

         

         There was no need to look for signs of spirit when they were pushed under your nose. She was not sure if she should feel comforted or reprimanded but for now at least she felt less alone. She slept until the morning bell.

         The wardswoman Miss Hayter let herself in to Rhia’s cell the next morning. Miss Hayter had shown her the unforgettable kindness of sitting with her on her first night, when Rhia was frightened and almost beside herself with loneliness and homesickness. She did not speak, but sat by the door with some sewing while Rhia sobbed herself to sleep in her hammock.
         

         Miss Hayter was bird-like, plain and quietly spoken but, more than any other warden, she engendered respect amongst the women. Perhaps it was because she was diminutive, so not physically threatening, or because she seemed genuinely concerned for their well-being, or because she appeared to be able to look right through you when she spoke to you. Everyone liked her and wanted to be liked by her, Rhia included.
         

         ‘You have a visitor, Mahoney.’

         Antonia! Rhia almost felt light-hearted as she pulled on her cap and tied her apron strings. Miss Hayter waited quietly, watching with her earnest expression. ‘I hear that you are a draughtswoman, Mahoney?’ she said.

         ‘I almost was.’

         ‘Perhaps your skill will be useful to you, when we sail.’

         ‘When we sail?’

         ‘Why yes, have you not been told?’

         ‘Told what?’ A shiver crept up Rhia’s spine.

         ‘The ward has been assigned to the next transport, the Rajah. It is to depart on April the fourth. I myself am to be the matron in charge.’
         

         Rhia opened her mouth, mutely. Miss Hayter was watching her. ‘It must seem sudden, but it does happen occasionally. There is a need for literate women in Australia, and particularly for women with a trade.’
         

         ‘London needs women with a trade too, Miss Hayter, and women who are literate.’

         The warden had the grace to look abashed.

         ‘What is today’s date?’ Rhia whispered.

         ‘It is March the twenty-sixth.’

         ‘Then I have less than two weeks left.’

         Miss Hayter nodded. ‘There is great opportunity in Sydney, and for one such as yourself—’ Rhia didn’t hear the rest. She didn’t want to hear praise for the colony, she could think only that two weeks wasn’t enough time for an appeal to be made. She was not to be saved.

         She followed Miss Hayter to the refectory where visitors had been shown. She looked for Antonia among the faces of the free. The people from outside were like brushstrokes of colour – a red scarf, a green hat, blue breeches.

         Antonia was not here.

         Then she saw Mr Dillon. She supposed he had visited a prison before because he seemed perfectly at ease. He had the good grace not to let his eyes stray to her prison uniform, nor to remark on her appearance. She recalled last night’s lesson with some difficulty. His eyes held hers.

         ‘Good morning, Miss Mahoney.’

         ‘Good morning, Mr Dillon.’ His face looked different. Though maybe she had never really examined it before. He was somewhere between the beginning and middle of his thirties, she thought, and had a light dusting of freckles on the pale skin of his nose, cheeks and forehead. His hair was as black as her own and tied back with a ribbon. His eyes were a mottle of mossy hazel, like a forest floor. He looked back at her, his eyebrows arched, and retrieved his pocket book from some hidden recess inside his long coat.
         

         ‘I have word from your mother. I advised her to send any return correspondence to my address. I promised that I would honour its privacy and bring it safely to you. I have fulfilled both promises.’ He passed the letter, hidden beneath his hand, across the table towards her and Rhia kept her eyes on his face.

         ‘Is anyone watching?’ she whispered as her hand touched his. He cast his eyes about the room and shook his head. He withdrew his hand and Rhia slipped her mother’s letter into her apron pocket. A look of co-conspiracy passed between them. ‘We are good at this,’ she said. He nodded, but his smile quickly disappeared.

         ‘I’ll come straight to the point. I’ve set in motion an appeal to the crown, but it is a lengthy process and could take months. In my opinion, you were targeted to look guilty of this crime, and I’m in the throes of convincing Mr Montgomery of the fact. He says that his wife is certain that you stole the cloth and that you took the key to the storeroom.’

         ‘But I did not! Mrs Montgomery gave the key to Isabella.’

         ‘Prunella Montgomery is not a reliable witness,’ Dillon agreed, but the Crown is not interested in that. Your defence was not present at the court, which is an abomination and a matter I’ve still not been able to get to the bottom of. Mrs Blake engaged one of the best counsels in London, but he will not receive me, nor answer my letters. Mrs Blake herself was going to visit you today, because we’ve not been allowed to see you before now, but apparently her maid has taken a fit of some kind.’ He shook his head. ‘It would appear that the maid doesn’t want Mrs Blake to see you. At any rate, she will come next time.’
         

         Rhia bent her head. ‘Then Juliette will have her way and I will not see her. I have been assigned to a transport that sails to New South Wales on April the fourth. So you see, there is no hope.’

         Dillon looked shocked, and then angry. But when he spoke his voice was low and even. ‘That is very soon indeed, Miss Mahoney, but there is always hope.’

         Rhia stared at her hands, noticing that her fingertips were scoured red from needlework and cold.

         ‘There is something else,’ he said quietly. ‘I wish that I didn’t have to be the one to tell you it.’

         What could be worse than this?

         ‘It concerns the death of your uncle.’

         Rhia tensed. ‘Please be direct, Mr Dillon.’

         ‘Very well. I don’t believe Ryan Mahoney’s death was accidental.’
         

         ‘Then you think he took his own life after all?’

         ‘No. I believe he was murdered.’

         The bell clanged but Rhia didn’t stand.

         Mr Dillon stood and bowed as though they were in a drawing room and he was her guest. He said something about Laurence Blake certainly being back in London before the Rajah sailed, and something about her belongings being delivered to Millbank, and then he was gone.
         

         She was alone.

      

      
    

  
    
      
         
            II
            
 
            Silver
            

         
 
         
            Behind Me – dips Eternity –

            Before me – Immortality –

            Myself – the Term between –

            Death but the drift of Eastern Gray,

            Dissolving into Dawn away,

            Before the West begin – 

              

                

            
 
            ’Tis Miracle before Me – then –

            ’Tis Miracle behind – between –

            A Crescent in the Sea –

            With Midnight to the North of Her –

            And Midnight to the South of Her –

            And Maelstrom – in the Sky

            
                

            

                                              Emily Dickinson
            

         

      

      
    

  
    
      
         
         
 
         
            4 April 1841

         
 
         A murmur rippled along the procession of rowing boats. The Rajah was little more than a dark triangle in the mist, but it was as chilling a sight as a prison van emerging from a London fog. Each creak of the oars brought it closer.
         
 
         The form of a barque took shape.
 
         The rhythm of the dipping oars gave way to the collision of steely waves against timbers. Above was the mournful cry of gulls. A hush descended as the boats neared the towering hull of the transport.
 
         Further away, through the salty mist, was something even worse, something that made the transport seem like a paper sailing boat by comparison: a dark battalion of leviathans anchored a league away by great chains, each link the size of a carriage wheel.
 
         Hulks.
 
         Finally, something to be grateful for – better to be sent into the unknown than to end up on a prison hulk. A chorus of Hail Marys caught on the wind to be whipped away.
 
         One by one, the rowing boats pulled in to the Rajah’s shadow. A rope ladder appeared over the ship’s railings, lowered down for the wardens and prisoners to scale the creaking hull to the deck. One by one each woman took her turn and ascended the swinging rope lattice with instructions shouted from above not to look down.
         
 
         Not that they could help it. The prancing ocean demanded an audience. It might rise up and coil a wave around an unwary ankle. Someone froze midway and was first cajoled and then ordered to keep climbing until finally, tearfully, she crawled up and over the banister at the top.
         
 
         The rowing boats were eventually empty, and every woman – whether by mettle or by coercion – had reached the deck.

      

      
    

  
    
      
         
         

         
            Hemp

         
   
         Nelly was still fiercely whispering her Hail Marys as the last of the women assembled on the main deck. Rhia counted each prayer as though it were a rosary bead, until she lost count. There was no chance of freedom now. She looked at the sky, the same sky that stretched above Cloak Lane and Greystones, yet not the same at all. This low, leaden sky was the ceiling of another prison.
         

         In silhouette against it were three masts. Rhia counted the sails. It was something to do. There were six, she thought, though she couldn’t be sure because they were furled. She didn’t yet want to inspect the rest of the vessel that would carry her away to another world. To the Otherworld. Men hung from the rigging of each mast like monkeys from a tree. She lowered her gaze quickly. They were making her dizzy.

         There were too many sailors to keep track of, scurrying about like barefooted clerks. At first, they appeared to be too busy to have noticed the one hundred and fifty women standing on the lilting deck, but close scrutiny revealed this was not the case. The women were each being assessed expertly and craftily. Every time Rhia caught a seaman’s eye, it darted away as if his gaze had landed on her by accident rather than by design. The seamen were a motley bunch – some willowy, others brawny, some smooth and youthful, others weathered kegs.

         Rhia counted eight penitentiary officers and wardens, all women, standing in a huddle, being addressed by someone who might have been a ship’s officer. He was dressed for the town, and although Miss Hayter had mentioned that there were a small number of civilian passenger berths on the Rajah, this man seemed to be someone more significant to the ship. He had an air of authority as starched as his sober brown coat. Miss Hayter was listening to him compliantly, as though he were her superior.
         

         Rhia wanted to bend double against the gnawing anxiety, but she pushed her hands deep into the pockets of her apron and focused on keeping her legs rigid against the tilting of the deck. She tried to locate Margaret amongst the women. Her frizz of orange hair was usually easy to spot. She was behind the swarthy Agnes, almost obscured by the sheer volume of Nora. Before Rhia could catch her eye, the huddle of officers and wardens dispersed and the prisoners were arranged into a queue and directed across the main deck and up a short flight of stairs to a smaller, elevated deck which someone called the quarterdeck.

         The quarterdeck looked over the rest of the ship, the perfect place to observe the deck below. Rhia had run out of things to count. She took in details, focusing on the minutiae of woodwork and brass, from the banisters, railings and instruments, to the wide oak timbers of the decking. Everything shone and smelt of linseed and wax. It was hard to believe that this gleaming vessel was in the charge of men: the ship was as clean and polished as if an army of maids lived on it.

         The penitentiary officers and Miss Hayter flanked the rows of women. One of the wardens was reading what looked to be a roll, and kept glancing up to scan their faces. At the opposite end of the deck was a small cluster of men, a few of them in seafaring costume. The most elderly was a sour-faced clergyman. He was talking to the gentleman in the brown coat. Perhaps the latter was some kind of representative of the courts – he had the dour air of the prosecutor who had sentenced Rhia. The captain was easily identified by his battered and old-fashioned tricorne hat and by the braided epaulettes on his coat. He had the same ruddy complexion and wispy greying curls as the Greystones baker, and for this Rhia liked him immediately. The tall, stern-looking man beside him must be the ship’s surgeon with his pale hands and aura of calm authority. Two young boys in blue serge doublets and ragged breeches stood a short distance away, casting furtive glances at the women. Presumably the officer’s servants.
         

         Several barefoot seamen started lugging hemp sacks up the stairs. Many were foreign-looking, their skin anything from pitch black to pale olive. A few had shaven heads and many had tattoos on their forearms and wore only canvas breeches held up with a piece of rope. Rhia was not alone in taking an interest. The other women swivelled their heads to get a better view, whispering bawdy comments to each other, some even risking a laugh. There were half-naked men on the Rajah. Things were looking up.
         

         Their appreciation quietened down as their little matron moved amongst the rows, pausing to have a quiet word with Nelly who was more distressed than usual. She was the youngest of the women, only seventeen and, Rhia had recently learned, pregnant. Miss Hayter was holding her hand and whispering to her reassuringly. The matron was just as strict and uncompromising as any of the other wardens, but she was rarely harsh. She had about her the solitary, vaguely disappointed air of a spinster, though her age was difficult to judge. More than thirty but less than fifty, Rhia thought. She was plain, in a drab, restrained sort of way, but not plug-ugly like many of the other guards. She wondered if it was requisite that female wardens be mannish and curt, or if they were made so by their profession. Presumably the wardens on the Rajah were migrating to Australia. None of them, besides Miss Hayter, looked familiar to Rhia. Perhaps they thought they had a better chance of finding a husband in the colonies where, by all accounts, there was a desperate shortage of females.
         

         Miss Hayter stopped beside Rhia. ‘Come and see me after you’ve been assigned your belongings, Mahoney.’

         A glimmer of hope, but Rhia regretted the temptation of optimism instantly. It was too late for salvation. She nodded and turned her head away. She looked at a growing mound of hemp sacks. They probably contained their new uniforms. Still cut of coarse cloth, no doubt. She didn’t care to speculate on what other provisions the Quakers deemed necessary for a sea journey that might last anywhere from three to six months.

         As soon as all of the sacks had been delivered to the deck, Miss Hayter clapped her hands. ‘Collect a bag as I call your name and you will be shown below.’

         Rhia waited. The women in her row collected their new belongings and disappeared down the back stairs, each hauling a sack behind. She supposed the stairs led to the lower decks. Nora glared at her as she passed, followed closely by a scowling Agnes. Agnes was always a step behind Nora, and in fawning agreement with her on every matter from the optimum consistency for gruel to the correct number of stitches per yard of linsey. Rhia dropped her head. Not looking Nora in the eye was the best form of protection. Someone brushed past, elbowing her. Rhia looked up quickly. It was Margaret, who winked. It was a small gesture, but a welcome sign of solidarity.

         Rhia approached Miss Hayter. She willed herself not to hope. To think of nothing. Not to expect a thing.
         

         ‘Ah, Mahoney.’ Miss Hayter looked pleased about something. ‘You are to be assigned to private service for the voyage. There is a botanist travelling to Sydney who has requested a servant. Your name was put forward.’

         Rhia didn’t know what to say. She had not expected this.

         ‘You must see it as a blessing, Mahoney,’ Miss Hayter assured her. ‘You’ll have a servant’s cabin rather than sleeping in steerage with the other women.’ The matron lowered her voice. ‘It has not escaped our attention that you’re unpopular. Confinement often stirs up resentment. It will be better for all if you have separate quarters.’

         Rhia wasn’t sure about this. She suspected that it was a mixed blessing, but for now she was relieved. But what sort of servant did a botanist require? Was she to be his maid? Was it Miss Hayter who had put her name forward?

         ‘You can collect your things, now,’ said the matron briskly. ‘Your sack will have your name on it. By the way, I put something into it before we left Millbank, a package that was delivered along with your portmanteau. The gentleman said that Mrs Blake thought you’d like to have it on the voyage.’ Miss Hayter looked at her sternly for a moment. ‘I don’t usually allow this kind of thing, Mahoney, but since you’ll have private quarters I see no harm in it.’ She looked across the quarterdeck to where the two officer’s servants were loitering. ‘One of the boys will show you the way.’

         Rhia collected her sack, as instructed, and the younger of the two boys approached her with a cocky swagger. He looked ten or eleven, with smooth brown skin and chestnut curls streaked by the sun. ‘I’m the midshipman on this tub, but you can call me Albert if you like,’ he said and mock-bowed.

         Albert was irritatingly cheerful and she couldn’t see what he had to be so pleased about.
         

         ‘Pleased to meet you,’ she said warily.

         ‘You don’t look too pleased. A lady, are ye?’

         Her laugh sounded bitter, even to her own ears. ‘Would I be here if I were a lady?’

         He shrugged. ‘You talk different to the rest of the cargo.’ He gestured with this thumb downwards. ‘Got a name?’

         ‘I have.’

         ‘Let’s have it then.’

         ‘Mahoney.’

         ‘Mahoney? Hmm.’
         

         Rhia looked at Albert suspiciously. He seemed a little too savvy for his years. ‘I suppose you’ve been on other prison ships?’

         ‘Aye, but not this ’un. She’s been in the dry docks up Aberdeen. She’s clean as a whistle, now. Last transport I was on, the bilge had a stink to wake the dead. They used to be much worse, though – prison ships, that is. The likes of you weren’t allowed on the deck and there were shackles and scores who perished.’

         Rhia shivered at the blandness of his tone, as though the death of convicts was barely notable. ‘Then we’ll be allowed on deck?’

         ‘I ’spect so. There’s laws now, y’see. The men don’t like it, but I don’t mind.’

         ‘The sailors you mean?’

         ‘Seamen. They don’t mind lookin’ you over, or havin’ you in their hammock, but they don’t want you in the way on deck.’
         

         ‘What is the bilge?’ she asked, as if she cared.

         ‘Never mind, ye’ll see. They said you’re to stay in your cabin till you’re called to the mess.’

         ‘The mess?’ Was this to be her first task? How much mess could a botanist make in his first hours onboard?
         

         ‘Aye, that’s where the lot of ’em sleep and where ye’ll get your supper and such. It’s ten or a dozen together, that’s the usual way. The passengers board later and the captain don’t like them to see the prisoners, so you’re to keep out of sight.’

         They had descended two flights of slippery stairs and were now on a lower deck where a narrow passageway led around a built-in area of the ship. The passenger deck, Rhia guessed.

         ‘Here’s yours,’ Albert said. They were outside a low, narrow door at the aft end of the deck. Rhia held her breath and clutched her sack as she stepped inside. The ‘cabin’ was little more than a cupboard, smaller than her cell at Millbank. It was windowless, and it took her a moment to adjust to the low light. There was space enough for a hammock and a shelf, and there were two iron hooks on the only narrow strip of wall. It smelt of damp rope.

         Albert was still grinning when she caught his eye, but there was something that might have been pity beneath his affected chirpiness. In this virtually friendless existence, even the sympathy of a free-spirited boy was welcome. Rhia attempted to smile back but the muscles of her face were frozen with emotion.

         ‘You’ve only to take a step or two,’ he said, ‘and ye can look at the sea and the sky and ye’ll not find that in London!’ Presumably Albert thought this might be of some comfort to her. How could he know that the sea was the last thing she’d look at to feel comforted. When he was gone, she leant against the naked timbers of the wall, and let all pretence dissolve.
         

         She took off her cap, and put it on the shelf as carefully as if she was arranging a lace doily. The emotion rushed at her without warning. It took her legs first, weakening her knees. She slid down the wall until she was crouching and put her head in her hands. She tried to think of reasons to be grateful. She was not on a prison hulk, she was not sentenced to death, she was not ill, she was not pregnant. But the tide would not be stopped. It claimed her and she sobbed until she was emptied out and her body was limp.
         

         When the emotion had passed, the only thing to look at, besides her tears on the floorboards, was the lumpy canvas sack beside her. Rhia wiped her eyes on her apron and untied the length of cord that fastened it. She leaned closer to read what was embroidered onto the hem along the neck of the sack. It was a reminder that this was a benevolent offering from The Convict Ship Committee of the British Society of Ladies. She would have wept some more but she was spent.
         

         At the top of the sack was a flat, square package wrapped in brown paper. This must be the parcel received for her at Millbank, presumably delivered by Dillon. She unwrapped it. Her red book and, fastened to its spine with a ribbon, Mamo’s pen and a small silver key. It took her a moment to realise that this was the key to her portmanteau. She put the book gently on the shelf. She was not so alone after all. The next item was, predictably, a Bible. She placed this to one side. She may never dare to open another Bible. She removed a hessian apron, and then another of black cotton; a black cotton cap; a comb; two stay laces; a knife and fork; a ball of string. Next was a hessian bag for linen and a smaller one containing pins, needles and sewing cotton in black, white, red and blue. There were two balls of black worsted and multiple hanks of coloured thread. There were darning needles, a bodkin, a thimble and a pair of scissors.

         The rest of the sack was filled with patchwork pieces – the scrap cloth and remains that Antonia and her Friends had been collecting from tailors and clothiers and mercers, including the Montgomery emporium. Rhia managed a small, wry smile. Who would have thought that she would be the beneficiary of Quaker prison reform.
         

         She folded her aprons and cap onto the shelf, and arranged the other items next to them. She would save the pleasure of inspecting weaves and prints for another time since there was nothing else to look forward to. Her limbs felt heavy, and her heart empty, but she was composed. She had weathered her first storm.

         It occurred to Rhia that there was no point in sitting on the floor when there was a perfectly good hammock to lie in. She climbed into it with some difficulty and pulled a blanket over herself. It smelt mildewed and was rough on her skin, but if she closed her eyes she could just imagine the feel of cambric sheets and soft eider quilts.

         If today were a cloth it would be sailcloth.

      

      
    

  
    
      
         
         
 
         
            Twill

         
 
         The rapping knocked through the dream of a hammock swinging above a pit of sea serpents. It was a half-waking dream, but Rhia was still relieved to put her feet on the solid timber floor. Then the floor moved. She kept her legs braced and leaned across to open the door. It was the other boy, the steward. He was gangly and hunched and seemed shy and unsure of himself. He was two or three years older than Albert, she judged, but had none of the midshipman’s pluck. He held his dirty wool cap in his hands, agitating it as he spoke.
         
 
         ’You’re wanted in the passenger saloon.’
 
         Rhia followed the steward along the timber railings towards the prow for almost the entire length of the lower passenger deck, and then up a short flight of stairs, marvelling at his steady gait. The light had improved, and the hulks were visible. They only looked more sinister for their visibility, and a very real reason to feel grateful. Beyond, the shore of Woolwich where a tangle of vessels was moored – tall-masted merchantmen, pretty little sloops with brightly painted prows. Rhia quickly looked away from land and freedom.
 
         The passenger saloon was an airy, spacious room, with windows all along one side and freshly lacquered woodwork. There were oil paintings of ships and palm-fringed islands on the walls and an upholstered divan at either end with a mahogany occasional table bolted to the floor nearby. It was like a drawing room and a dining room combined. A slight, fair-haired man stood with his back to her, inspecting one of the paintings. The botanist, presumably. The steward had already disappeared.
         
 
         The man turned. His skin was as delicate as porcelain and his face characterless, though not unpleasant. He was, she judged, much the same age as she was, which surprised her. She’d expected someone older. He had an air of downtrodden respectability that suited his vocation. His morning coat was of good quality twill, but worn and old-fashioned. A naturalist needed a patron if his vocation was to become a profession. Though perhaps Mr Reeve had found himself one, to be undertaking such a long voyage? He was inspecting her, as well. He took a deep breath before he spoke, as if to steady his nerves.
 
         ‘Miss Mahoney?’
 
         ‘Mr Reeve?’ He nodded. He was struggling to know what to say, and Rhia didn’t feel like helping. She might have, once. She waited. She had all the time on God’s earth. Except that she was no longer on the earth, she remembered, she was in Manannán’s realm now.
 
         ‘I hope we can work well together,’ he managed finally, lamely.
 
         Rhia almost laughed at the absurdity of the situation. She supposed she would have to rescue him after all. ‘What sort of work do you do, Mr Reeve?’
 
         He laughed nervously. ‘Of course. Foolish of me. I have a … sizable collection of preserved flora – herbs, seed pods et cetera, et cetera – that I am cataloguing. I intend to establish a research provision in Sydney, to study the plant life of the Antipodes and compare it with that of the Continent.’
 
         When he spoke of his work and his ambition he was almost engaging and Rhia didn’t have to feign interest. ‘It must be exciting, making botanical discoveries. But I still don’t understand why you need my assistance.’
         
 
         ‘You were recommended.’ He coughed self-consciously, as though to play down the admission. Could it have been Antonia who requested that she be assigned to private service on the Rajah? Maybe it didn’t matter who had recommended her.
         
 
         Mr Reeve hurried on. ‘I’m told you will be required to undertake sewing duties with the other women. Shall we devise a schedule – if this is suitable?’
 
         Rhia snorted before she could stop herself. ‘You’re forgetting that I am a prisoner, Mr Reeve. I must do as I am told.’
 
         He looked perplexed, but he nodded. ‘Very well. I will confer with Miss Hayter. Um, you are … dismissed.’
 
         Rhia dug her fingernails into the palms of her hands as she walked back along the rocking leeway to her cabin. She had asked for that. She was a prisoner and a servant, and her self-respect had already failed her. It had happened so naturally. If she wasn’t careful her spirit would be snuffed out entirely. Ironic that she’d so recently thought she didn’t know who she was any more. At least she had established that Mr Reeve did not understand irony. She would be more cautious in the future.
         
 
         She experimented with a wide gait until she reached her cabin. Each footfall touched the deck before she expected it. It made her sick to think that, in more ways than one, the Otherworld was rising up to meet her. She cast a furtive look to the sea. It was dove grey and as smooth as silk. The cloth that she had named the morning after the fire. If this was the reason that Mamo had sent her away then it served her right for listening to a ghost.
 
         The sails had been unfurled. Rhia counted them. Five were square and rigged to the main and mizzen masts, and one was small and triangular; rigged aft. She barely noticed the two hurrying seamen who brushed past her, though the funk of sweat and damp canvas lingered after them. She felt the rigging shudder and then the rhythmic rocking motion of the great hull. They were hauling anchor.
         
 
         She hurried, as best she could, back to her hutch. When she was safely in her hammock, she fixed her gaze on the ceiling. She would not, she could not watch the shoreline disappear, and with it all of her hopes. No one and nothing could save her now.
         
 
         You must save yourself.
         
 
         How could she save herself? She closed her eyes and saw her own wretched form, huddled and swaying in the hammock. She saw the entire ship, sails set and masts as straight and tall as watchtowers.
 
         The watchtowers are places between the world of men and the Otherworld. Wild honey drips from the forest’s trees, and there are endless stocks of mead and wine. No illness comes from across the seas, nor death nor pain nor sad decline.
         
 
         Rhia sat up, her heart pounding. The hammock was swinging wildly. She looked around. It was not Mamo’s voice, it was her own… Was it little Rhia the fey that she kept sensing, with some message from the past?
 
         Rhia reached into the pocket of her apron and closed her hand over the fold of paper there. She had read the letter Dillon had delivered many times now and always kept it in her pocket. She unfolded it carefully.
 
         
            20 March 1841

            My dear,

            I am in haste to catch the last post so I must be brief. I have longed to come to you, but your father is so frail. Lately he thinks he sees Mamo at night in her long johns and old shawl. He says that she is not pleased to have him in her cottage. I have told him again and again that Mamo has been dead years, and that if she were going to show herself to anyone then it would be to you. When you were wee, you believed that you could travel between the Otherworld and the world of men, just like the Rhiannon of the stories. Mamo always said that this was why you were afraid of the sea – that within it you saw the reflection of your true self.
            

            I am comforted only by the certainty of your innocence and the belief that it will be proven. Mr Dillon has explained to me the circumstances of your arrest. He seems genuinely concerned for your welfare, and this also is a comfort. I hope that I may one day meet him.

            The world will spill her sorrows time and time again. Mamo would say that it is in ourselves, not in the church, that we find what is Holy. In this, she and I did not always agree, but you are a woman now and can decide for yourself. You are always in my heart.

            
                

            

            I will always be,

            Your loving mother,

            
                

            

            Brigit Mahoney

         
 
         Rhia folded the letter carefully and put it back in her pocket. She took her book from the shelf that she could reach without leaving the hammock, and untied the ribbon around her silver pen. The little key to her trunk was still fastened to it with a tight knot. The ribbon was long enough to tie around her neck so that the key was hidden by her underclothing. The cartridge of the pen was full of ink, she could tell by its weight. She looked at the delicate engravings on its shank, the looping pattern of the three-way knot. This symbol stood for all that was holy, if you believed in the old stories. The knot was the three fates: past, present and future. It stood for the trinity of spirit, mind and physical body long before the trinity of Father, Son and Holy Spirit was conceived. It represented the three phases of the moon, by which the tides – of oceans and of women – were measured. It was, some said, the triple goddess.
         
 
         The red book felt thicker than it should. A piece of cloth had become lodged in its pages. Rhia removed the fold and opened it out, staring at it in confusion. It was her chintz, the sampler that Thomas had woven for her. The square of patterned linen lay like a window to a place where there were brilliant birds and flowering, curling branches bright with berries.
 
          
         
 
         
         
 
         
            19 April 1841
 
            
                

            
 
            Albert assures me that he’s never known anyone to die of seasickness, which surprises me. The simple engineering of the knotted and looped ropes that suspend the hammock offsets the tilt of the keel, so as the ship rolls across the waves, the hammock remains stable. More or less. The stomach does not. Albert says the sickness is something to do with the balance between my belly and the belly of the ship. He delivers my ration of three pints of fresh water every morning (without spilling a drop, he says) and his is almost the only face I’ve seen, besides Miss Hayter, who looks in every day and gives me arrowroot biscuits and ginger cordial, the ship’s surgeon’s remedy for nausea. Miss Hayter tells me that half of the women below and most of the wardens are incapacitated, so it has been impossible to begin any kind of regimen. She seems disappointed. If there’s one thing I’ve come to realise about her character, it is her love of order and routine. She is perfectly suited to her profession.
 
            As to my daily ration of water, I may choose either to drink it or wash in it. Albert advises drinking it, since there is plenty of seawater for washing. He says that the sickness should run its course before we arrive in Brazil, though he’s known some who’ve passed the time between Woolwich and Rio bent double over the railings. No sea legs at all, apparently. It is, by his account, a four week voyage to Rio, so we must be almost halfway there already. I am better today, but it has still taken the better part of an hour to write this, and it is crooked and the ink has run. I’d best be sparing with ink, I’ve no idea how or when I might obtain more.
            

         

      

      
    

  
    
      
         
         
 
         
            Knots

         
 
         Albert rapped on her door whilst Rhia was gingerly placing one foot in front of another and holding onto the wall.
         
 
         ‘If you’re up and about, Mahoney, your matron says you’re to come up on deck. I’ll wait for you, if you want.’
 
         At least illness had provided refuge from the others, and from Mr Reeve. Rhia groaned as she pulled a stiff black calico cap over her cropped hair, and tied the dour black apron around her uniform. The coarse blend of wool and flax irritated her skin more than usual, but it was warm. Not, of course, in the same way as the soft stroke of cashmere petticoats against silk stockings. It seemed that she’d been cold for ever. In Millbank, the damp from the river stone seeped into everything; air, clothing and bones. Her clothing was heavy with the perennial moisture of Manannán’s domain. Now they were due south, at least the temperature should improve, if nothing else.
 
         Albert was his usual chirpy self. He’d been feeding her morsels of gossip to keep her mind from her miseries. She’d heard of the first tryst, between a galley hand and a convict, and knew that the preacher, Reverend Boswell, had a bad case of flatus. Or as Albert called it, ‘tooting’. Albert said he’d never heard anything like it, and that he’d had the bad luck to be downwind more than once. There was, according to Albert, a passenger who went on the deck early in the morning to lay pieces of parchment in the sun.
 
         ‘He’s not right in the head, that’s what I reckon,’ Albert said, pointing out a coil of rope on the deck so that Rhia wouldn’t trip over it. Then he stood still, looking over the sea. ‘Will you look at that, Mahoney,’ he said, pointing out across the waves. She followed the line of his finger, and saw a loop of silver, and then another, and a line of large fins carving through the waves. ‘That’ll be porpoises,’ said Albert. ‘You don’t normally see them in this latitude, they’re usually closer to the South Americas. They’ve come ’specially to say hello, I s’pose.’
         
 
         This made Rhia smile. ‘Well after all,’ she said without thinking, ‘Rhiannon was the wife of Manannán, and queen of the sea.’
 
         Albert looked at her as if she was speaking Greek. ‘Manna-who?’
 
         ‘The king of the sea.’
 
         ‘You mean Triton.’
 
         ‘The same.’
 
         Albert looked at her suspiciously. ‘Then who’s Rena—?’
 
         ‘Rhiannon. I was named for her.’
 
         Albert frowned. ‘What’s her game?’
 
         ‘She could restore the dead to life and lull the living to death.’
 
         Albert let out a low whistle and looked at Rhia suspiciously. Then, as though he thought better of standing so close to the deck railings with her, he set off hastily along the side of the ship he called leeward. Rhia followed gingerly, keeping her gait wide and her gaze anywhere but on those capering waves.
 
         The assembly for morning prayer was small, fewer than fifty prisoners and no passengers. Albert paused before they reached the top of the last, short flight of stairs before the quarterdeck. ‘Rev Tooting says he’s returning to his flock in the colony, so I suppose he’s got some merino.’ Rhia laughed aloud. Albert looked surprised, either because he’d never heard her laugh or because he hadn’t been joking. He shook his head. ‘Never known there to be a preacher on board a transport.’ He added, ‘Captain says it’s a good omen.’
         

         Albert left Rhia to climb the last few stairs on her own, and she felt his absence acutely. He had succeeded in lightening her heart. She took her place at the back of the ragged assembly. The sour smell of sickness hung in the air. She probably reeked of it herself. Reverend Boswell droned his lesson, a sermon on deliverance from sin and damnation. She wondered if the deliverance of a shipload of sinners to the colonies counted as redemption.

         Rhia soon lost interest in the sermon and edged a little closer to the brass railings of the quarterdeck so that she could see more of the main deck. There was ceaseless activity. A command was passed from the bow of the ship to the mate or the bosun – she was not sure which – and then to a sailor who scurried up the rigging and adjusted a sail. The bosun kept his eye to the sails, to judge any change in the direction of the wind, Rhia supposed. She looked up, following his gaze. It was astonishing that these men could read the wind and the sea so that a ship could travel, at speed, to the farthest reaches of the earth. For a moment she felt a sense of wonder, rather than horror, at the thought of what she was undertaking.

         When the sermon was over, Rhia did her best to fall in with the others as they filed behind a warden on their way back to the mess. They descended four short flights of stairs, through two lower decks and past dark, musty recesses ’tween decks. Their destination was a hatch in the floor of the lower passenger deck, from which the tip of a ladder protruded.

         Before she even put her boot on the top rung of the ladder, Rhia smelt the stale air below. On a passenger vessel, the orlop was assigned to those travelling at the cheapest rate, along with livestock, luggage and provisions. On a merchantman such as the Rajah, it was also the part of the ship that would be used for transporting cargo. On this occasion, human cargo.
         

         She descended into the dark, airless space below feeling increasingly fortunate to have her hutch. More reason to feel grateful. Her eyes slowly became accustomed to the dim interior of the hull. Eventually she could make out that the length of the ship’s lower chamber was divided up into partitions by sailcloth. She glimpsed two other messes and could now see two rows of six hammocks hanging from the great struts of oak that supported the deck above. A long table, with benches at either side, was bolted to the floor in between.

         Several of the hammocks looked like large brown cocoons which occasionally issued a moan. The odour of sickness was almost overwhelming in this stuffy, confined space. On the table sat pewter bowls, a cast iron pot and a plate of hard, dry biscuits. The stale smell and the sight of food did nothing for the delicate balance between Rhia’s belly and that of the ship.

         Most of the women who had attended prayer passed through the first mess to one of the identical chambers running the length of the orlop. A few stayed and sat at the table in the first mess. Rhia didn’t know what to do, so she stood back from the ladder, against a small patch of bare timber hull, and waited to see what would happen next.

         ‘You might as well stay in this mess, Mahoney,’ said the warden irritably when she noticed Rhia. The woman was skinny and beak-nosed and enjoyed being in charge. Amongst the half-dozen women who were now around the table, Rhia recognized Nell, Agnes and Jane. She sat beside Jane, who was tall and angular and stooped a little. She was habitually gloomy and silent but, if provoked, could conjure an impressive tantrum.
 
         ‘Mahoney,’ barked Beak Nose, with her sinewy arms crossed over her flat chest, ‘sit at the table. You’ll eat your meals here in Mess One, and there’ll be instruction for you all from your mess captain this morning.’ At least she would not have to venture any further into the belly of the ship. It was bad enough here, even with the hatch open.
         

         No one at the table spoke to her, which was probably because of Agnes. Agnes was the only prisoner Rhia knew of who had darker skin than her own. She prayed that Nora was not in one of the brown cocoons.

         Rhia’s stomach protested at the mere sight of the sticky gruel. She slipped some of the hard, soda biscuits into her apron pocket. Afterwards, two women cleared the pewter utensils into a pail, and helped each other hoist it up the ladder to the deck. The others took out their sewing. Beak Nose lit a lantern, which illuminated the dim corners of the mess, but barely made it less gloomy. Rhia had never much liked the slick smell of lamp oil and wick but now she inhaled it as though it were tea rose.

         She cast her eyes around warily. The chamber was neat, with a hook beside each hammock and a low shelf to fold belongings onto. She scanned the hammocks for clues about their inhabitants, and thought she saw a frizz of orange hair poking out of one. It could be Margaret.

         The women were talking amongst themselves with the ease that comes from sharing every waking hour. Rhia listened silently. As usual, she felt that she was trespassing amongst those who had earned their sentences through poverty or cunning. She hoped that she was as invisible as she felt, but she knew she wasn’t because she sensed Jane’s eyes on her intermittently. She felt awkward and miserable sitting with nothing to do and no one to talk to.
 
         A sharp jab in her ribs from Jane’s bony finger made her jump. She slipped a piece of patchwork onto Rhia’s lap and put a needle and thread on the table in front of her. When Rhia stole a look at her, Jane was innocently absorbed in her own needlework.
         

         Agnes was retelling the tale of her arrest. Everyone had heard it before, but it acquired more vibrancy at each telling. Today, the constable who had pursued Agnes to the St Giles brothel, finding her dressed only in her stays and bloomers, was far more handsome than at the last telling, and she more saucy.

         ‘So I hid the banknotes – the ones I took from herself, and I put them in my garter,’ she said. Rhia was sure Agnes had hidden the stolen banknotes in her corsage last time, rather than in her stockings, but no one seemed to care. She was a natural storyteller with her Gypsy ancestry, and she made them laugh. The Mess had already formed a sisterhood. She had felt less alone in her hutch.
         

         Miss Hayter’s sturdy black boots and brown wool stockings appeared through the hatch and descended the ladder. When she had found her balance after a tilt of the floor, she looked around, her eyes resting on Rhia.

         ‘Fetch your sewing things, Mahoney,’ she said briskly. ‘Now that enough of you are on your feet, we will start working on a quilt together.’

         Rhia felt light-hearted at the prospect of a few moments alone in the light and air. She climbed to the deck wondering how she would ever survive weeks and months of this. In prison there had always at least been the idea of freedom, with the horses’ hooves on the cobbles of Newgate Street, or the sounds of river traffic drifting across the water at Millbank. Here there was only ocean and sky.

         And Mr Reeve.
         

         The botanist was standing at the deck rail not far from her cabin door, gazing across corrugations of steely water. Rhia came as close as she dared to the railings and noticed that he held a pocketbook. He was intent on sketching something, a sea bird perhaps, but he looked frustrated. When he saw her he snapped the book shut quickly.

         ‘Miss Mahoney. I am pleased to see that you are improved.’

         ‘You weren’t ill yourself?’

         He shook his head. ‘I’m not afflicted. I was, at first. I spent much of a voyage to the Greek Islands in my bunk.’

         Rhia gestured to his pocketbook. ‘Were you drawing?’ He shook his head and looked embarrassed. ‘Only scribbling. I am a poor illustrator – a calamity in my profession.’

         ‘I suppose it is,’ she agreed. ‘I am expected below. I must …’

         ‘Of course. Yes. Ah, Miss Hayter has agreed to release you after lunch each day. I will be in the passenger saloon at one o’clock.’

         ‘Is that where we will be working?’ She was relieved. She had feared they might be alone together in his cabin.

         ‘The captain has agreed to assign an empty cabin. I am travelling with rather a large number of samples, you see.’

         Rhia’s heart sank, but she was not going to make the mistake of waiting to be dismissed again. ‘I will see you at one o’clock.’ She hurried away.

         In her cabin, she collected her sewing bag and as many patchwork pieces as would fit in her apron pocket. She wondered which half of the day she would come to dread more, mornings in the orlop or afternoons with Mr Reeve. She hoped, at least, to catch sight of Margaret soon.

         Below, two more women had joined the sewing circle. One of them was Nora. Rhia braced herself, but Nora was still too ill to cast even a withering look at her. In fact, she had to be commended for even getting to the table.
         

         Miss Hayter cleared her throat and straightened her back as though she were addressing a regiment rather than a few women only an arm’s reach away. ‘We are blessed that, by the good grace and hard work of the ladies of the Convict Ship Society, there will be no idle hands on this voyage. In two weeks’ time, if the wind stays behind us, the Rajah will put into the harbour of Rio de Janeiro, in the Portuguese kingdom of Brazil.’ She said this as though it were a great privilege to visit another kingdom on a prison ship.
         

         ‘Any quilt finished in time will be sold in the São Sebastiao market in Rio, and the proceeds will be returned to the mess who sewed it. I hasten to add that these wages will be kept in trust, to avoid … loss during the voyage. You will be supervised daily in groups, on the quarterdeck, so that you have fresh air and sufficient light to sew by.’

         It was then ascertained whom amongst them were the most skilled needlewomen. Of the eight now at the table, both Jane and Nell had been seamstresses, Nora, surprisingly, a stay maker, Agnes a bonnet maker, and someone else a muslin sewer.

         Miss Hayter proceeded to reel off a list of rules. No woman was allowed on deck without permission; there would be no gambling and no selling of clothes or other possessions; there would be weekly assignations from each mess to collect provisions from the galley and a daily rota for washing dishes and utensils. Each woman must attend to her own laundry and under no circumstance must fresh water be used for this purpose. Seawater was perfectly adequate and available in abundance (as though they needed reminding). Finally, each woman was expected to conduct herself in a quiet, orderly and respectful manner, and a list of dissenters would be kept by the surgeon superintendent, and delivered to the governor’s office when they arrived in Sydney.
         

         The daily routine formed another set of commandments. At daylight, roll up and stow hammocks and bedclothes. At half past six, clean the water closets, decks and messes – only then would they be issued their daily allowance of drinking water, along with a ration of biscuits. Then, the surgeon would visit any who were ill. Breakfast was at eight a.m., followed by more cleaning. Then it was time to sew. In fair weather the sewing would take place on the quarterdeck, otherwise, below. There was a specific time for the issue of the allowance of lime juice against scurvy, and a time for a healthful dose of wine. (‘Hally-bloody-lujah,’ said Agnes under her breath.) Tuesdays and Fridays were laundry days. Wednesday was for bathing. In seawater. After eight-thirty p.m. they were forbidden to talk or make noise of any kind.

         The morning saw neat hems sewn around patchwork pieces in poor light. Lunch was a stew of salted beef with hanks of coarse bread. Nora still hadn’t uttered a word. She sat scowling at her sewing, a film of sweat on her face and neck. She was, happily, still too unwell to be her usual tyrannical self.

         Rhia’s afternoon with Mr Reeve drew closer with every stitch. Being a servant, she supposed that she should not have an opinion about anything. She supposed she was capable of not having an opinion. The only thing that comforted her was the knowledge that he, like she, had no idea what to make of the arrangement.

         After lunch Rhia almost navigated the route to the passenger saloon without getting lost. She found herself at the neck of a dark, narrow passageway when she thought she should be at a flight of stairs ’tween decks. The passageway smelt of boiled cabbage, so presumably she was close to the galley. She felt unreasonably pleased with herself when she finally stumbled across the passenger saloon’s small white door. Should she knock or just enter? While she hesitated, a cabin door opened further along the passenger deck and a man started walking towards her. She recognised him as the man in the brown coat towards whom Miss Hayter had seemed so deferential. His appearance wasn’t noteworthy, but for his tallow-wax complexion and bland expression, but he did appear to be taking as much interest in her as she was in him, and he now looked displeased. ‘Have you permission to be on an upper deck?’ he said officiously.
         

         ‘Are you an officer of this ship?’ she retorted, without thinking.

         ‘I am the agent of her majesty’s government on this ship. My name is Mr Wardell.’

         ‘It isn’t enough that we are lackeys to prison guards and ship’s officers? Are we also under the command of Whitehall?’ It might have been wise to at least appear to be humbled. She would quickly be on the governor’s blacklist at this rate. Mr Wardell’s expression barely changed, apart from the elevation of an eyebrow.

         ‘Your name?’

         ‘Mahoney. I am assigned to private service. I have an appointment with Mr Reeve in the saloon.’

         ‘Very well. Carry on.’ Wardell opened the door of the saloon and went in himself, not bothering to allow her in first, or even hold the door.

         Two ladies sat on one of the divans sipping on steaming glasses. They were dressed in pretty travelling costumes and white lace gloves. Rhia could smell hot chocolate and sweet pastry and it made her mouth water. She must be recovering. She’d give anything for a slice of Beth’s ginger loaf. The ladies looked through her. She was invisible after all.

         Rhia scanned the few small clusters of gentlemen standing and seated around tables, talking and smoking cigars, before she saw Mr Reeve. He had his back to her and was hunched over a table in the corner of the room. Beside him, and also with his back to Rhia, was a tall, rumpled man with untidy, dark blond hair. Her heart jolted painfully. He reminded her of Laurence Blake.
         

         The man turned.

         The world stood still.

         It was Laurence. Rhia opened her mouth and then closed it again quickly. She made herself keep walking, through a coil of cigar smoke, past a silver platter of dainty sandwiches. She didn’t know what else to do. Laurence had been expecting her. His expression said that she should give nothing away. Somehow, she managed to cross the room, keeping her eyes carefully averted from his face.

         Mr Reeve nodded to her indifferently, as though he were experimenting with his authority. ‘Good afternoon, miss. Mr Blake and I were just discussing the very subtle differences between these specimens. Mr Blake is a professional of photogenic drawing.’ Mr Reeve was a little flushed and seemed excited to be in Laurence’s company. Perhaps his passion for his work was matched by that for the status and respectability it could bring him.

         Rhia tried to focus on the neat line of dried leaves laid out on the table. Behind them was a small tower of wooden receptacles, each as shallow as a cigar box. She was only inches from Laurence and she could feel his eyes on her. She could not imagine how she must appear to him. She had not seen herself in a glass for so long that she had forgotten what she had looked like with hair, let alone without it.

         Finally, Laurence spoke. ‘Do you notice any difference in the leaves, Miss Mahoney? I can’t for the life of me see it.’ She detected one of his teasing undertones, but Mr Reeve would be impervious to it. She looked hard at the row of fragile, grey-brown specimens, forcing herself to concentrate. ‘There is a difference in the vein pattern,’ she almost whispered, hardly trusting her voice.
         

         Mr Reeve chuckled, obviously pleased. ‘I can see that you are favourably appointed! It takes a power of observation to see such a thing.’ What blarney. It was not such a clever thing at all to notice common differences in the infrastructure of leaves.

         Rhia allowed herself the smallest of smiles, not because she had pleased the botanist with her powers of observation, but because she was not alone after all.

          
         

         
         
 
         
            24 April 1841

            
                

            
 
            It is early, barely light. The air cloys. It is too warm for linsey, but no other uniform is provided. I sleep in my chemise. Last night I almost removed it, but I cannot lock my cabin door. Miss Hayter says she will purchase cotton in Rio so we can sew summer dresses. Presumably she has an allowance from Whitehall for such things.
 
            I suppose it was foolish to imagine that Laurence might discover my quarters. How could he without drawing attention to himself? Besides, he would assume that I’m in the orlop with the others. I don’t dare try and find his cabin. I hear that Mr Wardell is on the prowl because Agnes was caught meeting the galley hand, her sweetheart, two nights ago. She was only cautioned, but if it happens again she’ll be whipped before the entire ship.
 
            The captain has made a small, unoccupied cabin on the lower deck available to Mr Reeve. It has a good-sized writing table, upon which he spreads his notebooks and his callow drawings. I don’t much like being in an airless cabin with Mr Reeve, who stares at me when he thinks I am occupied, but the passenger saloon reminds me too much of freedom. The passengers are entirely unaware of their privileges, just as I once was. I was dismissive of the petty vanities of society, yet now I desire nothing more.
 
            Today will pass under this monotonous regime and then another day and another. I try not to look at the sea but, as you might guess, that is something of an impossibility. So far Manannán has been kind, there have been no real storms, although there is occasionally rough weather and items regularly fall off the shelf in my cabin and off the table in the mess. Maybe today I will see my friend Margaret on her feet. It is a blessing to have her in my mess, but it seems she is to be the last to recover her health for she has not yet left her hammock.
            

         

      

      
    

  
    
      
         
            Patchwork

         
   
         Outside, the sky was an intense blue behind the white sails.
         

         Name the colour.
         

         Rhia spun around, but the deck was deserted. It was the pesky voice again, as if she didn’t have troubles enough.

         ‘Ultramarine,’ she said, sighing. She knew what the voice was doing, making her take note of things she had once loved and cherished. ‘Ultramarine, a rare blue, once as expensive as gold,’ she added, hoping no one was listening to her talking to herself. She remembered something else. In Latin, ultramarinus meant ‘beyond the sea’, a reference to the origin of the lapis lazuli from which ultramarine was made. When they took Michael Kelly away, they took him to ‘parts beyond the seas’. She and Thomas had discussed it, because when they were children they had believed that the Otherworld lay beyond the seas. Now here she was, going to a place forested with unearthly white trees and inhabited by criminals and other dangerous creatures. Worse still, Michael would have left Sydney by the time she arrived.
         

         When she reached the orlop hatch, Rhia performed her morning ritual, just as she used to do in the yard at Millbank. She filled her eyes with sky and her lungs with clear air before she put her foot on the top rung of the ladder.

         She had thus far avoided a proper scrap with Nora and Agnes because there was always a warden at hand, but she could feel their animosity building. The last time Nora was on dish duty she had tipped Rhia’s uneaten breakfast gruel into her lap. An accident, she insisted with an evil grin. Rhia didn’t react immediately. She chose to sit, calm and silent, with the sticky slop soaking through her clothing. She could see that it displeased Nora intensely. When Nora disappeared up the ladder with the dish pail, and while nobody was looking, Rhia removed her apron and tipped the gruel into Nora’s hammock. She was still waiting for a counter attack.
         

         This morning, Agnes was in the middle of one of her brothel tales when Rhia sat down. Nora and Agnes exchanged looks, and Rhia could tell from the way Agnes’s eyes narrowed that she was in a mood. She was probably in a sulk over not seeing her sweetheart. She gave Rhia a toxic look but barely faltered in her narration.

         ‘The landlady at this establishment, Madam Mahoney, fancied herself class, and a cut above the dirty streetwalkers, but she was a slut who’d have it with a donkey if it’d pay her a ha’penny.’ It raised a laugh and Rhia kept her head bent low over her breakfast.
         

         ‘Don’t be a bitch, Agnes.’ It was Margaret. ‘She’s done you no harm.’ Margaret was still in her hammock, but her pale face was propped over its edge, and when she caught Rhia’s eye she winked before groaning and rolling over. A moment later, though, she was sitting on the edge of the hammock, her legs dangling, looking at the floor as if she was wondering if she could make it that far.

         Everyone was watching as Margaret stood up, grabbing the shelf by her bed to steady herself. ‘Sweet Jesus, my legs are made of rubber.’

         ‘Don’t blaspheme, Dickson,’ snapped Jane, who had recently become excessively pious.

         It took Margaret several minutes to reach the breakfast table. She stumbled twice, but shooed Nelly away when she tried to help. Margaret ate nothing, but made a show of being cheerful. She could no longer be described as plump, and there was a whitish tinge to her lips. Sleeping in the airless belly of the ship was unhealthful enough without the sickness on top of it. The surgeon, Mr Donovan, said that Margaret had something else, something besides seasickness, but he didn’t say exactly what it was. Maybe he didn’t know.
         

         The temperature and the stink increased at the same rate. One hundred and fifty bodies at one end of the orlop, livestock at the other, and the once-mysterious bilge saw to it. Bilge was an appropriate name for the lowest, internal part of the hull, and Rhia had soon discovered its function. Everything from the cook’s waste and the overflow from water closets to pomade and cosmetics sloshed around underneath the orlop.
         

         Once the morning’s chores were done, Rhia waited with Margaret until everyone had climbed the ladder. Margaret’s gait was halting and careful as she adjusted to being upright in a moving world. When they reached the top of the ladder, she stood for a moment, squinting in the white light glancing off the sea. She had a firm hold on Rhia’s arm.

         ‘I’ve always said the rich were fools with their money, and here’s the proof. Imagine taking to the sea for enjoyment or to recover from infirmity!’

         Rhia laughed. ‘I’ve missed you, Margaret.’

         ‘Oh, I know,’ Margaret retorted. ‘I’ve got ears. I know what they get up to and I’ve been after the strength to give Agnes a slap for weeks. Someone’s got to. She’s got the curse, though, and it always makes her worse. I’ll wait a day or two.’ There had been ongoing complaints about the effects of washing laundry in seawater. Cloth became stiff with dried salt, and caused chafing. Almost all the women, Rhia included, had had their courses by now and needed to wash their cloths. They had suffered the consequences. Few in the orlop bothered to spare others their private discomforts. Everything was a topic for conversation. It passed the time.
         

         On the quarterdeck, each mess sat in a sewing circle under an awning of sailcloth. Little piles of patchwork were scattered about within reach. Several quilts were now under way. The late April sun seemed overly bright. There had been complaints about the sunlight at first. It hurt their eyes after so long in the dark.

         Rhia felt light-hearted to have someone to talk to. Until now her interaction with the other prisoners was limited to an occasional smile or a wary ‘hello’ from Jane. Jane especially liked to roll her eyes at Rhia when Georgina, her arch-rival, said something foolish. This happened fairly frequently because Georgina, a squat Liverpudlian, wasn’t the brightest button in the tin.

         Margaret spent the morning poring over pieces of cloth, pocketing a delicate muslin that reminded her of a once-treasured dress. She was not the first. If a piece was especially pretty or considered to be of value, it would be surreptitiously folded into an apron pocket and no one would say a word. Nelly wept when she saw some white gabardine, saying it looked like it was from a bride’s dress, and she’d never be a bride. Who’d have her?

         The morning wore on and Rhia listened to the talk. She was piecing together the lives her companions had led before becoming prisoners. Jane had been in love, Georgina had lost a child and Agnes had left two wee sons behind in the work-house. The only real difference between them and Rhia was that she had been blessed with good fortune. It made her an outsider here in the same way as any of these women would have been had they come to St Stephen’s Green or entered the Montgomery Emporium. What was the ruin of Mahoney Linen against the loss of babes, or taking a beating every night, which is what happened to Nelly. Until she killed her sweetheart. Nelly hardly looked capable of killing a fly, let alone a man. He’d waggled the kitchen knife at her so she hit him over the head with the lid of the stew pot. And that was that. The only thing that had kept her from the noose was pregnancy.
         

         Thieving was not always the result of having fallen from the Lord’s grace, as Reverend Tooting liked to think, but of desperation. Or vanity. Georgina had stolen a pair of boots from her mistress, Jane had hidden a length of ribbon from the market in her apron, Susan had taken a veil and a pair of gloves from a clothier’s. Agnes and Nora had both become professional thieves because they couldn’t make a decent living from needlework. Sarah stole a shawl from her mistress. It seemed perfectly reasonable that a woman who worked all day making pretty things she could not afford to wear herself, might easily be tempted to steal from someone who had finery to spare.

         Tales of loss and violence, as well as tales of love, were told as the squares and triangles of cloth became long strips of patchwork. They might have been stitching together scraps of their old lives and making something of them. The talk was just as often hopeful as despairing. Georgina said she’d heard that they were in need of alehouses in Sydney and that she fancied the trade because her grandmother had been a brewer, and that growing hops was easy. Jane retorted that she hadn’t the wits for the brewing trade. Agnes planned to run a brothel.

         Rhia wondered if she was the only one of them who was leaving behind the best part of her life.

         The talk turned to one of the young deck hands that had shimmied up the main mast as though it were no more than the trunk of an apple tree. While the others were laughing at some remark of Nora’s about the bulge in his breeches, Margaret lowered her voice and leaned close to Rhia.
         

         ‘Do you remember I told you that I was carrying something for Mrs Blake’s ding-dong maid?’ The conspiratorial note in Margaret’s voice made Rhia immediately alert.

         ‘Of course I remember.’ In fact, she had almost forgotten. Presumably Margaret had changed her mind about keeping Juliette’s secret.

         ‘What would you say if I told you it was nothing more than a plain sheet of parchment?’ she whispered.

         ‘Is it?’

         Margaret shrugged. ‘Not according to Juliette, though how she thinks a plain sheet of parchment hides a portrait, I can’t imagine! I’ve been thinking about the promise I made to keep this flapdoodle to myself, but now I think that I’m only wasting my time with it. I mean, what are the Quaker ladies in Sydney going to think when I give them such a thing?’

         Rhia frowned. The parchment could only be a photogenic negative. ‘But why does Juliette want the Quakers to have it?’

         ‘To pass on to her mother.’

         ‘Then Juliette’s mother is in Sydney?’

         ‘Aye,’ said Margaret. ‘She’s been there more than ten years. What if you were to send such a thing to your mam? It’d break her heart to receive a page with nought on it.’

         Rhia was still trying to piece things together. ‘She didn’t write her mother a letter, then?’

         ‘She can’t write. Brought up in the workhouse, poor fool. But I should never have taken it, so I’m as big a fool myself.’

         What on earth was Juliette up to? ‘May I see it?’ Rhia said.

         Margaret shrugged. ‘I don’t see why not. At least then I’ll not have to make the decision by myself. I’ll show you after supper.’ She looked up at the sun. ‘Almost dinnertime, and then you’ll be off to see the boss. Do you suppose Botany Bay’s full of botanists?’
         

         The thought made Rhia smile. ‘I sincerely hope not. It’s hard to imagine that there’s much there in the way of botany. I don’t know what Mr Reeve expects to find – I’ve seen a picture of Sydney, it looks a colourless place.’

         Margaret shrugged. ‘I don’t mind.’ She gestured to the strips of patchwork that coiled around them. ‘That’s the most colour I’ve seen in two years and it’s making my eyes hurt.’

         When they went below for lunch, Margaret went straight to her hammock saying she was worn out by all the sunshine. Rhia did her best to eat whatever preserved meat the cook had seen fit to serve up as stew, and left as soon as possible.

         Mr Reeve’s workroom was on the upper deck, close by his cabin. When she entered, he was bent over his desk, his small wire spectacles crooked on the bridge of his nose. The cabin, which he said was too small, had a bunk and was four times the size of her hutch. It also had considerably more shelves. Both the bunk and shelves were stacked with his little wooden boxes.

         ‘Good afternoon, Mahoney.’ He had picked up the habit of calling her this from Miss Hayter and seemed to be enjoying it. He didn’t look up from his study of an enormous Latin botanical. ‘Just carry on where we left off yesterday.’

         They rarely needed to speak, beyond the cursory, which suited Rhia well. It was her job to refer to his annotated drawings, which told her into which family or category a specimen fell, and then to label a compartment in a box for it. It was extremely useful that she recognised many of the more common plants and herbs from Culpeper’s. She only occasionally managed to match foreign medicinal herbs to Mr Reeve’s terrible drawings. She sometimes had to ask him to confirm that the specimen she was looking at was the same plant he had illustrated.
         

         She did much of her work kneeling on the rough wooden floor, bent over spiky seed pods and wands of feathery, paperthin leaves. Today, there were dried Michaela’s daisies from America and there was frangipani from Tahiti, as well as henbane and burdock and feverfew. She found it easier to work on the floor, now, and to feel the swelling and falling of the waves beneath her. She did not trust the furniture. She’d been thrown from her bench in the orlop too many times, everyone had. By the end of an afternoon with Mr Reeve, her knees were always cramped and her back aching.

         After an hour or so she straightened and stretched. She caught him watching her again. He looked back down at his book, quickly. She knew he must wonder about her crime and her past, but she doubted that he would ever have the nerve to ask her outright.

         ‘You seem to know a lot about botanicals, Mahoney.’

         She shrugged. ‘I like to find patterns in nature, and I like to know the name of what I’m looking at.’

         ‘But to what ends? What use could such knowledge possibly be to …’

         ‘To a woman?’

         ‘Well, yes. Yes indeed!’

         ‘I don’t mean to shock you, Mr Reeve, but the female mind is capable of more than counting stitches and weaning babes.’

         ‘I don’t expect that you are a conventional woman, Mahoney.’

         ‘Thank Christ for that!’ She had Mamo to thank, really. Mr Reeve looked shocked, which was gratifying. It silenced him for the rest of the afternoon.
         

         Rhia usually had a few minutes to spare before she was due in the mess for supper. There was a secluded corner in a ’tween decks cranny where, through a vent called a scuttle, she could see part of the main deck and a narrow strip of ocean. It was manageable, this much sea. As they held their course south, there were more daylight hours, and she began to notice how the seascape she had thought so monotonous was, in fact, constantly changing. Sometimes it looked as dirty and lifeless as the Liffey on a winter’s day, and at others like a giant looking-glass reflecting the sky and the clouds. On some days its curves and frills were seductive, and on others there were ridges of water, serrated and menacing. The sea had a mean glint today, so after her first sighting Rhia did not look at it again. In the stories of Manannán, ships that disappeared in storms drifted to the enchanted or haunted islands of the Otherworld.

         Rhia turned her back on Manannán and saw Albert’s frayed breeches emerge through a hatch to the upper deck. She called to him as loud as she dared. He jumped from the stairs to the deck, lightly, and was in front of her, beaming, in a moment.

         ‘I see you’ve found my hideaway, Mahoney.’

         ‘Yours! I thought it was my hideaway.’

         ‘Ye’ll see that me tobacco tin’s here.’ Albert reached into a dark knot in the timbers and pulled it out. ‘Like a smoke?’

         ‘Another time. I’ll be late.’ She hesitated, even though she’d made her decision. ‘Albert. I’ve a favour to ask.’

         He shrugged. ‘Let’s ’ave it.’

         ‘Do you know the passenger Laurence Blake?’

         ‘With the haystack?’ He gestured to his hair. ‘The one who puts parchment out on deck in the sun?’

         ‘That’s almost certainly him. Would you give him a message from me?’
         

         Albert’s smile broadened. She knew what he was thinking.

         ‘Tell Mr Blake where my cabin is.’

         His eyes filled with mischief.

         ‘You needn’t think it’s anything – there is nothing – I mean, Mr Blake is a friend. As it happens, I knew him before I was – I knew him in London. I need to speak with him. It’s important.’

         ‘Sure it is,’ Albert said, his grin widening. Rhia didn’t care what he thought. Albert mock-bowed, and swaggered away, whistling. 

      

      
    

  
    
      
         
         
 
         
            Valetine

         
 
         Jane and Georgina were laying the table, sullenly, the clang of pewter bowls being slammed down signalled that all was not well between them. Georgina was scowling and periodically scratching her hair beneath her cap. The two had almost come to blows on the quarterdeck over head lice.
         
 
         ‘It only takes one itching head to send the little beasties stomping through every scalp,’ Jane was saying, so if you don’t drown them in vinegar I’ll tip a bottle over you with pleasure. Otherwise I’ll ask Matron to shave your head.’ Georgina burst into tears and threw herself onto her hammock.
 
         Supper was dried biscuits, pea soup and suet pudding. Already the fresh food was being used sparingly, and they were still ten days off Rio. Albert said they would take on fresh water, fruit and meat, rum, tobacco and Portuguese wine – all the essential stocks – when they docked.
 
         The best thing about supper was not the gritty suet pudding, which occasionally had a little molasses in it, but the ration of wine. It was the cheapest, the roughest imaginable, and was served in a dented pewter tankard, but it may as well have been the best claret in the world. It shortened the shadows and sweetened tempers.
 
         After supper two lanterns were lit and placed at either end of the table, in order that the women could sit and read the scriptures. No one was allowed to light a lantern or a taper without a warden present, and – as yet – no one yet had broken this rule. There was no means of knowing what punishment dissenters could expect to face. However, it was known that Agnes was a whisker away from a flogging. There were irons chained to the timbers in a certain dark corner where the bilge water leaked into a cupboard of a cell, large enough only for a person to crouch in. The wardens’ favourite threat was being added to the surgeon superintendent’s list. Nobody had a clue who was on the list, or what offences were considered suitably grave to deserve being listed. How would the theft of two tapers, a flint and some matches be looked upon? Rhia had slipped them into her apron pocket whilst a quarrel was in progress. She was a convicted thief, so what difference did it make?
         
 
         Margaret beckoned to Rhia from her hammock while the others were mending, reading from their Bibles, or checking each other for lice. She passed Rhia a flat, silk wallet, which she slipped into the pocket of her apron. This done, Margaret made a great show of a piece of valetine, a blue figured silk that she’d discovered in her sack. It was not large, perhaps half a yard squared, but it was a pretty find and they agreed that it was too fine a piece for a quilt and should be put aside for ‘later’, to make a purse or a reticule.
 
         Rhia trod the leeward passageway timidly when it was time to return to her hutch. The sea was rising high and falling heavily, and the deck felt greasy beneath her boots. The moon was as full and luminous as a giant pearl behind the masts. She’d not noticed it waxing. She had stopped believing that the Queen of the Night gave a damn what happened to her. The best she and her moon lantern could do for Rhia now was to help her safely back to her cabin. The moonlight cast silver shadows on every cresting wave. As she turned away, one reared up like a horse on its back legs and showered her with icy water. She had not seen it coming and it shook her to the core. Manannán be damned.
         
 
         Rhia took off her boots and practically crawled back to her cabin. When she closed the door she leaned against it and shut her eyes. When she opened them she was looking at a small white square on the floor. She picked it up and lit a taper. Laurence Blake, Photogenic Drawing, 64 Cloak Lane, the City of London. On the back were the words: Tonight, ten o’clock.
         
 
         Rhia lay on her hammock and stared into the dense dark, determined to stay awake. She must keep her mind where her boots were, as Annie Kelly was fond of saying. If you let your mind wander into regrets, you would fall backwards, and if you let it loose on imaginings, it was hurtling forwards without you. What was there for her in the present? Only the hollow feeling that she had failed. Why else would she be here? A gentle tap on her door made Rhia sit up, disoriented. Was it already ten o’clock? She scrambled from the hammock to her feet, finding her cap. Her hair had grown a little, but washing it in a bucket of saltwater could not be enhancing it. She opened the door. It was Laurence.
 
         They stood looking at each other. He stepped into her cabin and Rhia closed the door. In the dark, he embraced her as though it were the most natural thing in the world. His lips touched hers so lightly that she couldn’t be sure that he’d actually kissed her; that she was in the arms of someone who gave a damn what happened to her.
 
         Rhia turned away to hide her confusion and to wipe her tears on her apron. She fumbled in her pocket for a taper and matches. Once the taper was lit, she felt awkward and self-conscious. There was only a yard of floor between them.
 
         ‘This is a long way from Cloak Lane,’ said Laurence.
         
 
         ‘It is,’ she agreed.
 
         ‘Antonia would approve of your new Quaker colours, but you’ve grown thin.’
 
         ‘The food is awful. Someone should complain. I miss Beth’s ginger loaf terribly.’ Laurence was looking at her with an expression she couldn’t decipher.
 
         ‘It’s very good timing that you should visit this evening,’ she said quickly. ‘I’ve something to show you.’ She took the parchment from its wallet.
 
         Laurence needed to take only one step to examine it more closely. She held the taper over it. To her, it looked like a piece of cartridge paper with a sheen like polished cotton.
 
         Laurence looked perplexed. ‘Where on earth did you get a photogenic negative?’
 
         ‘I thought that was what it was.’
 
         ‘It looks as though it has already been exposed, though it is difficult to say for certain in this light.’
 
         ‘I can’t remember what that means.’
 
         ‘When a negative image has been “burnt” into the chemicals the parchment is treated with, it acquires a certain ghostly image, a little like a watermark.’
 
         ‘I hadn’t noticed.’
 
         ‘Your eye is not trained to see it. Where did you get this?’
 
         Rhia told him what Margaret had told her, and he shook his head. His face looked eerie in the flickering candlelight. ‘This is extremely odd, Rhia.’ She liked hearing her name. She had been Mahoney for so long. ‘Did your friend Margaret say nothing else?’ he asked.
 
         ‘She knows something, but she won’t tell me what it is. She is supposed to be keeping a secret for Juliette.’
 
         The creak of a deck timber outside made them both freeze. Rhia held her breath. In a moment there was a sound like a footfall, towards the aft stairwell.
         
 
         She whispered, ‘Do you think someone saw you?’
 
         Laurence shook his head. ‘I was careful. But I don’t want to make things worse for you.’
 
         She shrugged. ‘How could things be worse? Tell me, quickly, how you come to be on board.’
 
         ‘Dillon told me the name of your ship, of course. I was fortunate that there was still a berth available – though there was a good chance of it, the transports are not popular passenger vessels. Besides, I told you I wanted to see Australia, the light has always drawn me. But I had a much more important reason to travel at such short notice.’ Laurence took her hand. She wanted him to comfort her, but she didn’t know to what degree. She had thought that she wanted Thomas, all those years ago and that desire came only with true love. It seemed unlikely, now, considering the nightly assignations between prisoners and crew.
 
         Laurence squeezed her hand and let it go. ‘May I take the negative until tomorrow? I’d rather like to see it by daylight. I’ll have Albert return it.’
 
         ‘Of course.’
 
         He kissed her again, and left.
 
         Rhia lay in her hammock, awake, for a long time. Her uncertainty disturbed her. She had great affection for Laurence. He made her laugh and she felt safe. Perhaps this was enough?

      

      
    

  
    
       
         
            Balzarine

         
 
         Antonia gazed into the dim recess where a row of sober  grey and brown linen hung. As limp as my own humility,  she thought. Once, rows of taffeta and silk organza whispered  to her, cloths with names – Andalusian and Ariel. Once, her  shawls were as fine as cobwebs, not dull and sturdy. She chose  her newest linen, recalling the name the draper had given to  the colour: London Smoke. Apt.
         
 
         She made herself reflect, as she dressed, on the purpose of  plainness. An unadorned costume was dismissive of fashion  and of class. Without finery one was the equal of another, no  matter how rich one’s purse. Josiah had even used the singular  ‘thou’ rather than the plural ‘you’ that many Londoners  found quaint and eccentric. He said the latter was a sign of  flattery because ‘you’ was once used to address a superior, as  a signifier of title and hierarchy. Antonia thought it a little  outmoded, and could not bring herself to alter her speech.  She was altered enough.
 
         She smoothed her hair with a wooden comb and knotted it  at the nape of her neck, then descended the stairs thoughtfully,  her hand slipping over the polished banister. How could her  anticipation of Mr Montgomery’s visit mingle so easily with  her memories of Josiah? What if her ideology were no stronger  than her impulses? Josiah had guided her to the inward. Every  day without him was a test of her courage. Without him there were no gentle words of guidance, no eyes filled with kindness,  no loving embrace.
         
 
         The kitchen was reassuringly warm. Beth always lit the  range at daylight. The porridge was already cooked and steaming  on the table in its cast iron pot. It was the best porridge  Antonia had ever tasted. She had watched Beth make it once  – a knob of butter, a pinch of salt and a measure of cream made  all the difference. Josiah professed to prefer plain food, so when  he had praised Beth for her porridge, Antonia merely smiled.
 
         The house was too quiet without Laurence and Rhia. She  now made a habit of sharing the first meal of the day with Beth  and Juliette, telling herself that she wanted to feel as their equal  when in fact she was just lonely. She simply did not know how  to reconcile the idea of equality with the fact that she was a  mistress with domestic servants. Of course, she provided  employment and the household was the closest thing Juliette  had to a family. The tangled feelings of protectiveness and  irritation were, no doubt, maternal. Antonia had not been  given anyone else to watch over.
 
         This morning, as usual, they discussed which household  chores needed special attention, the first being the furniture.  The dining table and carved-back chairs looked brittle and  were in need of furniture paste. Beth looked perplexed.
 
         ‘Do you mean linseed and vinegar, Mrs Blake?’
 
         ‘No. My mother had a recipe for preserving English walnut.  Beeswax, white wax, curd soap and turpentine. It softens the  wood and protects it.’
 
         Beth sighed and ladled a second large helping of porridge  into her bowl. ‘Very well.’
 
         Antonia smiled. Beth liked to have something to be long-suffering  over. ‘The morning room needs dusting before our  guest arrives, Juliette,’ she continued. ‘A goose’s wing should reach into the lofty corners, and the velvet pile will need  sweeping with the hard whisk brush.’ Juliette nodded but  remained silent and hunched. At least she seemed less melancholy  now that spring sunshine, rather than drizzle, glanced  off the window panes. The exertion would do her good.  Antonia suspected that her recurring infirmity was merely  habitual gloom. The physician had described it in much the  same way physicians tended to describe most feminine ailments.  ‘A nervous disorder, Mrs Blake. Give her laudanum  and keep the curtains drawn to prevent over-stimulation.’ As  soon as he had gone, Antonia opened the curtains and windows  wide. Juliette’s real ailment was her secret. Considering  the turn she’d taken when Antonia said she wanted to visit  Rhia, it must have something to do with her mother, who was  in Millbank before she was transported. Rhia’s incarceration  had merely tipped the balance. Either that, or Juliette knew  something about Rhia’s arrest.
         
 
         After breakfast Antonia went to Josiah’s office. She no  longer needed to take deep, steadying breaths before entering.  She thanked Josiah, silently and often, for his fastidious business  acumen. She was now familiar with the last season’s  consignments and accounts, and could model this season’s on  them. There was only the matter of payment to the crew of  Mathilda that she needed to discuss with Mr Montgomery,  since it was not clear why certain of the Manx sailors had been  paid more than others. She supposed there was some hierarchy  of skill or experience that she knew nothing of. The mystery of  why the Mathilda had not been signed out of the Calcutta dry  dock remained unanswered. The document she had given  Ryan had never been returned to her. But she must not think  of that. She would never know the truth.
         
 
         She had been corresponding with Mr Montgomery, as well as with Mr Dillon, on the matter of Rhia’s repeal, which was  partly why Jonathan Montgomery was calling this morning.  The joint venture was a secondary reason for his visit. He was  well connected, and seemed to have associates in the legal profession,  perhaps even in the court. He was not convinced,  though, that there had been a miscarriage of justice.
         
 
         The doorknocker sounded, and made Antonia’s heart  pound. She rose and straightened her skirts. Linen crushed all  too easily when it was not blended with silk or wool. She walked  the length of the hallway more slowly than she wanted to, her  heart still thudding. She put her hand to the crucifix beneath  her bodice.
 
         ‘Please bring us some coffee, Juliette dear,’ she called out as  she passed the dining room where both girls were rubbing the  table top with flannel.
 
         Mr Montgomery was as immaculate as usual. His frockcoat  was of some finely twilled wool, Italian no doubt, and his silk  cravat was lemon yellow. He was as crisp as the spring sunshine,  and entirely at ease. Antonia felt herself soften as she  stepped aside to let him in. It had happened again. Without a  thought or any warning, her body was yielding to him.
 
         ‘Good morning, Mr Montgomery. Are you well?’
 
         ‘Very well, Mrs Blake.’
 
         ‘Allow me to take your hat and cane.’
 
         The morning room smelt of linseed and roses. Juliette had  arranged several stems carefully in a blue bowl on the table.  She was a thoughtful girl, in spite of her shortcomings. ‘You  will be comfortable on the Chesterfield,’ she said. ‘Will you  have coffee?’
 
         He said that he would and flicked his coat-tails before he  sat. His smile was warm and easy, his long legs gracefully  crossed. Antonia perched on the edge of a straight-backed chair and smoothed her skirt again. She cleared her throat.  ‘Tell me, do you believe that Rhia Mahoney is innocent?’
         
 
         He ran his fingers through his iron-grey hair thoughtfully.  ‘I have spoken again to my maid, Hatty, and she insists that she  saw Miss Mahoney with the silk. My wife says that she did not  trust Miss Mahoney from the first. It is an impossible situation.  I have spoken with the prosecutor, who says that the case  against seemed irrefutable.’
 
         ‘But surely Hatty was mistaken – perhaps she was lying,  covering for someone else? And then there is the mystery of the  absent defence.’
 
         He looked affronted. ‘I can assure you that all members of  my household staff are of good character.’ He frowned. ‘As to  the counsel, I simply do not know what to think. I have written  to him myself but he has been on the Continent all winter.’
 
         ‘But Rhia’s good character and her family’s reputation must  account for something!’
 
         ‘One would think so, but the family has fallen on hard  times, which worked against her. Be assured that I am doing  everything in my power to have her sentence repealed on the  grounds of good character. Do not concern yourself unduly,  Antonia.’
 
         He had never used her first name before but he did it so  naturally now – as if to suggest they were familiars, as if it was  an established fact. He smiled kindly, but she thought she saw  a flicker of doubt in his eyes. Perhaps he wondered if she was  entirely sensible in believing Rhia Mahoney innocent.
 
         ‘Tell me more about your photogenic drawing,’ he said. ‘I  confess that I’m a little mesmerised by it. I understand that it is  still too soon to experiment with …’ He shook his head. ‘It still  seems impossible that we have lost two of our company.’
 
         Antonia bowed her head. There were creases in her linen skirts, in spite of her care. She remembered the conversation at  Christmas, about Josiah’s letter to Ryan Mahoney. It had presumably  been a business concern. She pushed her shoulders  down and straightened her back. ‘The portrait is on my mind,’  she said.
         
 
         He was leaning towards her as though her every word mattered  to him.
 
         She felt her breath become shallow at his attention. ‘It needs  only to be soaked in a salt solution and brushed with silver  nitrate to make it light sensitive. I can show you the negative,  if you would like.’
 
         ‘Yes, why not!’
 
         Antonia bustled to Josiah’s office, relieved to be away from  Jonathan Montgomery’s magnetism and excited to be discussing  photogenic drawing with someone besides Juliette. She so  missed Laurence, but Rhia needed him. She only hoped that  that his feelings for her were not misguided.
 
         She opened the lower drawer of the desk. It was empty. The  wallet had been here last time she looked, but when was that?  It must be months ago. Could she have moved it and forgotten?  Surely not. She looked in the other drawers. Nothing. She must  have left it somewhere else, or Juliette had tidied it away.
 
         She looked into the dining room where Beth was now polishing  alone, her cheeks crimson. ‘Where is Juliette, Beth?’
 
         ‘She’s taken one of her queer turns. I’ve made the coffee,  though. It’s just brewing. Shall I fetch it for you?’
 
         ‘Never mind, Beth, I can get it myself.’ Beth looked relieved.  She didn’t like serving genteels, it made her nervous.
         
 
         Mr Montgomery was where she had left him. Antonia  explained that she had misplaced the negative and he smiled  and shrugged. She poured steaming coffee into two of her  pretty Moroccan glasses. ‘The Mathilda has set sail?’ she asked.
         
 
         He nodded. ‘Isaac and Francis left with the shipment yesterday. The remaining cotton is on its way to Manchester.’
         
 
         ‘Then we are agreed that we will try the wool and cotton blend first? I know that Ryan was impressed with the quality of Australian merino.’
 
         ‘The yarn is high quality, but the Parramatta cloth that is woven in the colony is still low grade.’
 
         The conversation turned to business. Mr Montgomery suggested that they might try balzarine, a blend of half-cotton, half-worsted. The wool could be Australian merino. What did she think? Antonia agreed that it could. Australia was no longer merely an idea. By the summer, Rhia and Laurence would both be there, and the Mathilda would be in Calcutta. Without Josiah.
         
 
         When her guest took his leave, Antonia went in search of Juliette. She found her in her room at the top of the house. ‘Is something the matter, Juliette?’
 
         Juliette turned over in her narrow bed so that she was facing the wall. She didn’t speak. This silent gloom was at least preferable to the weeping gloom. Antonia closed the door quietly. She would ask about the negative later.
 
          
         

         
         
 
         
             28 April 1841

            
                

            
 
            Rhia,
 
            The negative contains a latent image, but it is impossible to know if it is intact without exposure. I have the necessary apparatus, but the process requires strong light. I’d best not expose it on the deck as I do my other images! There is sufficient light in the middle of the afternoon in my cabin. Of course we must have the permission of Margaret before we attempt a representation. Assure her that the process will not affect the negative, which can be used several times. Let’s bide our time. I will formulate a plan.
 
            I saw Mr Wardell was patrolling the lower deck last night. Perhaps it was he who passed by your cabin?

            
                

            
 
            Affectionately,
 
            Laurence 

         

          
         

         
         

         
            30 April 1841

            
                

            

            You would not know from Mr Reeve’s drawings that Matricaria recutita and Chicorium intybus are strains of camomile and chicory. I am starting to think that I should offer to do the drawings myself. Would he be insulted? Do I care? He has been uncharacteristically quiet lately, and I feel him watching me more and more. He is becoming brazen and will occasionally ask me something that is not related to our work, something of Dublin or the trade. Any lingering courtesy or respect for me is long gone but I, too, take more liberties with politeness now. I asked him something about a Jamaican tobacco leaf and I could hardly believe it when his reply was that my uncle’s death must have been unnerving. How much does he know about me? I put the Jamaican tobacco leaf away slowly, taking as much time over it as I could. I kept my attention on the patterns in the leaf, trying to gather my wits. I thought Nicotiana tabacum is a more melodic name than tobacco. Mr Reeve is hoping that he might discover wild tobacco, you see, or a relative to it, in Australia. If the weed were suitable to the soil and climate of the colony, it would be a significant discovery. It would also be lucrative. He is equally enthusiastic about the mercenary and the botanical. It is not entirely what I would expect from a naturalist, but Mr Reeve is also a social climber. I can tell by the way he boasts about the important people he knows in London. It means nothing to me, I have not heard of any of them. He is foolish and impressionable. As for the commercial merits of the tobacco plant, I remember that you used the solution of tobacco leaves soaked in water as an insect repellent one wet summer, when the mosquitoes were insatiable. According to the stories circulating below, there are insects in Australia that are larger and more poisonous than those in the jungles of the South Americas. The place sounds more lethal with every new thing I learn.
            

            I had to answer Mr Reeve so I told him that, yes, my uncle’s death was unnerving. I felt like saying that the rosehip he’d drawn was almost unrecognisable. Such a simple thing to render, yet he manages to make it ugly and clumsy.
            

            He said that it must be painful to speak of it, and that he had lost a family member himself recently, and that it was an unexpected death, like my uncle’s. I couldn’t keep pretending. I asked how he knew about Ryan. ‘I am not at liberty to say,’ he said airily, but he still looked at me as if I might divulge some confidence. He wants me to trust him and like him, yet he has no idea how to be likeable.

            I decided that I was under no obligation to answer his questions and told him that the leaves of the rosehip were wrong. He sighed heavily, as though he was disappointed in me, and put his spectacles back on, saying he was at my disposal, should I need to talk! He is the last person in whom I would confide. He is becoming bold and nosy. However, I enjoy the cataloguing work. It is interesting, and it is the only contact I have with any form of artistry. It is like a long draught of cool water when I am parched with thirst.

            I have not unfolded the chintz again, nor picked up the precious pencil that Mr Dillon gave me after my trial. I don’t have the heart to draw and my ink is running low.

            Now there is daylight beneath my door. Another day.

         

      

      
    

  
    
      
         
         
 
         
            Gabardine

         
 
         Albert was waiting in the cranny ’tween decks, looking at the main deck through the scuttle. It was his lookout post. ‘Mornin’ Mahoney. I’ve a message from your fancy man. Says he’s got a plan to get you away from the weed tomorrow.’ That was Albert’s nickname for the botanist. ‘Think one of them will wed you?’
         
 
         Rhia rolled her eyes. ‘I’m not the type men wed. I wasn’t before, so it’s even less likely that I would be now, wouldn’t you think?’
 
         ‘Wouldn’t be so sure. Quickest way to freedom in Sydney. You’ll see,’ said Albert. ‘Besides, you’re not half bad-looking.’
 
         Rhia laughed and ruffled his hair, which surprised them both.
 
         Below, Margaret was sitting on the edge of her hammock, her feet dangling. She looked awful, but she smiled when Rhia appeared. She had made it as far as this twice in the past week, but as soon as she put her feet on the floor and stood up, it all went bad. Everyone was watching. The mess united in few things, but everyone wanted Margaret back on her feet. She kept the peace and was relentlessly cheerful.
 
         As usual, Jane and Georgina weren’t talking. From their hissing exchange at breakfast, it was now clear that they had both been bedding the sailor they’d had the disagreement about. Roughly half the women were now with seamen. Danger and disobedience broke the monotony and it was what they were used to anyway. Mr Wardell, in his signature brown gabardine, couldn’t be everywhere at once, so the odds for getting away with it weren’t bad.
         
 
         Margaret put one foot on the floor and groaned. No one breathed a word. ‘For pity’s sake stop gawping, I’m not a sideshow! Mahoney, help me out of this wretched thing.’
         
 
         Margaret made it to the table to a round of applause. She wasn’t alone in refusing the gruel. It was thinner every morning, just like the pea soup had ever fewer peas floating in salty broth. The floor tilted suddenly, and everyone put their hands on their bowl. Only one was upended, but Jane jumped out of the way just in time. They were getting better at the swift reflex. No one had worn the contents of a bowl for days. Margaret laughed. ‘Look at us all, sitting round holding onto our measly supper. What a sight! Heaven must be a place where the land is as still as a preacher’s prick.’
         
 
         Jane tut-tutted.
 
         Nora picked up her bowl with her beefy hands and put it to her lips. She took a loud slurp and then wiped her mouth with her hand. ‘Heaven is full of mutton with dumplings,’ she said.
 
         Agnes added, ‘Suet pudding with rabbit in gravy.’
 
         ‘And fat strawberries with yellow cream,’ Sarah said with a hungry look, ‘and cider made from red apples.’
 
         ‘Manchester apples,’ added Margaret, then looked like she was going to throw up. ‘I’d sooner be in any other prison than on this wretched ship – Bridewell included.’
 
         ‘Is Bridewell worse than Newgate?’ Rhia asked, tentatively.
 
         Margaret opened her mouth to reply, but Jane was shaking her head emphatically. ‘Coventry’s the worst,’ she said. ‘I was there a year, the first time. Bigger rodents than the river rats at Millbank.’ She was looking at Rhia strangely. ‘I’ve been in a few prisons, and I’ve met plenty who say they didn’t do the crime. But I can see that you’re no thief, Mahoney.’
         
 
         There was a stunned silence for a minute. Rhia could only think of the matches and taper she’d stolen. Finally Nora snorted. ‘Bollocks. Oxford Street’s swarming with ladies who thieve. Mahoney’s just as guilty as anyone here.’
 
         ‘Pull your horns in, Nora,’ snapped Margaret.
 
         A few spooned in their soup silently and others left the table to lie in their hammocks or sew. Nora cursed under her breath at Margaret but let the matter lie. Rhia pushed her bowl away and caught Margaret’s eye. It felt like a small victory.
 
         The temperature seemed to rise more each day. The awning on the quarterdeck barely made a difference, it could not protect them from the motionless air. Even lifting a copper needle took effort, and languor irritated everyone. Their clothes were stifling. Tempers frayed. No one wore boots now. It was too hot, and besides, the feel of the timbers beneath your feet made it easier to stay upright when the sea was rough.
         
 
         The women in Rhia’s mess were hemming their second quilt for the Rio market. They would be there any day. It made Rhia ache to think of land. There would be buds on the hawthorn and sweet william at Greystones, and the dusky smell of tea rose would be clinging to the arbour in the kitchen garden. Her mother might be bent over her little bushes of thyme or sage, her skirts catching on the spiked rosemary branches. If Mamo were there she would be with her precious sheefp. Could sheep see the dead?
         
 
         Margaret interrupted this pastoral vision, ‘What a fine turn the ladies in grey have done us. Most of these,’ she jerked her head at the circle of needlewomen, ‘have never earned an honest penny, and here we are labouring together peaceably.’
         
 
         ‘More or less peaceably,’ Rhia agreed, since Jane and Georgina were scowling at each other from opposite ends of the awning. No one was particularly cheerful this morning, which could be the heat or the curse with its knack for re-arranging itself so that everyone was waspish at the same time.
         
 
         There was no point in trying to have a quiet word with Margaret until the gossip started, or a half-naked sailor came into sight. Rhia looked back to her own sewing. The geometric black and red she was stitching must be from a theatrical costumer. It had a boldness that she’d not seen before. On either side of it were patterns that looked so familiar they might have been old Mahoney prints. She had once spent hours watching the rotary printer at the Dublin factory tattooing a length of virgin linen with new mineral dyes. Colourfast dyes had been in use for years now but, back then, the gleaming machines had thrilled Rhia. She had been just as caught up as everyone in the great excitement of the modern. Now it was hard not to blame the modern for the fate of these women.
         
 
         They were laughing at something Nora said about Miss Hayter’s new hairstyle. It was true that their matron was taking particular care with her appearance lately. Was it possible she had a sailor herself? It seemed a good moment to tell Margaret about Laurence, and about the negative.
 
         Margaret’s eyes widened. ‘Your gentleman friend can do as he pleases with the thing, so long as I have it back when we arrive in Sydney. Devil sweep me, I don’t know what to be more surprised about!’ Margaret suddenly put her hand to her mouth. She looked as though she had just remembered something unpleasant.
         
 
         ‘What, Margaret?’
         
 
         ‘I can’t keep the rest of the secret now, can I?’ she said, sotto voce. ‘It’s bound to be more nonsense, of course.’ She looked undecided, then she sighed. ‘Juliette told me why she wanted to send the thing to her mother.’
         
 
         Rhia waited, hardly breathing, while Margaret chewed her lip and grappled with her conscience. Finally she shook her head and looked back to her sewing. She had decided against confiding after all.
 
         After lunch, as Rhia was preparing to leave, Margaret pulled her aside. ‘If I tell you I’ll have broken my oath, and I’m trying to be good. I promised Mrs Blake. But then I’m already a sinner, so what difference does it make? I’ll think on it.’

      

      
    

  
    
      
         
         
 
         
            Upholstery

         
 
         Mr Reeve was in shirtsleeves, half his buttons undone. He had removed his waistcoat and was holding the bridge of his spectacles with a finger to keep them from slipping down the bridge of his nose while he read from a botany journal. His hair was sticking to his forehead. ‘I say, this is interesting, Mahoney!’
         
 
         Rhia looked up from puzzling over some drawing at whose identity she could not even hazard a guess. Perspiration trickled beneath her clothes, and her undergarments were damp. She couldn’t bear to have her cap on and had finally ceased to care what state her hair was in. ‘Mm,’ she said, hardly bothering to sound interested.
         
 
         ‘It says here that they’ve found phormium tenax in New South Wales! I don’t suppose you know what that is.’
         
 
         ‘Flax,’ said Rhia, feeling pleased when he looked disappointed.
         
 
         ‘You’re always surprising me, Mahoney. But here is something that might surprise you. The naturalist Henry Watson says here that he has seen many specimens in Sydney.’ Mr Reeve laughed quietly at this. ‘And I quote. “On this occasion, I had an opportunity of seeing a specimen of the best society in the colony, and I looked in vain for any mark by which I could distinguish it from any refined or genteel company in England. The equipages were fashionable, the ladies were in general pretty and elegantly attired, and the gentlemen equally unexceptional in their dress and attire. Here, in a very pleasing garden, I saw the gigantic lily, said to be the chief floral ornament of the Australian wilderness.”’
         
 
         Mr Reeve looked pleased, but Rhia couldn’t tell if it was the prospect of ladies who were in general pretty and elegantly attired, or the gigantic lily that excited him so much.
 
         There was a tap on the door. It was Albert. He handed Mr Reeve a piece of notepaper, winking at Rhia as the botanist frowned and read. Albert stepped out of view of the open door, but Rhia guessed that he was within earshot.
 
         Mr Reeve looked irritated when he folded the note, creasing it sharply and deliberately.
 
         ‘Mr Blake has received Mr Wardell’s permission to have your assistance this afternoon, Mahoney. He did mention his intent at breakfast yesterday, but I assumed he’d have the courtesy to inform me before this. Apparently you are the only person on this ship with the necessary skill. I was unaware that you were also versed in photogenic drawing, Mahoney. You are full of surprises.’
         
 
         Rhia tried not to show that she too had been unaware of her expertise. ‘Only a little. I – I lodged with someone in London who had a calotype studio.’ Mr Reeve looked perplexed, his pale eyes blinking rapidly. He mopped his face with a handkerchief. He was not sure whether to be suspicious or not.
         
 
         ‘Strange that Mr Blake should know of it when I did not,’ he said, almost sulkily. ‘I plan to use photogenic drawing in my own work one day, you know.’ They both knew that photogenic drawing was a wealthy man’s pursuit, which accounted for the botanist’s dejected expression.
 
         ‘I suppose I must release you.’ He sighed heavily to make it clear how much it would inconvenience him. ‘I thought you were to be my assistant.’ His petulance might have been laughable were it not so irritating.
         
 
         ‘I’ve not always been a prisoner, Mr Reeve. Not so long ago, I was a Catholic merchant’s daughter and lived in a large house in Dublin with servants. It would have been scandalous that I be left alone in a cabin with either you or Mr Blake.’ She stood to leave and realised that she wasn’t wearing her cap. She didn’t want Laurence to see her hair. As she bent to pick it up, her mother’s letter fell from her apron pocket to the floor at his feet. Without hesitation, Mr Reeve picked it up and started to unfold it. He had gone too far. Rhia snatched it back from him.
 
         ‘You have no right!’
 
         He looked stunned, and then his face reddened. He shrugged and turned away.
 
         ‘We all carry mementos of those we hold dear,’ he mumbled, bent over his table with his back to her. She hoped he was ashamed. What could have made him behave in such a way? Perhaps he thought it was a love letter, but even so it was none of his business.
         
 
         Outside, Albert was smoking. He gave her a curious look. He’d probably heard everything. She followed him along a narrow, low-ceilinged corridor beyond their snug ’tween decks. Albert was singing softly. ‘In Dublin’s fair city, where the girls are so pretty, I first laid my eyes on Rhiannon Mahoney …’
         
 
         She felt tears gathering in the corners of her eyes. ‘I am grateful, Albert. I’ll find some means of repaying you.’
 
         ‘No need. Mr Blake already has.’ He jingled some coins in his pocket and grinned. ‘Pay attention,’ he added, ‘this is the secret way to the passenger deck,’ he chuckled, ‘in case ye ever need to get there secretly.’ He led her down a dark passageway that looked vaguely familiar. She had almost come this way once when she was lost.
         
 
         The only part of the narrow, weaving passageway that contained signs of life was an open door, from which issued dim gaslight and the smell of roasting fowl. The galley. It was no meal for the prisoner’s table being prepared. The only meat Rhia had tasted for weeks was stewed beef, ropey and without flavour. She peered into the galley as they passed, and glimpsed the bone-thin back of a man in an enormous dirty apron that almost wrapped around him twice. He wore a Chinaman’s close-fitting cap and his long, stringy plait reached to his waist. Rhia had no time to take in more of the galley than that it was dim and steamy and not particularly clean. The stoop of the cook’s thin back made him look unwell.
         
 
         They reached the end of the passageway and climbed a short flight of steps to the passenger deck. Albert delivered her to the door of Laurence’s cabin, smirked cheekily and disappeared.
         
 
         Laurence opened the door as though he had been standing on the other side waiting. Rhia stepped inside. The cabin felt spacious, though it was not much bigger than Mr Reeve’s. Light funnelled through a narrow window and fell across a writing table. The window was filled with sea and sky. On the table was a lacquered stationery box and something that looked like a small book press, though between its two wooden plates was a piece of glass. Beside it was the wallet that held the negative.
 
         Rhia looked around. There was a built-in bed with wainscoting and an upholstered armchair. A patterned rug covered the floor, soft beneath her bare feet. The chair looked luxurious; the linen clean. These were things that had once seemed ordinary, that she once might not even have noticed. She no longer belonged in a room like this and felt uncomfortable.
         
 
         Laurence didn’t seem to notice. He took a step closer and held both her hands. ‘Rhia.’
         
 
         She held her breath.
 
         ‘To see you like this …’
 
         She looked away and tried to be flippant. ‘Do I look so awful?’
 
         ‘No! Well, you’ve looked better,’ he said. Rhia was relieved to see his humour return. She didn’t recognise this sombre Laurence who seemed on the verge of declaring his love at any moment. ‘I’d place my life in Dillon’s hands,’ he continued, ‘but I hope that he is wrong.’
 
         ‘Wrong?’
 
         ‘I hope that your being here has nothing to do with Ryan’s death.’
 
         She had long since given up trying to understand what the connection could possibly be. ‘What do you mean, Laurence?’
 
         Laurence looked regretful immediately. ‘Dillon said nothing to you?’ She shook her head. He frowned. ‘I shouldn’t have told you. Christ knows you have troubles enough.’
         
 
         How could her arrest be connected to Ryan’s death? It made no sense. If Mr Dillon was in search of a scandal then perhaps she been too hasty in trusting him.
 
         Laurence took the negative from the wallet. He opened the stationery box and removed a piece of paper that looked almost identical. He placed the plain paper on top of the negative and then fixed both beneath the glass. He removed the wooden plate from the top of the press so that the sunlight was falling directly onto the glass.
 
         ‘It will take approximately fifteen minutes. For goodness sake sit down, Rhia, you look as though you’re about to fall over. I keep a spirit lamp and coffee pot in my washroom, would you care for a glass?’
 
         She smiled. The thought alone revived her.
         
 
         ‘I’ll take that to be a yes,’ he said. He disappeared through a panelled door behind her.
 
         Rhia perched on the chair, allowing the soft upholstery and the lilting blue and green through the window to soothe her. She was still smiling. Coffee, a friend and a comfortable chair. It seemed the most extraordinary luxury.
 
         The paper beneath the press was changing colour.
 
         Laurence returned and placed a steaming glass in her hand. His fingers brushed hers, but she did not thrill at it. She wished she had. She inhaled the sharp fragrance rising from the glass. Laurence turned away to check on the transfer and beckoned her over.
 
         Beneath the glass, a shadowy outline was forming in shades of brown. Some of the gradations were almost purple, while others had a reddish tinge. The image became sharper by the moment. A group of men stood on a lawn before a stone wall and plentiful ivy. It was the garden at Cloak Lane. She stood perfectly still in case she disturbed the spell that sunlight was working on salt and silver. More detail appeared. The shine of a patent shoe, the grain of cloth, the bristle of whiskers. Rhia leaned closer, completely transfixed. The tableau was almost complete. She recognised four of the five men: Ryan, Mr Montgomery, Mr Beckwith and Isaac Fisher. The fifth man, another Quaker, identifiable by his flat, wide-brimmed hat and collarless coat, could only be Josiah Blake. He had a round, kind face and, unlike the others, he was gazing into the lens with an intensity that made Rhia feel that she was prying. Of the five men, two were dead.
 
         Laurence was nodding as if he understood something. ‘This is the portrait Antonia took last summer,’ he said. ‘She couldn’t bring herself to transfer the image, to see Josiah.’ Laurence faltered. It was strange for him, too, to look at Josiah. Just as it was for her to see her uncle.
         
 
         She could not take her eyes from Ryan. He was smiling, his eyes laughing and his cravat tied rakishly. Mr Montgomery looked dashing, his posture elegant and erect and his face relaxed. Mr Beckwith was stooped and awkward but he had straightened his necktie and smoothed his hair. Isaac Fisher looked as inscrutable as always.
 
         ‘I am stunned,’ she said finally. ‘I suppose I should give it to Margaret so that she can keep it with the negative. I assume Juliette wanted her mother to see the portrait for some reason. Do you think Antonia gave it to Juliette, though?’

         Laurence shook his head. ‘I cannot believe she would, though I suppose she might have decided that she couldn’t ever face seeing Josiah. It is impossible to know.’
 
         ‘It doesn’t make sense,’ Rhia agreed.
 
         Laurence shrugged. ‘The maid has always been … unpredictable. Though I’d be curious to know her reasoning, if there is any. You take the negative for now, and once I’ve fixed the image I’ll have Albert deliver the portrait to you.’
         
 
         Rhia nodded. ‘Is it four o’clock yet?’ Laurence pulled a timepiece from the pocket of his waistcoat.
         
 
         ‘Almost.’ He lifted the glass plate and removed the negative gently. He replaced it in its wallet and gave it to Rhia. When it was safely in her apron pocket, he took her hand again.
 
         ‘Rhia,’ he began hesitantly, ‘you know, there is a way I could help.’ She knew what he was going to say. Could she marry Laurence? Was she a fool if she didn’t? It seemed, in many ways, to be the only thing to do. She was fond of Laurence; they were friends. Perhaps the rest would come. She needed to think. ‘I must go. I’ll be in trouble.’ She left before he could say anything else.
 
         In the mess, Margaret was at the table comforting a tearful Nelly, whose girth was now as round as a butter churn. Miss Hayter was settling a dispute over whose turn it was to take the pail up to the deck. Rhia beckoned to Margaret when Nelly went to her hammock to continue weeping. Margaret listened silently to her description of the portrait, but looked increasingly distressed.
         
 
         ‘Throw me from the mason’s cliff,’ she said finally. ‘What if the maid was being truthful! Margaret closed her eyes for a moment, then opened them and looked at Rhia squarely. ‘I shouldn’t tell you, but I can’t keep it a secret now, can I? Juliette thinks that one of the men in the picture is a murderer.’

      

      
    

  
    
      
         
         
 
         
            Cross stitch

         
 
         Rhia lay in her hammock, pushing her hand against the wall  to make it swing. It helped her to think. If her arrest was  connected to Ryan’s death, then presumably someone wanted  her out of London. Why, she did not know, nor why Juliette  thought that one of the men in the portrait was a murderer, nor  what her mother in Sydney might have to do with it. Which  man did she think was a killer, and who had he killed? Possibly  one of the dead men was the murderer and his own death an  act of retribution. The more she thought, the more confused  she became. She needed to talk to Laurence. But what if he  asked her to marry him? It was a risk she’d have to take.
         
 
         At least now she knew that her answer must be no.
 
         She slipped from her cabin. The deck was silent and the  moon huge. The ocean looked as black as pitch and she shivered  as she remembered another part of the story of Manannán  and Rhiannon. Manannán only allowed the lost land to rise  from beyond the sea every seven years. Seven years was the  length of her sentence.
 
         She encountered no one as she crept along the back passageway  Albert had shown her, but as she neared the galley the  shadow of a man lengthened into the passageway. The cook  had almost collided with her before she had time to retreat. He  muttered something in his own language before he lifted his  lantern and looked at Rhia.
 
         ‘You a prisoner, huh?’
         
 
         She nodded, wondering if he would report her. The face  illuminated by the lantern was gaunt and listless; his eyes  strangely vacant. She had seen sailors in the port of Dublin that  looked like this, who came in on the junks from Hong Kong or  Canton. Nell the Fryer called China ‘the kingdom of the walking  dead’. The spell of opium made it impossible for them to  inhabit either the world of the living or that of the dead. Rhia  waited for the cook to say something else, but he didn’t. He  wore a faded, colourless tunic and wide-legged trousers and no  shoes. On one skinny forearm was a small tattoo of a Chinese  character. The character looked familiar. At his waist sagged a  leather belt from which hung several canvas scabbards, and  from them protruded the smooth wooden hilts of his cooking  knives, too precious to leave unattended. After a moment of  scrutiny, he turned his back on Rhia and disappeared.
 
         Just as Rhia was silently congratulating herself on finding  her way to the passenger deck, a figure blocked the deck in  front of her. Another lantern was lifted and this time Mr  Wardell’s face was illuminated. He didn’t look pleased. He  peered at her for a moment before he recognised her.
 
         ‘Mahoney. You know that it is forbidden for prisoners to  leave their quarters without permission.’
 
         Rhia thought quickly. ‘Yes, I know, but Margaret Dickson  has taken ill and needs the surgeon. I was looking for the infirmary.’
 
         Mr Wardell’s eyes narrowed. ‘The infirmary is on the starboard  side. I’ll fetch the surgeon myself. Please return to your  cabin.’ Rhia did as she was told. She would not be able to see  Laurence, and Margaret would probably deny that she had sent  for help, but there was nothing to be done.
 
         Rhia returned to her hammock, but sleep was impossible. She sat up and lit a taper, then reached for her book. She found  the calling card from Ryan’s room and examined the Chinese  symbol. She knew though, before she even looked at it closely,  that the character she had seen on the cook’s forearm was the  same as the one on the reverse of the card. She put it back into  the book and took out her pen.
         
   
         
            1 May 1841

            
                

            

            I remember from your stories that Manannán can conjure  storms powerful enough to sink ships, and that he can carry  mortals safely to his island. If it is Manannán that I am  afraid of, then why am I named after his consort? Is something  to be learnt from these infernal stories? I am overtired.

         
 
         The door opened, flooding the cabin with the rosy light of  early morning. Laurence stood smiling at her. He must have  known she’d been looking for him. Rhia sat up. ‘I wanted to  talk to you,’ she said.
 
         ‘I thought so,’ he said.
 
         ‘One of the men in the portrait is a murderer.’
 
         ‘Ah.’
 
         ‘Is that all you can say!’
 
         ‘Rhia. I wanted to help you, but I don’t know how I can, now.’
 
         ‘It doesn’t matter. I’m not sure that I love you anyway.’
 
         ‘I had wondered …’ He disappeared and the door closed. Rhia lay down again. At least she didn’t have to make a decision  now.
 
         
             

         
 
         Margaret was not in her hammock: so she’d played along with  the infirmary story after all. Rhia was rostered with Nora to  take all the bedding onto the poop deck, above the quarterdeck, where the blankets were shaken out and aired once a week.  Nora scowled when she realised that her companion was to be  Rhia. She swung a sackful of bedding at her, almost bowling  her over, then hauled her own bundle onto her broad shoulder  as if it were a bag of feathers. They climbed the ladder without  a word.
         
 
         On the quarterdeck, half a dozen of the youngest seamen  were on their knees in a line, tarring and caulking the timbers  and quietly singing a shanty, alternating a solo and  chorus. The language bore similarities to Irish, so it was  probably Welsh or Manx. A cauldron of pitch was smoking  on a huge brazier. The pitch, Albert said, kept the cracks  between the decking sealed. The endless washing down of  the timbers that Rhia had at first thought uncharacteristically  clean and fastidious, also had a purpose. It kept the  wood from shrinking in the equatorial heat. When the sea  was calm ‘ventilations’ – variously called scuttles and ports  – were opened in the hull so that the warm air could circulate  throughout and dry out any parts that were damp and musty.  Describing the area below decks as damp and musty was  kind. It was, at best, rancid.
 
         Several of the deck hands paused to watch Rhia and Nora  pass, their eyes riveted to Nora’s imposing bosom. The singing  stopped and a remark was made about cannon balls. A low  laugh tripped along the line of boys. They had chosen the  wrong woman. Nora dropped her sack on the deck and put her  ham hands on her vast hips.
 
         ‘I don’t suppose you little sods have seen the glories beneath  a woman’s petticoats, but if you’ve not the guts to look her in  the eye, you’ll get nowhere near her bloomers.’ It wasn’t entirely  true, but an impressive sermon all the same. Nora tossed her  head and picked up her bundle, walking straight across the decking that was being caulked, so the boys had to move out of  her way.
         
 
         When they reached the ladder to the poop deck, Rhia was  laughing. She stole a glance at Nora who was also laughing.  Their eyes met and, for the first time, Nora didn’t scowl at her.  As they came to the top of the ladder and were at eye level with  the upper deck, they heard low voices. Captain Ferguson and  Miss Hayter were embracing. Someone coughed close by and  they hastily pulled apart and retreated.
 
         Albert poked his head out from behind a coil of rope. Nora  sighed. ‘Is there no peace from bloody sailors? Go on, Mahoney,  go see what the little squint wants.’
 
         Albert was sitting with his back resting against the rope,  whittling at a piece of wood with a short-bladed dagger.
 
         ‘Mornin’, Mahoney.’ Albert looked smug. ‘I expect ye’ll be  wanting to get a message to your sweetheart?’
 
         ‘I do need to speak with him, as it happens. Would you see  if he could visit me? Perhaps tonight?’
 
         Albert grinned and kept whittling. ‘Could do.’
 
         ‘Albert, do you know if Margaret Dickson is in the infirmary?’
 
         ‘Aye. They took her in last night. Groaning and carrying on,  she was.’ Albert shook his head. ‘I heard Mr Donovan say she’s  got acute something-or-other and he’s tried castor oil, chalk  mixture and sulphate of something-or-other.’
 
         ‘That’s very informative.’
 
         Albert grinned. ‘I’ll go see your fancy man now. He likes to  be up early – something to do with the light.’ He tipped his cap  and disappeared down the hatch.
 
         Before they had shaken out even half of the bedding, there  was a burst of shouting, as if a squall was approaching. They  leant over the railing to look down onto the quarterdeck where the sailors who had been caulking were standing in a huddle  listening to something that James, the gangly ship’s boy was  telling them. In another moment James appeared on the poop  deck. He looked frightened.
         
 
         ‘You’re to return to the mess immediately, captain’s orders.’
 
         ‘So now the captain’s ordering us about too,’ Nora muttered  sullenly. They stuffed the blankets back in their sacks and  heaved them down the ladders and steps to the orlop.
 
         There was a hum of excitement as more and more women  returned below from various early morning chores. A rumour  was spreading that there would be no prayer service, which  made it feel like a holiday, until Miss Hayter came below and  the hatch was closed from above.
 
         ‘What’s all the fuss about, Matron?’ asked Agnes, as they  collected around the table. No one seemed to know anything,  not even someone who had been keeping company with the  captain.
 
         ‘You’re all to be confined below for the day,’ Miss Hayter  said calmly. ‘All that I can tell you is that a crime has been  committed. Mr Wardell, Mr Donovan and Captain Ferguson  are conducting enquiries.’
 
         A moment later the hatch opened again and a pair of bare  feet appeared, descending the ladder slowly, followed by a dirty  hem. Margaret smiled wanly as she arrived at the bottom of the  ladder, but wouldn’t look Rhia in the eye.
 
         ‘Are you a suspect, Dickson?’ asked Jane.
 
         ‘Suppose so. I’m just happy to be away from Mr Donovan’s  stinking potions.’
 
         They took out their last few strips of patchwork, even  though the light was poor. They were only days off Rio, and the  final quilt was almost completed.
 
         Margaret looked like she wanted to get back into her hammock, but she stayed at the table with the others. ‘I’ve had an  idea,’ she said mysteriously, and paused tantalisingly for effect.
         
 
         ‘Come on, Dickson,’ snapped Nora, ‘let’s have it.’
 
         ‘In time, in my own sweet time. What I’m thinking is, since  we’ve all benefited from the charity of the ladies in grey, why  don’t we do something to show our appreciation?’
 
         ‘Oh yes,’ breathed Nelly. ‘But what?’
 
         ‘A quilt, but not a coverlet like the ones for Rio, a pretty one  that they could hang somewhere, with writing on it, saying  how much we’re grateful for their efforts.’
 
         There was a chorus of approval.
 
         ‘That’s a fine idea, Dickson,’ said Miss Hayter. ‘I could even  ask the governor’s wife to put it on the next ship back to London.’
 
         ‘Ask her to have it delivered to Mrs Blake,’ said Margaret,  ‘she runs the Convict Ship committee. She visited many of us  at Millbank.’  Miss Hayter nodded her approval. ‘I know Mrs Blake. We’ll  start on it today. It would take our minds off … other things.’
 
         ‘I could start on the cross stitch,’ offered Margaret, ‘if we  were allowed a lamp or two, Matron.’ The lamp oil was running  low so it was now against the rules to light lanterns by  daylight, but it may as well be night with the hatch closed.
 
         ‘Yes, Dickson, good point. You can’t be expected to stay  down here all day in the dark.’
 
         A few women started looked through their patchwork  pieces for the pretty scraps they had been saving. Agnes  remained sitting with her arms crossed, glowering, and both  Georgina and Sarah had returned to their hammocks.
 
         ‘So this quilt isn’t for selling?’ Agnes snapped.
 
         ‘That’s right,’ Margaret retorted. ‘It’s a gift.’
         
 
         ‘Well, that’s a foolish idea if ever I heard one,’ grumbled  Agnes. ‘What’s the point in that?’
 
         Miss Hayter said she thought it might do to make a fancy  border for the dedication in broderie perse, a type of appliqué  made from cutting out a pattern from upholstery chintz and  stitching it into place.
         
 
         ‘Has anyone chintz?’ she asked. If anyone had chintz, they  were keeping quiet about it. It was expensive cloth and might  do nicely, one day, to make into a throw for the back of an  armchair, or to pretty up a cushion.
 
         Rhia couldn’t bear for her chintz to be cut up and sewn into  a quilt to be sent back to England.
 
         ‘We’ll need to think carefully about the design before we  start,’ said Miss Hayter.
 
         ‘What if it were a medallion design,’ Rhia suggested tentatively,  ‘concentric rows.’
 
         Agnes rolled her eyes. ‘Oh shut your trap, Mahoney.’ She  frowned. ‘What’s concentric anyway?’
         
 
         ‘Stripes in a circle, you fool,’ hissed Nora.
 
         Miss Hayter was nodding. ‘Good, Mahoney. Splendid. If  each of you sews one band, then we would have ten strips.’
 
         They passed the time till lunch choosing prints and colours,  and whatever was going on above decks was temporarily forgotten.  This new quilt was going home. It had meaning.
 
         They agreed that the strips of patchwork would radiate out  from the central panel that bore Margaret’s dedication, like a  medallion. Two of the strips would be much wider than the  others and backed with plain linen and appliquéd with a simple  flower motif with each petal sewn from a printed cloth.  One of these wider panels would surround the centrepiece and  the other would form the outer edge of the quilt.
 
         Rhia took her patchwork and sat beside Margaret at the end  of the table. At close quarters, Margaret looked tenser than she  seemed at first. She was sewing so quickly that she had almost stitched an entire letter before Rhia remembered that she had  the negative in her apron pocket. She nudged Margaret with  her elbow and passed it, beneath the table.
         
 
         ‘By the way,’ she whispered. ‘Thank you for the favour,  Margaret, I hoped that you would understand.’
 
         ‘What favour. Understand what?’
 
         ‘I needed to have some reason for being on deck, so I said I  was looking for the infirmary, and that you were ill.’
 
         ‘I’ve no idea what you’re on about. I was ill. I went to the  infirmary just after you left the mess last night.’
         
 
         If Margaret were already in the infirmary when Rhia  encountered Mr Wardell, he would know she had lied.
 
         Margaret bent her head over her stitching and whispered,  ‘Albert fetched me from the infirmary, to say I was to be sent  below. He was in a state.’ She drew in her breath. ‘Someone’s  had the graveyard clay.’
 
         ‘What?’
 
         ‘Perished.’
         
 
         Rhia stared at her.
 
         Margaret looked back with wide eyes.
 
         ‘Who?’ Rhia whispered.
 
         Margaret looked down at her sewing, then she dropped it  on the table and put her hand over her eyes.
 
         ‘Who, Margaret!’
         
 
         ‘It’s your friend,’ she said. ‘Albert found him in his cabin  this morning with a knife stuck in his neck.’

      

      
    

  
    
       
         
            Canvas

         
 
         Michael glanced around him. The small tenancy he’d  acquired when Frank croaked it in the brick pit looked  different. The letter changed everything.
         
 
         The young guard who’d dragged Frank away by the boots  had rolled his eyes and given an exasperated sigh, as though  the poor bastard had died to be obstructive. Michael recalled  how he’d clenched his fist, a twitch away from taking a swing.  But the boy was only copying his superiors, and the death of a  convict was considered an inconvenience. Frank had been five  years in the dank coalmines in Newcastle, north of Sydney,  before that, so his lungs were like creaking bellows before he  went down the brick pit.
 
         Newcastle was on the Hunter, and Michael had written a  piece on how Newcastle was originally called Coal Harbour, on  account of a rich black seam that was discovered there. An ill-planned  (and unsuccessful) Irish rebellion that originated in  Castle Hill, near Parramatta, meant that a good many Irish were  sent down the coalmines, and the name New Castle stuck. More  recently, the riches of the Hunter valley were the cedar trees: the  Governor’s cedar. The cedar forests were quickly vanishing,  from what Michael had heard, in order that all government  buildings were panelled, floored and furnished with the stuff. It  seemed an unbecoming fate for a tree as majestic and ancient as  a cedar – trodden on by men in patent shoe leather.
         
 
         Frank knew he wasn’t ever going to make it home. He told  Michael where he kept the key to this place a few days before he  died. It was an attic at the top of the ironmonger’s at the north  end of George Street. Luxuries like a single lodging were rare,  even amongst the convicts assigned to private service. Most  shared digs in the slums in Glebe, on the western reaches of the  city. Glebe was a filthy hole – no sewage, no clean water and  more bodies to a room than a doss house in the rookeries. It was  not the kind of place to make a man mindful of his humanity.
         
 
         The room was sparsely furnished, with a canvas cot against  one wall and a crate for a table at the window. On the crate was  a spirit lamp and a pile of pamphlets. Near the window were a  few hooks nailed to the bare tongue-and-groove walls. It was  all Michael needed or wanted. It had never been home but it  was a refuge. He could walk away from here with his belongings  in a wheat sack and not look back once.
 
         Michael looked back to the piece of paper in his hand that  changed everything. It was still there. It was real. It was a thing  of beauty. It bore a crimson stamp that read, HR Queen Victoria’s  Governor of New South Wales. His Ticket of Leave. Many considered  this slip of paper to represent a transition from slavery  to poverty, but Michael had no intention of becoming a lackey  to the self-appointed gentry of New South Wales. He was going  home and he didn’t even have to work his passage. He had the  fifty pounds for his fare, and more besides. All the years of running  his one-man press in Maggie’s basement would be paying  him in the only currency he valued: freedom.
         
 
         He smiled as he buttoned his breeches and splashed water  on his face from the bucket in the corner. He laced his boots  and all the while he thought of Annie. The same sun that was  turning its baking glaze from the colonists would be warming  the sand at the bottom of his garden at home.
 
         Home.
         
 
         He walked down George Street as if a tail wind was licking  at his heels, coaxing him to trip a jig. He smiled to Dan the  draper, who tipped his hat and smiled back.
 
         ‘Don’t suppose you know anyone looking for lodgings do  you, Mister Kelly? I’ve got a couple of nice clean rooms upstairs  if you do. Tuppence a bed a night.’
 
         ‘I’m not, Dan. I’m going home. I’ll be sure to put the word  out, though.’
 
         ‘Going home, eh? Well I’ll be blowed, that’s not something  you hear every day. I’ve got some fine merino in. Soft as silk.  Should come take a look.’
 
         ‘I’ll do that. I’m bound for Dublin and they say there’s more  call for wool than linen these days.’
 
         ‘You’re a lucky man, Michael Kelly.’
 
         ‘Aye.’ Michael’s smile broadened as he continued on his way,  enjoying the unfamiliar feeling of being lucky.
 
         Oscar was sitting on the wrong side of the bar with his  lunch, a pint of stout, and the usual rabble were lined up either  side. Michael felt an unexpected bolt of emotion. He’d miss the  company of these hard-drinking dissidents.
 
         ‘Afternoon, Mick,’ said Oscar. A chorus of greetings, variously  slurred, drowned out Oscar’s Kilkenny lilt.
 
         ‘Afternoon, gents. The usual when you’re ready, Oscar.’
 
         Once they’d completed the ritual of remarking on the taste  of the brew and someone had blamed the lime, Michael set his  jar of stout down on a barrel and packed his pipe.
 
         ‘Penny for ’em.’ Will O’Shea had shuffled over to inspect the  contents of Michael’s tobacco tin. Michael pushed it towards  him and shrugged.
 
         ‘Not worth a penny, Will.’
 
         ‘Heard from your lad?’
 
         ‘Not in a few weeks – should be something from him on the  next transport.’
         
 
         ‘Anything goin’ on?’ Will wasn’t much interested in everyday  goings on; he was asking after Ireland.
 
         ‘Just the usual. Hungry lads up against the weight of the  Crown.’
 
         Will shrugged. ‘Been the same for a hundred years. Used to  think I could change it too, it’s the fool in me.’
 
         ‘If fools are the only men who think it’s worth fighting for,  then fools are heroes.’
 
         ‘And heroes are fools. So are colonists for that matter. Any  man who would build a city without a treasury has to be.’ Even  pickled, Will was good for a yarn.
 
         Michael frowned. It was a strange thing to say out of the  blue. ‘Now that always gets me. How did anyone trade?’
 
         ‘Tobacco, boots, rum, everything was currency, wasn’t it? If  you could write a letter or do sums then you could trade. Of  course, once the foreign merchants and military started stopping  in the harbour, all manner of coinage was in use: ducats,  rupees, Spanish dollars, Dutch guilders and so on. It was all  taken out of circulation years ago.’ Will’s eyes narrowed for a  moment, as though he was trying to decide about something.  ‘What a coincidence we should be having this conversation.’  But there were no coincidences with Will, and besides, he was  the one doing the talking.
 
         Michael tried not to appear too interested. ‘Why’s that?’
 
         ‘Well, I heard a rumour.’ He said no more. It was clear what  he was after.
 
         ‘Is it worth a pint?’ asked Michael.
 
         ‘Oh, aye.’ Will grinned. Once a jar of stout was in front of  him and he’d helped himself to more tobacco, he leaned across  the barrel and lowered his voice.
 
         ‘One of the boys at the Sydney Herald is involved in some  … personal business, with the wife of the governor’s secretary.’
         
 
         ‘You don’t say?’ Michael took a drag on his smoke, watching  Will carefully.
 
         ‘Aye. And she told him – under strictest confidence of  course,’ Will paused to smirk, secrets being only another form  of currency.
         
 
         ‘Of course,’ Michael agreed.
 
         ‘She told him that the vault at Government House, where  they stored the old currency, was busted open. All that foreign  silver’s gone.’
 
         ‘Is that right? When?’
 
         ‘Oh, some time ago.’
 
         Michael nodded slowly. ‘Then there could be some very  busy coiners, down the Rocks.’
 
         ‘That’s what I thought,’ Will agreed.
 
         ‘Have you told anyone else?’
 
         ‘No reason to.’
 
         ‘Well if you find a reason, would you let me know?’ Will  agreed that he would, and Michael stood up and drained his  stout. He needed to walk.
 
         At the end of George Street the hard glitter of the Pacific  stretched out until it hit the wall of the horizon. He was going  home, he could afford to be reflective, to be impressed by the  achievement of this fledgling city now more than thirty thousand  strong. The lattice of streets that traced across the elevated  sandstone had once seemed prohibitively foreign, but now the  grid was as familiar as the hatched creases on the palm of his  hand.
 
         He’d write something about it tonight, in his last pamphlet,  about how there was little reminiscent of England or Ireland  here, including the promise of reform. The pretensions of class were cast off like a rotten garment, unfit for clothing an  Australian. Three generations could now arguably call themselves  Australian, but what did the Originals think of that? It  reminded Michael that he hadn’t seen Jarrah in a while.
         
 
         Jarrah’s people were a different type of prisoner; they were  under house arrest. Sydney’s slums leaked filth into their hallowed  dirt, which was surely the equivalent of emptying the  night soil into St Patrick’s cathedral. This entire continent was  the temple of its people, just as Ireland had once been.
 
          
         
 
         
         
 
         
            5 May 1841
 
            
                

            
 
            They shut us in the orlop for two days, which means it is  three days since Laurence died. Surely he cannot be dead  when I can still hear his voice and feel the warmth of his  hand? How will Antonia bear it? We are anchored in São  Sebastião, Rio, and I must find a way to send a letter. I am  waiting for someone to say that it was all a terrible mistake;  to receive a note from Laurence.
 
            An extra hammock was hung for me in the mess, which  caused a minor riot because Agnes didn’t want to sleep  anywhere near me, and Jane wouldn’t swap places with  Agnes because then she’d be next to Georgina. And to  complicate matters more, no one is brave enough to admit  that they didn’t want to be too close to Nora, because her  snoring is ear-splitting and probably keeps the pigs and  chickens at the other end awake. At breakfast yesterday  Agnes threatened Jane with a beating for snoring, even  though everyone knew it was Nora. Jane took it out on  Georgina, of course. She called her a lardy twit for thinking  Australia was off the west coast of Wales. Margaret has  been so quiet that it worries me. She worked on her cross-stitch  all the time we were below, with her head bent so that  no one could see her face. I think she feels more poorly than  she will admit. And of course, she knows what happened to  Laurence. No one else below does, as far as I know. Miss  Hayter must, especially if she is the captain’s sweetheart. I  wonder if she shares his bed?
            
 
            Nelly has been annoying everyone because she is so tearful,  and the stink and the heat make her ill. I’ve no idea how many months gone she is now, but her belly is rising like  baker’s dough.
            
 
            This morning, just as Georgina took a swing at Jane, we  heard a shout above, and then those sweet words: Land  ahead!  
            
 
            Miss Hayter came below with the other wardens. Our  little matron was flushed with excitement that we were at  the mouth of the harbour of Rio de Janeiro. Nora made one  of her snorting noises and said, ‘What sort of name is that  for a country?’ But you could tell she was as pleased as anyone.  Miss Hayter had to shout to make herself heard above  the cheer that went up, and when we learned that we were to  be allowed up on deck, there was a scramble for the ladder.
 
            The light was as sharp as knives on deck after two days  in the dark, and the air was so fresh that it was like an elixir.  Everyone crowded at the railings on the quarterdeck. At  first sight, the distant buildings and trees and the masts of  foreign vessels seemed so perfect that they might have been  a painting. A landform on the water’s edge is like a beast at  the gateway to a bountiful land. I can see why the medieval  sailors believed Brazil to be Manannán’s Lost Land. But  then, they’d didn’t ever make it as far as Australia. After a  month at sea I have almost forgotten the smells of the earth.  I am still noticing the changes on the air. It is like a perfumery;  citrus and a faint, woody scent and a honeyed blossom  that I don’t recognise.
 
            The thrill of being moored in a busy harbour does not  disguise the fact that the mood of the crew has changed. The  scant few that are still on the ship. I’ve noticed two dark-skinned  men that I don’t recognise. They are burly – not  built for shimmying up a mast, and it is doubtful that they  are seamen. I think they are hired guards from Rio. I have no idea how Laurence’s death is being treated by the ships’  officers and Mr Wardell. I haven’t seen Albert yet. He must  be ashore.
            
 
            It is damn unfair that the free world should be so breathtakingly  beautiful when we are on this floating hoosegow.  That’s what Margaret calls the ship, though I have no idea  what it means. The turtles are like small islands floating  sleepily in green water, and don’t appear to be disturbed  even by the occasional excitable porpoise. The porpoises  seem so pleased with themselves and their acrobatics and  they, above all else, make me pine for freedom.
 
            So now I have seen the coastline of Brazil, but not in the  way that I once imagined I would visit a foreign land. At the  edges of the inlet is a crescent of pale sand, scooped around  a fringed shoreline. Church spires and pretty white bungalows  are a reminder of comfort and safety. Dark-eyed  children in painted rowing boats float around us and are  warned repeatedly by the bosun’s mate not to climb on  board to sell their bananas and lemons. Across the water  float harmonies of church bells and laughter and some kind  of night songbird.
 
            There are new rules, of course, while we are in the harbour.  Anyone on deck is to be under guard at all times,  whether they are airing the bedding, sewing or emptying  the water closets. I have been told that Mr Reeve will not  need me until we set sail. As far as I know, none of the  women have been questioned about Laurence’s death. Surely  we would be the first to be under suspicion? Besides, Mr  Wardell saw me outside Laurence’s cabin on the night of his  death. Does this mean there is another suspect?
 
            Miss Hayter returned from the Rio market this afternoon  in a new straw bonnet and with hundreds of yards of ugly cotton with which we are to sew new clothes. She said  at supper that there is a piece of silver for each of us. All the  quilts have been sold. The money, apparently, will be kept in  trust. She seems to think that it will only encourage gambling.  Having spent two full days below, I’ve noted that a nip  of rum is the price for a comb, and an orange is worth a  silver thimble.
            
 
            The quilt for the Quakers is taking shape. There was  nothing else to do but sew for two days below. The flowers  and birds of my chintz would be perfect to cut out and appliqué  onto the centrepiece. If I want to contribute in a  meaningful way to the quilt, then I should offer it up for the  broderie perse. I have benefited from Antonia’s kindness  more than any.
 
            I sometimes wonder if you are here, but I don’t suppose  you are. It sounds as if you are too busy making my father  miserable. It was madness to imagine that you could have  made this happen to me, but even when I did think so, and  I hated you for it, I felt less alone. You could not say, now,  that I am spoilt and idle!

         

      

      
    

  
    
      
         
         
 
         
            Chintz

         
 
         In the morning, Albert was leaning over the aft railings with  a barnacle scraper, filing off the clinging grey shells that  were making the ship resemble a giant crustacean.
         
 
         ‘Evening, Mahoney.’ He smiled his crooked grin, but it  lacked substance. His hair was clumped together in blades as  though he had been swimming in the sea and his feet were  sandy. For a moment they stood looking at each other. It had  to be said, but neither was willing.
 
         ‘I have not seen you since …’ Rhia began.
 
         ‘No, not since then.’ Albert’s shoulders slumped. He looked  around covertly. He beckoned to her, and sidled into a hold  where a mound of sailcloth was stored. ‘I’ve been doing some  extra listening,’ he said. ‘Seems the poop deck is where anyone  who wants a private word goes. Wardell told the Captain he  saw you on the deck that night.’
 
         Rhia nodded. She had expected it. ‘Maybe I’ll be accused.’
 
         ‘They don’t think it was you. Wardell saw someone else  creeping about but he didn’t get a good look. Too dark.’ He  looked her hard in the eye. ‘I saw someone too.’
 
         ‘Who?!’
 
         Albert looked at his feet. ‘I couldn’t say. Too dark.’
 
         ‘But I saw Laurence! He came to my cabin early in the  morning.’
         
 
         Albert shook his head. ‘He couldn’t have. Surgeon says he died around midnight – he can tell by the body or something.’
         
 
         She seemed to have lost the knack for distinguishing  between the living and the dead. Albert was looking at her  strangely.
 
         ‘I’m so sorry, Albert, I’m the one who sent you to Laurence’s  cabin that morning.’
 
         He shrugged. ‘I’d have gone anyway. I took him his water  pail sometimes. I liked him.’
 
         ‘What happened? How?’ Rhia was still trying to remember  what Laurence had said, besides the fact that he couldn’t marry  her. At least now she knew why.
 
         ‘Letter opener,’ Albert said. ‘Surgeon reckons he got woken  up by someone creeping about in his cabin – unless he was  expecting someone and let them in. He was in his nightshirt …  there was blood.’ Albert was trying not to cry; they both were.  Rhia remembered the portrait. ‘Did you notice – was there a  photogenic drawing on his table?’
 
         ‘A what?’
 
         ‘A photogenic drawing – like a painting of a group of men.’
 
         ‘Oh, that. I saw it when I took him the salt.’
 
         ‘The salt?’
 
         ‘The day before. I couldn’t think why he’d want a bowl of  salt, so he showed me the picture. It wasn’t there when I found  him. I know it wasn’t there because I looked around, to see how  it might have happened.’ He was still struggling to be brave,  this boy with a man’s life. He looked down at his feet again and  ran his big toe along a crack in the decking, but Rhia had  already seen the tears. ‘I never understood it,’ he said. ‘Painting  with light, he called it. Too clever for me.’
 
         Rhia barely heard him. ‘Maybe whoever killed him has  taken the portrait.’
 
         ‘Who’d want it?’
         
 
         She shook her head. Who on the Rajah, besides Margaret,  even knew about the portrait, let alone wanted it? ‘Albert, can  you get into Laurence’s cabin?’
         
 
         He shrugged. ‘If I wanted to.’ It was clear that he didn’t.
 
         ‘If the portrait hasn’t been stolen, then it must be in the  cabin somewhere. If you find it—’
 
         ‘If I find it, it’s yours.’
 
         ‘There’s something else.’
 
         ‘You’re not easily pleased, are you, Mahoney?’
 
         ‘If I were, I wouldn’t be on this cursed ship. I need to send a  letter. Is it possible before we sail?’
 
         ‘We sail tomorrow. I’ve leave to go ashore tonight. Is that  letter writ?’
 
         ‘It is.’ She’d used paper from her red book and the envelope  that Laurence slipped beneath her door. Her precious fountain  pen was near emptied of ink, but the letter was in her apron  pocket. She gave it to Albert. ‘Be sure the postmaster uses sealing  wax,’ she said. ‘Albert, I’ll pay you for this as soon as …  soon.’
 
         Albert rolled his eyes. ‘I’ve already bought myself a cutlass  and I’ve coin to spare.’
 
         ‘How long will it take the post to reach London?’
 
         ‘Depends. Usually three weeks by clipper.’ He turned to go,  but there was something else Rhia needed to know. ‘Albert, is  he … ?’
 
         ‘He’s in the ice chest in the infirmary. Surgeon wanted to  take a good look, so he’d know how it happened. They were  going to take him ashore, but the port authority wouldn’t have  it.’
 
         ‘But what will happen?’
 
         ‘He’ll be buried at sea, soon as we’re out of the harbour.’ 
         
  
         
            *

         
 
         Agnes started it by insisting that a madman was picking off  the passengers one by one. She said there had been three  deaths already, which was why they’d all been confined  below, and reckoned that he’d be coming for one of them  next. Georgina had heard that a gentleman had his throat slit  for a purse full of silver, but they’d caught the killer and  thrown him in a dungeon in Rio. Someone else judged that  the cook looked the sort to be going about sticking knives in  people. Rhia had the same thought – besides, the cook had  the best selection of knives. It was generally agreed that at  least one person had got it in the neck from a madman, but  debate about the finer details, and whether or not the killer  was still aboard, was tireless.
 
         On the third morning out of São Sebastião, the air hung  heavy with humidity and apprehension. There were no wardens  in the mess, so Margaret sat in her hammock with her  bowl of gruel, which she wasn’t even eating. Rhia had the  chintz in her apron pocket to show to Margaret before she  made a final decision. She had not yet reached Margaret  when the women’s idle chatter stopped abruptly and the  table fell silent. Instantly she knew – things were about to  get messy.
 
         Georgina was slurping her gruel as loudly as she could  because she knew that this, above all else, irritated Jane. Jane  glared at her dangerously. Nora grinned happily, enjoying the  tension, and the others were eating warily, waiting. Jane  finally hurled her spoon at Georgina, hitting her on the  bridge of the nose.
 
         ‘Bitch!’ Georgina shrieked. She stood up, leaned over the  table and upended her bowl onto Jane’s head. The gluey stuff coated Jane’s short hair and slid down her neck. She cursed, all  godly pretensions forgotten, and hurled her bowl towards  Georgina, but hit Agnes who lurched at Jane and toppled her  off her bench. They rolled around the floor, tearing at each  other’s clothes, screaming and pulling each other’s hair. No  one attempted to pull them apart.
         
 
         When Miss Hayter arrived Nora was urging them on with  cheers and Nelly was wailing. The others, including Rhia and  Margaret, were watching. There was nothing else to do. Miss  Hayter barked orders like a military commander, and the two  were eventually separated.
 
         When they were all at the table again, Jane dabbed a long  scratch on her cheek and Agnes hoisted her bosom back into  her underclothing. Miss Hayter cleared her throat. ‘Get out  your sewing, girls,’ she said calmly, as if nothing had happened.  ‘Has anyone thought about our centrepiece?’
 
         This decided Rhia. She took the chintz from her pocket and  unfolded it without saying a word, and spread it out on the  table.
 
         Miss Hayter looked surprised. ‘A lovely piece, Mahoney.  Was it in your bag?’
 
         ‘No. It is mine.’
 
         Jane was leaning over the chintz, tracing her long finger  along the wing of a bird. ‘It is fine,’ she breathed. ‘As even a  weave as I’ve seen.’
         
 
         ‘Yours, Mahoney?’ Miss Hayter frowned. ‘Then you brought  it with you?’
 
         Rhia nodded. ‘It is my own design.’
 
         Agnes scoffed. ‘Don’t lie, Mahoney!’
 
         ‘That’s quality, that is,’ breathed Nelly.
         
 
         Miss Hayter interjected firmly. ‘Did you not know, Agnes,  that Mahoney worked in the trade and is a print designer?’ She turned to Rhia. ‘Was this a design for the House of  Montgomery?’
         
 
         ‘No. I wasn’t really a designer. I only hoped to be. It is a  picture of … it’s from stories my grandmother once …’ She  trailed off, confused by the emotion she felt. She must not  weep.
 
         There was awestruck silence as the women crowded around.  Rhia caught Margaret’s eye. She was grinning like a proud  mother. Everyone was leaning over the chintz now, examining  every inch. ‘Them birds are lovely,’ cooed Nelly. ‘I once seen  some like that in Covent Garden, in a wire cage.’ There was  general agreement that it was a real piece of work and that Rhia  was clever as.
 
         ‘It is quite perfect for the broderie perse, Mahoney, perfect.’  Miss Hayter was shaking her head. ‘It does seem a shame to cut  it up, though. Are you sure?’
         
 
         Rhia nodded. ‘It doesn’t matter. I don’t want it.’ She had  never expected to feel that she belonged amongst these women.  She hadn’t even known that she wanted to.
 
         
             

         
 
         Every seaman who passed by the awning on the quarterdeck  was inspected for signs of villainy as well as for the usual  attributes. It had been established that the murderer would be  dangerous-looking and acting suspiciously, but there was  endless disagreement over how these characteristics manifested.  Agnes’s current favourite was a Spaniard with a wayward eye  and an uneven gait. ‘He’s got to be a madman,’ she whispered.
 
         ‘Not all killers are madmen,’ reasoned Sarah. ‘Nelly isn’t.  My Harry wasn’t when he took the shovel to the rent collector.’
 
         ‘But only a madman would kill for no reason,’ said Agnes  authoritatively.
 
         ‘I thought you said the killer stole a purse full of silver,’ Nora  snapped.
         
 
         ‘I never did. It was Jane said it.’
 
         ‘I did not say so,’ Jane retorted.
 
         ‘But,’ Agnes continued, ‘if there was a purse full of silver  just sitting there because the man whose silver it was had  got it in the neck, then I would have had it, and so would  you.’
         
 
         Nora threw her sewing down in disgust. ‘Don’t be a bloody  fool, Agnes. He’s not got into the man’s cabin and killed him  then seen the silver. It makes no sense.’
         
 
         Rhia pricked her finger with a needle and bit her lip to  keep from crying out. Margaret shot her a look. If Laurence’s  killer was on the boat, and if they wanted the portrait  enough to kill for it, then surely they might come for her.  Maybe they still would. At present the cook still seemed the  most likely culprit. Perhaps he was a paid killer? It was difficult  to imagine what personal motives he might have.  Money, probably.
         
 
         The dispute continued all morning whilst they stitched as  carefully as if they were mending their dreams. This undertaking  had brought them together like nothing else, in spite of the  bickering, and today Rhia felt included.
 
         Later, she found Mr Reeve gloating over some cartridge  paper and brown ink he’d bought in Rio. ‘A superior colour,  don’t you think, Mahoney?’ He was looking at her over the  rims of his spectacles, showing her how he had wasted his new  ink on another poor rendering. The illustration was of some  plant he had seen ashore, but it looked more like a broom head.  ‘I must say I’m rather taken with the colour of this ink. I wonder  what plant it is derived from.’
 
         ‘Sepia is made from the secretions of cuttlefish,’ Rhia said, enjoying his raised eyebrows. ‘When they are afraid,’ she added  for good measure. If humans secreted ink when they were  frightened, the ship would be awash in it by now.
         
 
         ‘How knowledgeable, Mahoney. It is no wonder you are  unmarried.’ He laughed as though this were wit of the highest  order. She turned back to the specimens spread on the floor  and they worked in silence. After a while the botanist threw  down his pencil in disgust.
 
         ‘I cannot draw this blasted foliage,’ he complained. His  frustration with his own lack of skill usually manifested as  heavy sighing and the occasional crumpling of paper, but he  wanted his records completed before they reached Sydney and  he was starting to lag behind. He was as slow an illustrator as  he was a poor one.
 
         Rhia tried not to smile. ‘Perhaps I could help?’
 
         He looked suspicious. ‘You can draw as well, Mahoney?’
         
 
         ‘I am told that I can.’
 
         He sighed. ‘Very well. Show me what you can do.’
 
         She took a sheet of his new cartridge paper, running her  hand over its smooth surface before she marked it. It was of  more use for wrapping up gunpowder than it was to Mr  Reeve. She dipped the steel nib of his antiquated fountain  pen into the inkbottle slowly, savouring the feeling of its  weight between her fingers. She traced the outline of the  glossy leaf that lay on the table, then the veins, almost effortlessly.  It looked like a camellia leaf but was four times the  size. When she looked up, Mr Reeve was watching with  undisguised envy.
 
         ‘You have a steady hand, given the circumstances.’
 
         ‘The circumstances?’
 
         ‘Well, given the situation, you know, the news of our friend  Mr Blake.’ He was looking at her suspiciously. He probably thought she had something to do with it. After all, she had  visited Laurence just before his murder. And in Mr Reeve’s  eyes, she was a convicted criminal. She wanted to shout at him  that Laurence Blake was not his friend, but her friend. He was  on the boat because of her and now he was dead. But she must  not shout and she must not confide, even though a grudging  camaraderie seemed to be developing between them. ‘It is a  shame the ship’s officers have not bothered to inform us of the  progress of their enquiry,’ was all she said, hoping that she  sounded unconcerned.
         
 
         ‘But they have. There was a passenger meeting in the saloon  on the evening before we sailed from São Sebastião.’
 
         Rhia grimaced. ‘Of course. It would not be considered necessary  to inform those of us who have not paid for our passage,’  she said sardonically. Just as they had not been invited to  Laurence’s burial. Albert had told her about it. As usual, irony  was lost on Mr Reeve. He only blinked at her and looked a little  confused.
 
         ‘It has been discovered that Mr Blake was fleeing London  after a business enterprise collapsed,’ he said, ‘and that he was  in debt to such an amount that his creditors hunted him down  and killed him. I hear that he booked his passage in haste.’
 
         Rhia felt like slapping him. ‘And how did these creditors  know of his whereabouts?’
 
         The botanist shrugged as though it should not be considered  important. He was looking at what she had been drawing  on his precious cartridge paper. Inside the leaf, where there  should have been a lattice of veins, was a triple knot. She was  as surprised as Mr Reeve, but she rather liked the way it filled  the leaf.
 
         Don’t forget me, I am Cerridwen, guardian of the cauldron of  inspiration.
         
 
         How could she forget the muse who had so cruelly  deserted her, and who persisted in reminding her of all that  she had lost?
         

      

      
    

  
    
      
         
         
 
         
            Threads

         
 
         Today, every wharf at Circular Quay had a foreign vessel  cabled to it. The paved esplanade at the sand’s reach was,  as usual, rowdy with fishmongers and foreigners. Everyone in  Sydney was a foreigner, of course, but an order of ascendancy  prevailed – a result of the farcical notion of British superiority.  The quay excited Michael more than any other part of the city.  The strip of beach reminded him of his seafaring youth, and  now it contained the promise of home. It was his past and his  future. It was also where the postmaster’s office was situated.
         
 
         There was a letter from Thomas in two parts. The page on  top was dated later than the second page. It was brief and,  judging by the scrawl, had been written in haste.
 
         
            18 March 1841
 
            
                

            
 
            We’ve just had word. Rhia Mahoney is in prison. They say  she is a thief, but no one here believes it and I know you will  not either. She is to be sent to New South Wales. This may  not reach you in time. Perhaps you will already be on your  way home.

         
 
         Michael reread the postscript in disbelief: he was not mistaken,  yet it did not seem possible. Rhia Mahoney a thief?  She’d always been a mischief, and he had not seen her in more than seven years, but still. He rolled up a smoke, lost in thought,  before he read the letter proper. It was about wool, mostly.  Thomas said he’d asked Brigit Mahoney, and yes, she was  interested in merino from Sydney. Other news though, was  sobering.
         
 
         
            Sean O’Leary fell by a landlord’s firearm last Sunday, leaving  his Mary a widow and two wee lads.
 
            Mam sends her love and wishes every day that she had  learnt to read and write.
 
            
                

            
 
            Freedom,
 
            Thomas

         
 
         Michael folded the thick, coarse paper slowly and deliberately  and threw his fag end into the sand, grinding it in with the heel  of his boot. Calvin would know which transports were due in.
 
         The Port Authority office was awash with towers of black-spined  books and scrolls. It seemed unfeasible that a mind as  sharp as Calvin’s could function in such a messy place. A  young sergeant was sitting at a table with his back to the door  scribbling away strenuously. Calvin was at his desk, frowning  over a pile of paper. He looked up.
 
         ‘Afternoon, Michael.’ His tone said he didn’t like Michael’s  chances of getting his attention.
 
         ‘Cal.’ Michael nodded. ‘Mind if I use your yard to smoke?’  Michael shot him a look and Calvin nodded.
 
         ‘Give me a minute.’
 
         Michael left the bungalow via the verandah at the back.  Beyond, there was a log and a patch of sand. All around, the  spiky grass trees rustled with life; with birds big enough to  make a shrub move, and reptiles the size of dogs.
 
         He sat on the log and rolled two. It helped him to think. In  Thomas’s previous letter, he’d said Rhia was lodging with a  widowed Quaker in London who was in the cloth trade. A  Quaker widow. He shook his head. He was being foolish.
         
 
         Calvin appeared and Michael handed him a roll-up. The  policeman took a deep draw and closed his eyes for a minute,  then looked sidelong at Michael. ‘What’s going on?’
 
         ‘I had a tip about a robbery at Government bloody House.  You know anything about that?’
 
         ‘Nope. When?’
 
         ‘Not too recent.’ Michael frowned. ‘So they’ve kept the constabulary  out of it. That makes it more interesting.’
 
         Calvin shrugged. ‘Cagey lot. Some guv’s obviously got a  personal interest. What got flogged?’
 
         ‘Silver. Foreign coin.’
 
         ‘Well, well. Things might be starting to make some sense.’
 
         ‘Are they?’ It didn’t make sense to Michael. He remembered  Thomas’s letter. ‘By the way, did you say the dead Quaker in  Bombay was a cloth trader?’
 
         ‘That’s right.’
 
         ‘Heard any more about him?’
 
         Calvin shook his head. ‘Sodding sailor’s disappeared. He’s  probably gone bush. Might need to get Jarrah after him. You  think there’s a connection?’
 
         ‘No. Maybe. I don’t know.’
 
         ‘Well that’s concise.’
 
         Michael shrugged. ‘Just a feeling. But if there’s a coining  racket on, then I might have something else for you. I’d sooner  make my own enquiries. It’s not the small-fry forgers that  interest me, it’s their master. By the way, have you seen any  Cape and Orient ships in the harbour? Medusa, Raven, Empress  … can’t think of any others just now.’
         
 
          ‘Any reason?’
         
 
         ‘The shipping company is owned by the Crown bankers.’
 
         ‘So?’
 
         ‘They take delivery of all the silver from the opium trade –  once it’s laundered through the Calcutta exchange.’
 
         ‘I’m not following you, Michael. What’s opium got to do  with a counterfeiting operation?’
 
         ‘I’m not sure yet, but the bank’s filthy. Always has been.  Their last mercantile was the slave trade. Their Cape and  Orient fleet are for hire to any pirate who’ll pay. I’ll wager that  there’s Cape and Orient clippers coming through Sydney with  silver bound directly to Barings, no questions asked.’
 
         ‘I think you’re getting in a bit deep, mate.’
 
         Michael shrugged. ‘Is there a transport due?’
 
         Calvin nodded. ‘The Rajah. Any time now.’
         
 
         ‘Would you let me know if there’s a Rhia Mahoney on board?’
 
         ‘Passenger or prisoner?’
 
         ‘Prisoner.’
 
         ‘A friend?’
 
         ‘Of my boy. I’m starting to get an itch … there’s a connection,  but I can’t for the bloody life of me figure it out.’
 
         Calvin threw his fag end into a rusting bucket and got to his  feet. ‘If there’s one thing you’ve a knack for, it’s pulling the  threads together.’
 
         ‘I’m a weaver.’
 
         ‘Weaver, publisher, sailor, zealot. What else?’
 
         ‘A bloody genius, if I’m right about this.’
 
         The Rocks had been quiet such a long time now that Michael  was starting to wonder if he’d missed the action. There was  always some kind of caper going on at the Rocks, always someone  on the make, so why was his gut telling him this was any  different?
 
         He stared at the back of the bungalow. The timbers were  bleached grey and the roofing iron was rusting up. There was  a parakeet sitting on the guttering, like a jewel in the dirt.  Maybe he wasn’t going home just yet. He wasn’t going anywhere  until the Rajah docked. 
         

      

      
    

  
    
      
         
         
 
         
            Sailcloth

         
 
         Antonia scanned the columns of June’s ledger,  concentrating as best as she could on figures. Hundreds  of yards of balzarine had been despatched to New York, Milan,  Amsterdam and Berlin. There was no French buyer yet, but  Mr Montgomery had assured her that by the spring, a walking  dress cut from their new cloth would be Paris fashion. The  perfect blend of wool and cotton would be in every mercer’s  catalogue, in Pears and in Sylvia’s Home Journal: ‘Warm  enough for March, light enough for July.’ Antonia took a deep  breath. She had done it. She had talked about it, and studied  Josiah’s methodology, and she had thought about little else,  and finally she had put her self-doubt and her grief aside. And  now death again, sidling up to her, taking her heart piece by  piece. Josiah had not lived to suffer the loss of Ryan Mahoney,  for which she had been grateful. But it was a blessing he had  not lived to suffer the loss of his beloved Laurence, too. She  thanked the Lord. Rhia’s letter had arrived three days ago, and  it had taken Antonia this long to merely believe it true. No one  else knew yet.
         
 
         Mr Dillon was to call at eleven. Antonia looked at the old  ship’s clock above the wainscoting. Soon. Could she tell him?  What would they talk about if she couldn’t? She could engage  him in conversation about his column and defend the industrialists,  the capitalists, he was so bent on maligning. The very word was an insult to anyone who strived to protect tradition  in industry, to make work for idle hands. She could point out  that there was nothing to be gained from nostalgia over the  days when fibres had been spun and woven by hand. Did Mr  Dillon even understand that most machine-made cloth was of  superior quality? Surely he, a commerce writer, knew that a  mechanised loom produced a more uniform weave. Linen  alone benefited from being hand-spun. Of course, Mahoney  Linen had not survived the revolution of the machine, which  was – indirectly – why Rhia was aboard that maligned ship.  And why Laurence was dead. But who was she to try to unravel  the spindle of the fates?
         
 
         Antonia forced her attention back to the ledger. It was a  small comfort that all was in order with the business, and that  her colleagues were experienced and principled men. Josiah  would never have associated with them otherwise. The old  Isaac was struggling back. He had simply ceased to care after  his wife’s death, and now Antonia had an intimate understanding  of how it felt to have little left to live for. Isaac kept  his troubles quiet, but she and Josiah had known. The Quaker  congregation did not take kindly to a Friend who could not  manage his finances. What was bad for the business of one,  reflected on the reputation of all. Isaac arranged the hire of  clippers and the shipping of cotton to India. He was a master  of the logistics and mechanics of shipping. With Mr Beckwith’s  talent for money, Mr Montgomery’s flare for retail and Ryan  and Josiah’s trading expertise, the joint enterprise must have  seemed the perfect company. The company in her portrait.  Rhia had seen the portrait.
         
 
         Laurence had transferred the negative on the Rajah. She  could not fathom how had it come to be on the ship and in his  possession. Had he taken it in error, thinking it was his? He could not have … The bell cord along the wainscoting pulled.  Antonia laid down her pen. She stood and straightened her  plain collar and smoothed her hair, as if this could prepare her  to tell a man that his best friend was dead.
         
 
         Juliette was at the front door before her. It opened and the  hallway was flooded with sunlight. Antonia could not see Mr  Dillon’s features, only his silhouette, like a photogram. It  seemed apt, since she had not yet the measure of this man who  was a symmetry of brooding and wit. She knew him from his  London Globe writings, but hardly at all from his company.  She smiled as naturally as she could. ‘Thank you for calling at  such short notice, Mr Dillon. I know you are busy.’
         
 
         Juliette slipped away.
 
         ‘Could you bring us tea please, Juliette,’ Antonia called  after her.
 
         Mr Dillon stepped into the hall and to one side, so that the  light fell across his face. He was striking, in a mildly untidy  way. He wore his black hair tied back, as usual, though a  strand or two had fallen loose. His clothes were worn carelessly,  though his waistcoat was embroidered with colourful  stitching. His heeled boots were covered in dust.
 
         ‘I’m frequently in the City,’ he said.
 
         He followed her into the morning room but ignored her  invitation to be seated. She was grateful for the amber walls,  today. She needed light. He stood by the window instead, and  she stood across the room by the Chesterfield. He seemed  preoccupied, but then he usually did.
 
         ‘I have grave news,’ she began, and he looked at her sharply.  He sensed it. He turned back to the window and tapped his  fingers on the sill. Antonia felt her hand quiver as she  smoothed her hair. ‘Laurence has – is – he has been …’ She sat  down clumsily. ‘He has died. Murdered.’
 
         Juliette was standing in the doorway. She must have heard  because she was leaning against the doorframe, white as lime.  Mr Dillon was quiet for so long that Antonia wondered if he  had heard her. He didn’t turn to speak. ‘How can you know  this?’ There was an accusing edge to his voice.
         
 
         ‘I have a letter. From Rhia. From São Sebastião.’
 
         Mr Dillon turned. His guard was down. He was laid bare.  He was devastated.
 
         ‘Will you not be seated, Mr Dillon?’ Antonia said. Her  voice seemed to echo around the room as though they were in  a mausoleum. He sat opposite her.
 
         ‘Perhaps you will fetch us that tea, Juliette?’ said Antonia.  The maid did not appear to have heard. ‘Juliette!’
 
         Juliette crept away.
 
         Mr Dillon leaned towards her, and his gaze was as sharp as  knives. ‘Tell me what you know,’ he said.
 
         ‘Almost nothing. On the day he died, he transferred a  photogenic image. It was a portrait that I exposed in my  garden last summer. The negative had gone missing. I cannot  understand.’ She shook her head. ‘Is it possible that  whomever killed him stole the negative from me and now  has the portrait?’
 
         ‘Whom is this a portrait of?’
 
         ‘Josiah, Ryan, Mr Beckwith, Mr Montgomery and Isaac.’
 
         Dillon was shaking his head. He looked bewildered.
 
         ‘What does it mean?’ she whispered.
 
         ‘Who has the negative now?’ he asked.
 
         She shook her head. ‘Rhia did not say. She wrote the letter  in haste.’
 
         Juliette entered with a tray. The cups rattled against the  saucers precariously as she lowered it to the table between  them. Antonia suspected the maid was about to have another of her turns and she did have not the patience. If she had not  love and patience, then her faith was of no use at all. It seemed  of little use, lately.
         

      

      
    

  
    
      
         
         
 
         
            Stitchery

         
 
         Juliette put the tray on the table, her hands were so unsteady  that it was a blessing nothing had broken. She supposed Mrs  Blake still didn’t know, since she was not paying her any  attention. It had to be the work of the Irish witch that the  negative had been made into a portrait. That was not supposed  to happen, not before it reached Sydney. It was just her miserable  luck, and now her mother would never see it and Juliette would  never know if it was him. But – Mr Blake, murdered! She  supposed it was her fault, since she had some curse on her that  caused people to die.
         
 
         ‘Juliette!’
 
         Juliette had hardly noticed that the tea was spilling all over  her hand, or that it was scorching hot. There wasn’t much in  the cup, but the saucer was full of tea. She put the pot down. It  was only a matter of time before Mrs Blake found out what she  had done. Maybe Mr Dillon already knew – he seemed the  type to know everything, and who’d ever heard of a newspaperman  who could keep a secret?
 
         ‘Juliette.’
 
         ‘Yes, Mrs Blake?’
 
         ‘Is something wrong?’
 
         She nodded. He might as well hear it too, and then he could  judge for himself if she was wicked. She felt light-headed. Let  them judge her. She was done with secrets.
 
         ‘Juliette?’ Mrs Blake prompted her. ‘Is it to do with Rhia?’
         
 
         ‘No. Yes. Oh, I don’t know!’ Black calico ballooned around  her and her knees hit the floorboards with a crack. The man  was by her side like he’d flown there, his hand beneath her  elbow. She was surprised by the lightness of his touch. Maybe  he was a witch too. He was Welsh, after all. Their eyes met and  she wondered if he knew.
 
         She was propelled to the Chesterfield but refused a cup of  tea. She’d couldn’t tell them everything. She could not tell  them she had stolen the negative – that she wanted her mother  to see him, to identify him and tell the world that he was an  evil man.
 
         ‘It’s to do with my pa.’
 
         ‘He died, didn’t he, in a dispute of some kind?’ Mrs Blake  sounded so weary. Juliette only felt worse.
 
         ‘I was only wee, seven or eight. A young man who called  himself John Hannam came to take his apprenticeship at our  loom. He was a quiet sort, he never said much, but he knew  how to talk nice. He was a quick learner, Pa said he was a clever  one. He slept in the barn at night and worked all day, and he  was on the town whenever he had a day off, up to no good.’
 
         They were both listening quietly. Mr Dillon had narrowed  his eyes, as though he thought she was saying something  important. She noticed the fancy stitchery on his waistcoat.
 
         ‘Pa found a pile of banknotes hidden in the barn and asked  John Hannam about it. Pa said he didn’t want a thief to cross his  threshold. John Hannam turned nasty, said it was his business.’  The memory still turned her cold and made her anxious. It was  as if she was back in their little cottage on the day everything  turned bad. ‘He took the fire poker and struck Pa in the head  then threw it across the room in a temper. It landed half in the  fire. I was there, behind the loom, but they didn’t see me. John Hannam walked away, just like that. I ran to the window to  make sure he’d gone. He went to the barn and came out with a  pistol. Pa couldn’t get up. I took the poker and waited at the  door. When John Hannam walked in I struck at him on his  forearm twice. I left a black burn, like a brand, the shape of a V.  It would have left a scar. He shot Pa then he looked at me and I  think he was wondering if he should kill me too. I wish he had.’
         
 
         Mrs Blake’s fingers were at her lips. The Welshman was  watching her closely.
 
         ‘John Hannam was never arrested?’ he said.
 
         ‘No, sir. He came from another county. The constabulary  stopped looking for him after a few days, that’s the way it usually  happens. Ma never stopped, though. She went to all the  weaver’s taverns and found out that John Hannam had a  friend he always drank with who was good with his letters. We  found out after that the two of them had a racket going with  banknotes. I’m not sure what sort of fiddling they did exactly.  The constable reckoned their type had different names for  different days of the week and that Hannam probably wasn’t  his real name.’
 
         ‘And why did they think a man like John Hannam would  want to be a weaver’s apprentice?’
 
         ‘They – the constabulary – said he might have wanted to  learn the trade for his own reasons, or maybe he just wanted to  look the respectable type.’
 
         Mr Dillon nodded as though this made good sense. ‘Your  mother was transported, wasn’t she?’ Juliette nodded. He probably  thought she was lying because her mother was a thief.
 
         Mrs Blake stood up. ‘The tea will be stewed,’ she said, as  though this were the most important thing in the world.
 
         Juliette jumped up but almost fell over. Mrs Blake pushed  her back down firmly.
 
         ‘I’ll make another pot myself. I need to think.’
         
 
         When she’d gone, Mr Dillon was still looking at her with  those pitch black eyes.
 
         ‘Is there something else, that you’d rather Mrs Blake didn’t  know?’
 
         ‘Yes, sir. I only think, though. I can’t be certain, so I can’t  say.’
         
 
         ‘That … ?’
 
         ‘That one of them killed my pa.’
 
         ‘One of whom?’
 
         He was going to make her say it! ‘One of the men in the  picture, in the negative. My ma would know, if she could see  him again. She’d recognise him. I was too young to remember  for sure.’
         
 
         He was nodding. ‘You took the negative, then? Because you  think one of the men in the portrait is Hannam? But how did  it get onto the ship?’
 
         ‘Margaret.’
 
         ‘Who?’
 
         ‘I visit the prisons with Mrs Blake. Margaret was in  Millbank.’
 
         ‘And are you prepared to tell me which of the respectable  gentlemen traders in the portrait might be John Hannam?’
 
         ‘It wouldn’t be right. It was a long time ago. I was only wee.  I couldn’t. Not until I’m certain.’
 
         Mrs Blake came in with the teapot. She looked like she  might spill it as well if she tried to pour.
 
         Juliette got to her feet. She didn’t belong here, sitting as  though she were one of them. Nor could she answer any more  questions. In the hallway she stopped and listened to their  quiet conversation. Mr Dillon said the news about Laurence  was a blow and that he could not think straight. He said they must talk about Rhia, and Mrs Blake agreed that they must.  She said the letter from Rio had only renewed her determination  to have the little witch proven innocent. Of course, Mrs  Blake would never call Rhia that. Much as Juliette disliked the  Irish strumpet, even she didn’t think that Rhia Mahoney  deserved to be sent away for ever.
         
 
         Mr Dillon asked Mrs Blake to call on him soon in his  offices, and she said that she would.
 
          
         
 
         
         
 
         
            27 June 1841
 
            
                

            
 
            It is too sultry to do anything much but sit in the shade of  the sailcloth on the quarterdeck. Today a small breeze blew  a path through the stifling air and cleared my head to write.  I ran out of ink not long after São Sebastião, so I refilled my  pen with Mr Reeve’s sepia. I have become rather a good  thief, as it happens. I decided that I should write a letter to  Michael Kelly, just in case he is still in Sydney.
 
            The only respite since Rio came when we dropped  anchor off the Cape of Good Hope, but that was weeks ago.  Fresh water and new provisions were loaded, including a  small herd of goats, but there was little to be seen from the  deck but a rocky shoreline and a row of huts.
 
            The orlop is noxious and Nora is in such a black mood  that no one will go near her. Agnes says it’s Nelly’s baby  that’s making Nora irritable. Irritable! Agnes confided that  Nora lost three babes in five years, before they were weaned.  Two to cholera and the other to the pox. It goes some way to  explaining why she is such a harridan. Nelly’s little girl was  born in the night more than two weeks ago. Nelly didn’t  want Mr Donovan there, and from what I can gather, the  entire mess partook in the delivery. I have no regret that I  was absent. Margaret says she bellowed like a caged bear.  But when I came for breakfast in the morning, there was  Nelly, proud as a peacock, with the tiniest, pinkest little  person wrapped up beside her in her hammock. It made me  weep. I’ve no idea why. Her name is Pearl.
            
 
            Margaret has been in the infirmary again, which seems  commonplace now. She is no better and she is no worse. She says she just needs to get off this bucket onto solid earth. She managed to escape Mr Donovan’s potions for long enough to come and see me last night, though.
            

            Mr Reeve pretends at being my friend and I am pretending as well, just to have someone to talk to. Yesterday, though, I talked too much and regret it. I am now the illustrator of his botanical archive, which has become considerably more accurate since he laid down his pen. He has alluded that I might be of some use to him as an assistant when we arrive in Sydney, but he would have to pay for my upkeep if I were to continue in private service and I can tell that he is not pleased about this. I’d wager that he could not afford it, and I still wonder how he found the means to pay for his passage. I have gathered that his father is dead and that his mother takes in mending, so it could not be family money.

            Yesterday I woke from a terrible dream in which Mr Dillon blamed me for Laurence’s death. I felt miserable about it all day and still do. When I took the glass stopper from the pot of sepia, a few drops fell on the clean cartridge paper. It was a minor catastrophe, but I wept all the same. Mr Reeve was at loss over such inconvenient behaviour. He offered a handkerchief and asked if there was something I wanted to talk about. I’ve no idea what came over me, because I told him everything – that I was acquainted with Laurence, and about the photogenic drawing and how it disappeared. He asked, quite rightly, what could be so important about this portrait that someone would kill for it? ‘The idea is perfectly insensible,’ he said. He managed to say this in such a way that he might have been talking about the death of a dung beetle.

            Of course, I didn’t disclose the last piece of the puzzle – that the portrait supposedly identifies a murderer. What if someone should think it was Ryan? The more I think about it, though, the more I wonder if Juliette is just all worked up over nothing. Mr Reeve seems fascinated by the idea of the portrait and suggested that the men might have a common enemy, and asked me if I could think of any other reason why someone might steal such a thing. I eventually lost my patience and told him I had been dwelling on little else for weeks, and that no I still couldn’t think of any reason. He is probably hoping to solve the mystery himself, but he is simply not clever enough.
            

            Albert says we are travelling north now, along the eastern coastline of Australia, and that we are within a week of Sydney Cove if the wind stays behind us. Sometimes you can see the shadow of land on the horizon, but now the thought of leaving the ship is as daunting as was the thought of boarding it. I am sick of the sight of needlework. We are sewing shirts, now. Before that we made ourselves summer gowns. They are shapeless and ugly, made of cheap brown cotton, but cooler than linsey. The quilt for the Quakers is finished. It is larger than any of the coverlets that were sold in Rio, measuring more than one hundred and twenty inches across its longest side. At its centre is a square of broderie perse that I cut, so carefully, from my precious chintz and arranged in a spray of bright birds and blossoms. My herringbone stitch is now as swift and neat as anyone’s. No doubt I might find work as a needlewoman when I am free, not that I’d want it.

            When I am free.

            Freedom no longer even haunts my dreams. I am a prisoner, by day and by night. I am so listless that even Manannán has ceased to provoke me. My greatest fear now is that I might become so miserable that I cease to see colours and patterns altogether.
            

            The quilt is to be presented to the wife of the Governor of New South Wales, who is a great admirer of Elizabeth Fry and prison reform. We hope that she will take responsibility for sending it back to London where it will be presented to the ladies of the Convict Ship Committee. Miss Hayter has agreed that it should be delivered to Antonia Blake, as a representative of the charity, on behalf of all of the women of the Rajah. The dedication is complete. Margaret has been working on it from the infirmary. Her cross-stitch (which she says is so perfect because she is always cross) graces the lower, outer border of the quilt. Last night she escaped Mr Donovan for long enough to come and tell me that she has found the perfect hiding place for the negative, and that I mustn’t worry because it is safe. It is peculiar that she should feel it necessary to come and tell me this and as I said to her, I wish she had come to my cabin before now. We both know that it is too risky, though, with Wardell on the prowl. She looked better for taking the air and I think she might finally be growing strong again.
            

            I suppose I must make the effort to rise. There has been more noise than usual on the lower deck this morning; perhaps a storm is brewing. A storm would be welcome, to interrupt the boredom and lethargy of these long, still days. 

         

      

      
    

  
    
      
         
            Herringbone

         
   
         A foreign vessel was the cause of the commotion on deck, visible in the distance off to the north. It was odd to see an interruption to the endless, vacant miles of ocean. Rhia thought no more about it until she saw it again from the quarterdeck after breakfast. The ship drew closer through the morning until its outline was distinguishable. It was a junk.
         

         ‘Chinese,’ said Agnes, knowingly. ‘Seen one on the Thames.’

         The wind dropped and the vessel barely drew nearer throughout the day.

         In the afternoon, as Rhia was preparing to leave Mr Reeve, there was shouting and the pounding of feet outside. A moment later the steward, James, opened the door. ‘Captain says everyone’s to stay in their cabins.’

         Mr Reeve jumped like a frightened rabbit and bumped his head on a shelf. ‘Whatever’s going on?’

         ‘Chinamen’, said James. ‘Might be pirates. They probably think we’re carrying opium or sterling.’

         ‘Pirates! But why would they think that?’ asked Mr Reeve, his voice close to a squeak.
         

         The steward looked at Mr Reeve as though he’d no clue about anything, which was a fair assessment. ‘Well, we’re this side of India and we’re a barque, sir, and we’re due north. We could be on our way to Lintin Island.’

         Mr Reeve was pale to his gills. ‘Then they’ll realise they are mistaken soon enough,’ he said without much confidence. Rhia couldn’t help feeling a small thrill. Perhaps they’d not make it to Sydney Cove after all! Could it be worse to be a prisoner of a pirate than of the Crown?
         

         ‘Might be too late by then,’ said the steward dramatically, and hastened away to do whatever an officer’s servant does to defend his ship against Chinese pirates.

         Being confined indefinitely with the botanist was out of the question. ‘I think it would be best if I went below with the others,’ Rhia said as soon as the steward left.

         ‘I think you should stay. It might be dangerous, Mahoney.’ He buttoned his frayed tweed waistcoat in spite of the heat, as though it might afford him some protection. He didn’t want to be on his own.

         ‘I think it would be best if I went,’ she said, already halfway out the door. She had no intention of going below. She crept along the dark passageways that Albert had shown her, until she was at the cranny ’tween decks. There was a view of the prow part of the main deck through the scuttle in the timberwork. Orders were shouted down the line from the captain to the ship’s boys. On the gun deck at the prow, half a dozen barrels of black steel were levelled at the approaching ship – its red sails now easily distinguishable. Rhia had seen plenty of these bamboo-masted ships in the port of Dublin, trading porcelain and figured silk. Orders continued to be shouted down the line of barefoot sailors. Cutlasses and pistols had appeared, stuck into belts and cummerbunds. To all appearances, the crew were expecting trouble.

         ‘Well, well, it’s Mahoney, turned ship’s lookout.’ Rhia jumped. It was Albert. ‘Shouldn’t you be on deck?’ she whispered.

         He shrugged. ‘I’m short-sighted, so it’s no good my trying to make a mark with a pistol. I’ll fight if they come on board.’ Albert patted his belt, and she saw his new cutlass glinting there. ‘Give us a look through the scuttle,’ he said.
         

         Rhia stepped aside so he could see the deck.

         ‘What do you think?’ she asked, suddenly feeling less certain about being the prisoner of pirates. ‘What would they want with a ship of prisoners?’

         ‘They won’t know it’s a prison ship. They’ll be after bounty. There’s a busy shipping route between Calcutta, Canton and Sydney. Sometimes silver goes through Sydney before it gets to Calcutta, if it’s a clipper or a barque carrying rice or tea or whatever. There’s all manner of dealing goes on in the open sea.’

         ‘You mean criminal dealings?’

         Albert grinned. He was doing his best to look brave, but she could see he was worried. ‘Most traders run rackets of some kind or other – even if it’s only not paying all their port taxes.’ He turned his attention back to the scuttle.

         ‘What’s happening?’

         ‘You don’t have to whisper – no one can hear us. The cook’s on deck and he’s talking to one of the Chinamen who’s come up to the side in a rowing boat.’

         ‘What’s he saying?’

         ‘I don’t know, he’s talking Chinaman.’ Albert was silent for a long moment.

         Rhia remembered something she’d been wanting to ask him. ‘Albert?’

         ‘Mm.’

         ‘Do you know what the Cook’s tattoo means?’

         ‘I asked him myself,’ Albert said after another long silence. He would not take his eye from the scuttle.

         ‘And?’

         ‘He used to be a silversmith and he says it’s to remind him that there’s more to life than a stinking galley.’

         ‘But what does the symbol mean?’
         

         ‘Silver.’

         ‘What’s happening now?’

         ‘If ye’d stop asking me questions I might be able to— ah.’

         ‘What!’ Rhia wanted to push him out of the way so she could see for herself.

         ‘They’ve brought the body up on deck. That’s the one thing that’ll ward ’em off. It’s a bad omen to any seaman, English or Chinaman, if a woman dies on a ship. Now there’s two Chinamen on deck and the bosun has his hand on his pistol. They’re looking at the body. Aye, that’s done it, they can’t get off our deck fast enough now!’

         Cailleach had been busy. ‘A woman? Who has died?’

         Albert looked at her strangely, and Rhia knew the answer before he told her.

         ‘Dickson,’ he said. ‘Two days ago.’

         Margaret.

         
             

         

         The afternoon dragged, and so did supper in the orlop. Everyone knew now, and the mood was dark. Just as Rhia was wondering if they would be allowed to attend Margaret’s burial, a warden came below and herded them all up the ladder for an ‘evening service’.

         The sea was as smooth as silk and there was barely a wisp of wind. It was still baking hot, even with the sun sinking into the dark water. Reverend Boswell stood at the prow, his hair damp beneath his flat preacher’s hat. His congregation was divided into three parts. The women, barefoot in their black aprons and cloth caps, stood at the back with their heads bent. This deference owed as much to the final piercing rays of the sun as to the solemnity of the occasion. The passengers, half a dozen ladies and the same number of sweating husbands in Sunday broadcloth, were as far away from them as they could be. The crew comprised another huddle, restless and resentful. The Lord was encroaching on their domain. Behind them on the deck was a long, body-shaped cylinder of sailcloth.
         

         Boswell mopped his brow. ‘Lord have mercy on the soul of the sinner Margaret Dickson.’ A gust of wind lifted up his hat and spun it away into the silken sea. For a moment the preacher looked too startled to speak, but he recovered, and shot a withering look at the women. The laughter was contagious and no one was attempting to hide it. Margaret clearly didn’t take kindly to being called a sinner.

         Her body had been sewn into the sailcloth and was now raised onto the shoulders of four sailors. A plank of wood rested on the deck rail, held in place by four more. Margaret was laid on it. Her bier was tilted until she spun into the sea like a spent cocoon. She disappeared instantly into Manannán’s vault.
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            Wool
            

         
   
         
            The gum has no shade,

            And the wattle no fruit;

            The parrot don’t warble

            In trolls like the flute;

            The cockatoo cooeth

            Not much like a dove,

            Yet fear not to ride

            To my station my love.

            Four hundred miles off

            Is the goal of our way,

            It is done in a week

            At but sixty a day.

            The plains are all dusty,

            The creeks are all dried,

            ’Tis the fairest of weather

            To bring home my bride.

            The blue vault of heaven

            Shall curtain thy form,

            One side of the Gum tree

            The moonbeam must warm;

            The whizzing mosquito

            Shall dance o’er thy head,

            And the goanna shall squat

            At the foot of thy bed;

            The brave laughing jackass

            Shall sing thee to sleep,

            And the snake o’er thy slumbers

            His vigils shall keep.

            Then sleep, lady, sleep

            Without dreaming of pain,

            Till the frost of the morning

            Shall wake thee again

            
                

            

                                             Robert Lowe
            

         

      

      
    

  
    
      
         
         

         
            Fur

         
   
         The cold sea swirled at Rhia’s ankles. The sodden weight of her hem was all that anchored her as they waded to the shore from the Rajah’s rowing boats. Her legs felt like they might buckle at any time. They were sea legs, now.
         

         The sunset was a wildfire behind those strange trees. The tallest, whitest trees she had ever seen. Smooth branches and pale trunks glared in the half-light. The air was a choir of sighs and screeches, and the long grass beyond the sand rustled with unseen creatures.

         Rhia could hear Nelly praying behind her, little Pearl tied to her front in a shawl. Nelly expected natives to be waiting for them in the trees, ready to run them through with spears and stew them in a vat. Ahead, Jane, who had put her foot down on something sharp in the water, was limping painfully. More than half the women, including Nora and Agnes, had reached the shore. There was something that weighted the air here, something beyond their experience. It had coiled itself around Rhia as soon as her bare feet were drawn down in the soft suck of brown sand. This place felt old. Old. The Wicklow Hills, by comparison, might have sprouted from the earth last spring.

         At the edges of Manannán’s kingdom is the land where all earthly souls seek to enter. Each time a wave curls onto its shore, another spirit is granted entry.

         Rhia forced her attention onto what she could see. The harbour front was a hundred yards away to the north, lit with gaslamps and braziers. There were two clippers moored at the quay, and at least three more anchored a mile or so out to sea. The sound of men’s voices was tossed about on the waves along with the snatch of a shanty and the creaking of willow as crates were unloaded onto the sand. There were low timber buildings, bungalows Albert had called them in Rio, along the seafront. To the south were towering cliffs and dark, jagged rocks and, she presumed, a hundred more coves like this one. The smells of wood smoke and livestock mingled with the scent of Mr Reeve’s uncharted flora.
         

         There was nothing here to remind her of home.

         They were herded towards a strip of beach deserted but for a band of soldiers in dusty coats. The soldiers eyed them as they stumbled from the sea. Did they expect someone to try and run into the dark thicket beyond the sand? As if any of these frightened, exhausted women would. Better to face another prison than those ghostly trees and the beasts that inhabited them.

         By the light of the soldier’s lanterns they marched along a path through the grass and the underbrush and between the trees to a dusty road. The forest was not as dense as it had looked from the beach, but the trees were as unearthly. They had sparse, silver foliage, and the bark hung from their trunks in strips, as though they were shedding skin. Like snakes. Something thumped close by, making the underbrush quiver and the ground vibrate. Were there bears in Australia? Nelly had taken out her rosary beads.

         The soldiers didn’t seem to be paying the bear any attention. They were assessing the herd of women and made no attempt to pretend otherwise. Why would they? They were female livestock who may as well be fettered, and no longer the sole property of the Crown. They were appraised as they walked, presumably to see who had limbs strong enough for tilling soil and who might still yield a brood.
         

         Rhia kept her eyes to the road, concentrating on not stumbling on the motionless ground, vaguely noticing how the pale dust clung to her wet feet. She swallowed the bitterness that rose in her throat as she remembered her dream of sovereignty. What a time to think of it. Sovereignty be damned. Agnes said that the best way to get out of the female factory was to find a husband. She knew this because her paramour on the Rajah had taken two such wives. No one had seen fit to ask what had happened to them. Sailors, soldiers and free settlers could all take convicts for wives.
         

         Rhia felt something prod her in the ribs. She looked up into the dirty face of a boy barely old enough to shave. He had a stick of some kind and he was tapping it against his hand. He looked her over as he had probably seen a superior do. His eyes lingered on her chest. She folded her arms. He looked at her face last, and she was ready. She hissed one of Mamo’s best curses at him, as though she knew the kind of witchcraft that Juliette had suspected her of. He looked away. He was not that brave after all. She noticed that Nelly had attracted the attention of a young soldier with a kinder face. He offered her a drink from a little flask hooked to his belt. He said something to her, and in response Nelly pulled the shawl aside proudly so that he could see Pearl.

         A mile or so along the dirt track, there were suddenly fewer trees and wider streets and, at first, rough-hewn bungalows. Further still was red brick and new masonry and even a gaslamp or two. They were being watched with idle curiosity by children playing at the side of the road and men smoking on steps and women standing on verandahs with infants on their hips. Their expressions said that they had seen many such processions. Rhia kept from catching the eye of any of them. She didn’t want to see either sympathy or indifference.
         

         They passed partly constructed walls and timber frames and then elegant structures of honey-coloured stone as the street widened. They passed a large green with new grass and rosebushes planted around its perimeter and a paved path through the middle, lined with seedling trees. Here was a nation in its infancy and Rhia almost wished that she gave a damn.

         They were heading for somewhere called the Barracks, this much they knew. In the morning, most of them would be taken to the female factory at a place called Parramatta. Rhia had clearly not been assigned to private service, in spite of Mr Reeve’s assurance that he had requested her as his servant. She knew he could not afford a servant. He would not have thought to pay her the respect of calling her his assistant.

         The Barracks lay opposite the green. It rose above tall, exterior walls and had a paved courtyard. Its external geometry was stern but elegant. Inside, though, it rivalled Newgate for neglect. The dividing walls were unfinished slabs of pine, and the floor was stamped earth and mildewed straw. It was fitting accommodation for livestock. Rhia wanted only to lie in a hammock or on a mat, or even on a wooden pallet. If she could close her eyes, maybe the ringing in her ears would stop and the earth would be still.

         The soldiers divided them between two large, open cells. There were no hammocks or mats, only more straw, and there was not enough room on the floor for sixty women to lie down. There was a scuffle for a piece of wall to lean against, but only one half-hearted cuff fight. No one had the energy. They sat and listened to someone retching in another cell.

         ‘That’s not a good sign,’ said Jane.
         

         ‘Think it’s the food?’ Georgina whispered.

         ‘Shut your ugly mug,’ Jane hissed.

         Once they had settled, a beefy turnkey with a beard like a Jew peered in through the iron bars.

         ‘Don’t think this lot will give us any trouble,’ he called over his shoulder to someone Rhia couldn’t see. He unlocked the grille and dragged in a vat and a bulging sack. The vat was full of thin, salty broth and the sack was crammed with unleavened bread and tin bowls. They ate hungrily in spite of the forewarning. It was something to do.

         Rhia closed her eyes. It was growing cold. She would not think of home. She would not think of her family. She would not think of the bathroom at Cloak Lane. She would not remember the dead. She would never think of freedom again, she decided. She sat with her back to the splintered wood, feeling the cold seep into her, and thought of … nothing.

         She dozed fitfully, being woken time and again by a raging desire to scratch her itchy skin, or by Nora’s growling snore. In the small hours it seemed that everyone in the cell was awake, and that morale had reached its lowest. Jane was weeping again and each time she sniffed, Nora kicked her, which only made her sobs louder. There were bugs in the straw, so small they couldn’t be seen, and they left itching welts on the warmest, softest areas of flesh.

         At sunrise, Agnes passed around some hard arrowroot biscuits, broken into pieces, which she’d smuggled from the ship in her apron. They were stale and tasteless, but the gesture was one of solidarity. They had come this far together, and they had survived.

         ‘How about a story, Agnes?’ said someone.

         ‘Not a hope. I’ve none in me.’ She sighed. ‘It’s this place, it’s so uncanny quiet.’ It was. But it wasn’t the prison that weighted the air; it was a quiet that rose up from the earth like a silent requiem.
         

         When a thin stream of daylight slid through a small high window they were roused by the turnkey, who was sleepy and cantankerous and herded them outside to a line of covered wagons. Rhia’s wagon was full even before she stepped up, and three more women were shoved in after her before the canvas was fastened with rope and buckles. It jolted off on a rumbling, shaking ride. Nothing to look at but the others’ miserable faces. She supposed she looked much the same, with dark rings under her eyes and straw in her hair and the blades of her shoulders visible through the dirty material of her gown.

         The journey was short, and before long they were unloaded onto a grassy bank. Even the grass was foreign. It was thick and springy and a little sharp beneath their feet. And then there was the river, like nothing Rhia had ever seen. It dwarfed the distant rows of pale stone and painted timber. It flowed into the harbour from the west, cutting through the landscape as though it was hurrying somewhere important. The waiting barge, tethered to a rickety pier, was like a flat-bottomed freight boat with one large sail. Freight, livestock, it was all the same. At its helm was a withered seaman wearing an over-large military coat with a dirty kerchief tied around his head.

         No one spoke. The landscape seemed hallowed, somehow; more than a church – the immensity of the sky above, the smooth dark water with mist smoking above it, and the jungle of silver eucalypts on either bank. From these, periodically, rose flocks of brilliantly coloured parakeets and enormous white birds with yellow crests.

         Birds of jewel colour.

         Rhia was numb with cold but even so she felt a low, visceral fear of the green-brown water and its flanking forest. It couldn’t be real. She had, finally, reached the Otherworld.
         

         The July sun was strong and sharp and eventually warmed them a little. Rhia judged that at least one hundred of the Rajah women were in the barge, sitting on the long side-benches or on the floor, dumbstruck by the mazarine sky. She saw her own uneasiness reflected wherever she looked. Were there beasts in the forest, or in the water? What were those noises they kept hearing, the same as last night – the thumping through the trees and that high-pitched cry that sounded so uncannily like human laughter? ‘Natives,’ said Nelly between clenched teeth and Hail Marys. She was certain she’d end up in a pot before they reached Parramatta. Her soldier was on the barge, though.
         

         The sun rose and they were issued with more of the unleavened bread to stop the gripe of hunger. Another hour passed, or more, before someone screamed. It was so shrill a sound that a great mantle of birds rose from the trees, shrieking in chorus. There was a man on the shore, standing between two white tree trunks, but he was not white. He was as black as polished leather. Dressed in a cloak of patchwork fur and, it appeared, little else, he didn’t move a whisker. He watched with solemn disinterest as they passed. His rod-straight pose and the stoic rills of his face made Rhia wonder, fleetingly, if he might actually be a statue. His face was the mask of time itself, yet there was something hauntingly familiar about him. Perhaps it was the presence of this man’s people that she had felt the moment she stepped onto their land. The barge passed by slowly but he didn’t move or follow them with his eyes.

         When the sun was high above, they chugged over to a cleared part of the shore where there was an inn of sorts. It was an unpainted bungalow with a dangerously leaning verandah. It proved to be little more than a rum shop, and the only fare to be had, besides rum, was something the lubricated innkeeper called kangaroo pie. This was a stew served inside a wedge of the same tasteless bread they had been eating since they arrived. The innkeeper called it ‘damper’, even though it was as dry as the ashes it was baked in. They sat around the dugout fire on logs, eating their kangaroo pie. The meat was, apparently, ‘wild and to be found hereabouts’. The innkeeper might be described in the same way.
         

         There was no tarrying after they had eaten. They returned to the barge, just as the thumping noise started up again, sounding closer than ever. Then something that looked nothing like a bear jumped out in front of their trudging queue. It was gone in a bouncing grey blur that raised a shriek from several women and, again, from a canopy full of birds. When the creature and its noise disappeared, the slightly crazed laughter of the innkeeper could still be heard.

         ‘That there’s a kangaroo,’ he called, between splutters.

         ‘Well,’ spat Nora, with a toss of her head. ‘It’s nought but a monstrous-large hare with the tail of an overgrown rat.’

         Rhia laughed from relief and nerves and because the creature was either the largest rat or the strangest-looking hare she’d ever seen. She could tell Nora had been as shaken as any of them, but she still had her mettle. This, too, was a relief. Rhia didn’t know what she’d do if Nora lost her spite. While there was still one amongst them who couldn’t be broken, they could survive anything. The laughter spread quickly and by the time they reached the barge they were all as merry as if they’d been at the rum.

         The wind was behind them all afternoon and they knew that they had reached their destination when a high stone wall rose up in place of the tree line. It seemed to run for ever along the riverbank. The wall was grey and foreboding and almost made Rhia wish she could remember a prayer.
         

         It could only be a prison.

         Disembodied voices floated across the water, presumably from the unseen township of Parramatta. They pulled into a pier near some towering, blacked iron gates and Rhia caught Nora’s eye. To her astonishment, Nora winked and leaned towards her. ‘It won’t be for ever,’ she said. ‘And whatever you do, Mahoney, don’t let ’em see you’re afraid.’

          
         

         
         

         
            26 July 1841

            
                

            

            I’m losing count of the weeks, but shall never forget the first night. We were gathered together on the spiky lawn at twilight, surrounded by the silhouettes of eucalypts. That’s what the strange trees here are called. They are like sentinels at the edge of the world. That night, the superintendent told us that there are three classes of women here at the House of Female Correction, otherwise known as the female factory. The classes are Crime, General and Merit. The Rajah women are firmly ‘Crime’, and we’ve had our heads shorn again as a mark of this. It was not as bad as that first time at Millbank, but I had only just started to feel less like a hedgehog. I can’t fathom how men put up with prickles on their chins, it is like sleeping on a pincushion.
            

            As to the class system, General class inmates are girls who’ve returned pregnant after being assigned to service. There are a significant number of them. Merit class have managed six months of good behaviour and can leave the grounds, though they must be back by nightfall. If you are Crime, you work all hours. We are the machines in the factory and we are the servants of the ruling class of turnkeys and wardens.

            The superintendent is a heavy-jawed harpy, much like her counterparts in Newgate and Millbank. I realise now how lucky we were to have Miss Hayter on the Rajah (and by the way, Albert told me that she and Captain Ferguson are engaged to be married!). I suppose the superintendent has a name and a mother, but it is hard to imagine it. She presides over a number of outbuildings including stores for wool and flax and places for bleaching cloth.
            

            It took me some time to notice it, but the female factory is not unattractive to look at, for a place so miserable. It is three-storeys of sandstone with a clock tower and cupola and an oak-shingled roof. The upper windows are lead glazed and those below are barred, of course, but still lead-lights. There’s a kitchen and bake house, a spinning room and dungeon-like privies. It is in the privies that all manner of illicit activity takes place, from rum smuggling to trysts with soldiers and, I hear, between women, too.
            

            Inside the main building, the entire ground level is a refectory lined with long, narrow tables and benches, and the floor is paved with slabs of a pale timber called stringy bark. The sleeping quarters, where I am now, are nothing new. By the light of the tallow (the first one I’ve managed to steal) you can just see that the floor is covered with bodies. We sleep on bedrolls that we fold up in the morning, and are so close to each other that if you venture an incautious leg out in the night you can easily start a scuffle. Some of the women have collected scraps of fleece and piled them together to sleep on, but it’s dirty and flea-ridden and I prefer the hard floor and blankets, though they are made from the roughest wool you can imagine. It is spun here at the factory, and it is a coarse tweed that is, not surprisingly, called Parramatta cloth. I’ve heard that it is being exported to England, but I cannot see it making much of an impact – it makes your spun wool seem as soft as silk by comparison, Mamo.

            The warden who is assigned to the spinning room is not unfriendly and is finally answering my questions, now that she sees that I can still spin as fast while she’s talking quietly to me. I’ve learnt that the only market for Parramatta cloth in Australia is for prison clothing. I suppose much of the population of Sydney is clothed in it, then. It is heavy, brown and dowdy, of course, but it is warm. It is winter in Australia while it is summer in Ireland, which still confounds me. I am always cold.
            

            We were set to work the day after we arrived spinning the fleece that comes from the sheep stations north of Sydney. The settlers are paid in cloth, and around four pounds of fleece yields a yard of cloth, so there’s not much in it for them once they’ve paid the surplus of one pound to the government for the cost of manufacture. The Crown is making money from our labour! And this is called free trade.

            There are other officers who aren’t as friendly as the spinning-room warden. Nora has now been sent three times to do hard labour in the grounds, for no more than a sideways stare and a grumble. There is no satisfaction in grumbling when you are made to break stones and dig the hard earth as penance. We are denied tea and sugar for minor offences, and I’ve gone without for my blessed interestedness, otherwise known as asking questions of the wrong warden.

            The spinning room is dim and airless with a smoky fire at one end. There are several women I know working there – Jane and Nelly and Agnes, and Nora when she isn’t being punished. Pearl is always close by Nelly in a willow cradle that someone gave her, and the baby is growing fat and sweet in spite of the misery around her. Nelly’s soldier has applied to make her his wife. I hope she can leave before Pearl grows out of her cradle.

            The women who cannot spin pick the bracken and dagsfrom the fleece, or card the spun wool. The yarn is woven somewhere else in Parramatta, by male convicts on manual looms. Weaving is considered to be men’s work, even here, as though the simple mechanism of a loom is beyond female comprehension.
            

            There are no mills to provide the power for mechanised looms here. It seems that there are precious few in the entire colony. I occasionally think of what Ryan said to me the night he died, when he came to my room. I thought then that it was a dream. He said it was up to me to send a shipload of Australian wool to my mother. Well, here am I spinning the stuff, but I’m damned if I can see how this gets me any closer to shipping it. The oily feel of the fleece and the action of twirling the yarn between my fingertips onto the spindle is such a familiar action that I cannot keep my thoughts from Greystones. I’ve given up on trying to banish thoughts of home because it is only in imagination and memory that I feel alive. My body is always either cold or tired or hungry. I can conjure all sorts of things now. A meal of porter, coddle and soda bread with Annie Kelly’s yellow butter and blackberries with thick cream. Sometimes I can almost feel the cloth that I once wore and, very rarely, I catch a glimmer of a pattern in my mind’s eye, as though it were dancing just out of reach.

            One last thing and then I must sleep, because the bell rings at daybreak and we have only minutes to be ready and at breakfast in the refectory. It is too miserable to be sent to the spinning room hungry as well as cold. The female factory has other functions, besides the spinning of coarse wool. It is a wife market, too, because free men can select a wife from amongst the convict women. None are obliged to leave with their suitors, thank Christ, but I hear that most do, just to be rid of the place.

            Agnes has discovered a roaring trade in buttock and twang and, since she means to run her own place when she’s free, she is keen to have some experience of an Australian brothel. Prostitution is the only means to afford a life outside of the factory, if you have no other skill, and the reason for the number of inmates who return pregnant. Many of the women who are allowed outside the grounds use their leisure time earning a bit extra at their second job. I hear there were several established brothels in Parramatta. I have considered the possibility myself, but am too unskilled.
            

         

          
         

         
         

         
            28 July 1841

            
                

            

            I have met a real Australian now, though I wouldn’t tell anyone but you. I’m certain that it was the same gentleman we saw from the Parramatta River the day we arrived, and now I know why he seemed familiar. I’ve seen him before. I saw him first in the photogenic drawing at Cloak Lane. He was the figure amongst the trees. I swear that it was he. I would say this to none but you.

            He was standing behind an enormous old tree when we were sent to collect firewood after supper in the grounds. If he hadn’t moved, then I would have thought him part of the tree, because his limbs and his fur cape blended so well into the bark in the twilight. It was as if he was waiting for me. A foolish notion, I know. I would have made a sound, but he put a finger to his lips. He greeted me in English, of sorts, and asked me my name and the name of my ship. If he was real, rather than a shadow, then I can’t imagine how he got into the grounds, so I suppose he was a spirit of some kind. This place is swarming with them.
            

            Our property is locked up in one of the stores, to be returned to us when we receive either a ticket of leave, or an offer of marriage. It was easier than I expected to get to my trunk. There are no firm rules against inspecting your own property, and I’ve had my eye on the soldier who guards the stores, and I made sure that he also had his eye on me. The stores are large sheds, made of rough, untreated timber with a corrugated iron roof. The guard is no more than a pimply youth who wears his serge tunic with so much pride that I can tell he’s not yet had reason to think ill of his profession. I smiled at him last time I was collecting firewood and then I decided to try something. I walked right up to him and asked him if I could see if my trunk was safe. It was almost that easy. He wanted a kiss, of course. I gave him a good kiss on the lips, but he must have thought he could have more, and his hand wandered until I had to slap it away. He was disappointed but, thankfully, kept his part of the bargain. The building is the size of a barn and is stacked from top to bottom with the sorriest collection of luggage you’ve ever seen. There are cracks between and across the wall timbers and a dusty lattice of sunlight fell like a net of light across walls stacked with the belongings of the displaced.
            

            There is an alphabetical system of sorts in place, so we knew where to search, and narrowed it down to looking for a brown card label with my name on it. My old trunk looked shamefully handsome amongst threadbare sacks and patched-up carpet bags and wicker baskets. The soldier pulled it across the floor towards me, and I felt afraid to open it, as though it were Pandora’s box. It is too much a reminder of the past.

            The boy had the good grace to go and wait by the door while I took the little key from around my neck and fitted it into the padlock. At first it wouldn’t turn in the lock because it was so rusted up from the sea crossing. But with enough fiddling it sprang open. Inside were the chattels of a forgotten life. I hardly dared touch the pretty gowns and shawls, stays, petticoats, hats, boots and stockings. They belong to someone feminine, refined, not to me with my red raw hands and flea-bitten ankles. Who packed my belongings so carefully and lovingly? It could only have been Antonia. I touched my paints and my ink as though they were lost treasure, and then I saw something else I’d forgotten; the purse where I kept the few guineas I had saved. It felt heavier. The guard was smoking and not paying me any attention, so I opened the clasp. I counted at least seventy sovereigns in silver. More than I ever earned. 
            

         

      

      
    

  
    
      
         
            Parramatta Cloth

         
   
         Jarrah was standing just out of reach of the light from the lantern on George Street, looking pleased with himself. Michael shook his head. ‘You actually found her?’
         

         Jarrah shrugged and smiled, his teeth as white as lamps. ‘She found me, boss, behind a grandfather tree, then the wombat woman shouted at her.’

         ‘She got in strife, then?’

         Jarrah nodded. ‘That’s a bad place.’

         ‘Damn right. I don’t know how you got so good at finding people. It’s quite a talent.’

         Jarrah shrugged. ‘Too much noise here,’ he jabbed his bony finger at Michael’s head, ‘means you don’t hear this,’ he said, poking his belly. ‘Dangerous. You still got that knife?’

         ‘Of course,’ Michael said. The knife was in his boot and he didn’t go anywhere without it. Jarrah had made it for him. He’d seen a big shark or two in his time, but he had no idea how Jarrah got hold of the tooth of one. It must have been a beast, by the size of the tooth. Michael used to wonder what it was about white men that interested Jarrah enough to work for the constabulary, but then Calvin told him how they’d met. Jarrah was only a boy when his parents were hunted and shot by some young constables who thought the life of a black man was as worthless as their own souls. When Calvin found out what had happened, he had the killers tried for a different unsolved murder and they were returned to London to rot in Newgate or face the gallows. Rough justice was what most people got here.
         

         Jarrah turned to go. In a blink he would dissolve into the shadows.

         ‘So I’ll see you by the lagoon at dawn?’ Michael called into the dark.

         ‘Yes, boss. I’ll be there.’ Jarrah’s grin flashed before he disappeared completely, and Michael continued on his way to the Rocks. He and Jarrah had a little errand to run for Calvin, tracking the missing sailor who knew something about the dead Quaker.

         Maggie seemed pleased that he’d decided to ‘stay a spell’ even though she didn’t believe it was just to print one more pamphlet. She knew him too well to ask questions, though. The less she knew, the better for everyone, and she wouldn’t even lose her rent when Michael eventually left. The Stanhope was to be taken over by a Belfast penny-a-liner who’d had a desk at the Sydney Herald briefly, before he’d written something cynical about the governor and the cedar trade.
         

         ‘Evenin’, Michael.’ Maggie had her feet up on the kitchen table and was smoking a cigarillo and reading a copy of Pears’. She imported them for entertainment and loved to tut-tut and shake her head over London frivolity. But at the same time she was examining every detail with deep curiosity; more than was necessary for a woman with such little use for clothing. The slippery cloth of her house gown was hanging either side of her legs, showing her pink stockings and white thighs. Michael couldn’t always command his gaze. His eyes had their own interests.
         

         ‘Evening, Maggie. What news?’

         ‘Oh, I’ve something you’ll like.’

         ‘That right?’
         

         One of the girls wandered in wearing only stays and frilly bloomers. She poured a cup of stewed tea from the iron kettle, and winked at Michael suggestively before she left. He sighed heavily. ‘I’m not a fucking saint,’ he called after her, but she just giggled and wagged her arse at him.

         ‘It’s finally picked up down at the junction,’ said Maggie. ‘One of the Smith boys was in seeing Fran, full of rum and talk, and said he needed extra because they’d soon be working all the nights God made and he wouldn’t see a cunny for that long.’

         ‘How long?’

         ‘Well, Michael, for a boy that age, a week might seem like he’s being a saint, whereas for you, it’s taken years.’

         ‘That’s amusing, Maggie. And thanks for the tip.’

         ‘That’s not all. There’s someone been asking after you down at the quay.’

         Michael was immediately alert. ‘Who?’

         ‘A ship’s boy, according to my man. His name’s Albert and he came in on a transport called Rajah.’
         

         Michael stood up. ‘That’s something needs attending to directly. I’ll be back before you close your shutters – I’ve some work to do downstairs.’

         Maggie shook her head and tut-tutted. ‘I’ll leave the back door on the latch. Be careful, would you?’

         
             

         

         The Portcullis at Circular Quay was the most popular of the seafront taverns because it was the first to refill its casks with Jamaican when a ship came in from the South Americas. Michael still habitually stayed clear of the public houses along the quay which had once reminded him too much of freedom.

         The room was dim, with too few lanterns hanging from the rafters. It smelt as rank as any place full of seafaring men, in spite of the rum fumes and tobacco. Michael ordered a jar, then packed his pipe and settled in to listen to the talk. There were several barefoot lads in canvas breeches behind him, proud of their adventures on various trading craft and transports, and someone was boasting about an encounter with Chinese pirates. The Rajah was the only vessel Michael knew of that had recently had a run-in with a junk. He sauntered over.
         

         ‘Evening, lads.’

         ‘Evenin’ to you,’ said the only boy brave enough to speak. The others looked as though they expected trouble.

         ‘Which of you lads came in on the Rajah?’
         

         ‘James here was the steward,’ said the boy.

         Michael turned his attention to an older, sunburnt lad who looked worried. ‘I hear there was some trouble on your transport?’

         ‘That’s right, but we saw to it,’ he said with false bravado.

         ‘I’m not talking about the pirates, I’m talking about the murder.’

         The boy looked frightened. ‘I wouldn’t know anything about that.’

         ‘Do you know where I can find the ship’s mate, Albert?’

         ‘He’s a wharfie. He’ll be at the last pier. There’s a clipper put in from Ceylon.’

         Michael left the tavern and walked along the quay. The yellow gaslight lent the activity along the wharves an eerie, jaundiced rhythm. There was only one other ship in, besides the one at the end of the quay, but there were still navvies heaving sacks and crates about, and a herd of merino getting in the way of everything.

         At the last pier was a pretty clipper with Oriental characters painted around her prow. It looked as though she was all but unloaded, since a huddle of young wharfies were sitting on the edge of the pier, dangling their legs above the inky, lapping sea and smoking. Michael approached them. ‘Any of you boys called Albert?’
         

         The smallest narrowed his eyes and looked Michael over. ‘What’s it to you?’

         ‘My name’s Michael Kelly. Will you take a walk with me?’ Albert was on his feet instantly and, without a backward glance at his scruffy colleagues, fell into step with Michael to the end of the pier and down onto the sand.

         When they were out of earshot, Albert squinted at Michael with the same half-suspicious scrutiny. ‘You a friend of Mahoney?’

         ‘If you mean Rhia, then yes, I used to work for her family back home.’

         Albert nodded. ‘That’s what she told me. She’s gone upriver to Parramatta.’

         ‘Aye, I know that. I heard you’ve been asking after me.’

         Albert hesitated. ‘I’ve a letter for you.’

         ‘A letter? Well I’ll be blowed. I suppose it’s at your lodgings?’

         Albert shook his head. ‘Wouldn’t be safe there, would it?’ He reached deep into the inside pocket of his too-big sailor’s coat and pulled out a piece of cartridge paper, folded into a small square and tied with a piece of string. He handed it to Michael solemnly. Michael untied the string and unfolded the paper. She had a pretty hand, he thought. Unusual ink, though. You didn’t see much sepia. Michael always used black for the press.

         
            Dear Mr Kelly,

            
                

            

            I asked Albert to try and find you, and to destroy this if he doesn’t. I am guessing that you know of my uncle’s death and of my situation – Thomas told me that he writes to you regularly. I will not waste precious paper trying to convince you of my innocence.
            

            A man was murdered on the Rajah. Perhaps you have heard. His name was Laurence Blake and he was the cousin by marriage of Antonia Blake, the kind Quaker with whom I lodged in London. Laurence was a photogenic portraitist, and before he died he made a portrait of five gentlemen. The gentlemen did not sit for Laurence himself, and I will not go into the complicated means by which he obtained the negative of the portrait, but it was intended to reach a woman by the name of Eliza Green, the mother of Mrs Blake’s maid, Juliette. According to Juliette (who, I admit, is a little batty) one of the gentlemen in the portrait is a murderer, and only her mother can identify him. I have no idea why, and realise as I write this how unlikely it all sounds. As far as I know, Eliza Green is currently employed as a housekeeper on a sheep station somewhere called Rose Hill.
            

            When Laurence died, the portrait disappeared from his cabin. The negative was in the safe keeping of Margaret, one of the Rajah convicts, and that too is gone. Margaret herself died before we reached Sydney and before I could discover where she hid the negative. I fear she might have kept it about her person, and took it with her to her watery grave. The disappearance of the portrait is a mystery that may or may not be connected to Laurence’s death. Because the Rajah was close to the port of Rio at the time, it is possible that he was killed for his money, since his purse was also stolen. Perhaps the killer thought the portrait was of some value, since photogenic drawings are still very rare. Without it, we will never know if one of the five men really is a murderer, or if Juliette’s nerves have created a phantom. Two of the gentlemen in the portrait were my uncle Ryan and Mrs Blake’s husband, Josiah. It leaves only three alive.
            

            I was assigned to a botanist as his servant throughout the voyage. His name is Mr Reeve, and he seems to me largely sensible, if dull and irritating. As you see, I am still as intolerant as I ever was. In fact, I am worse. I have confided some of the above to Mr Reeve in the hope that he might be able to help. Perhaps he has discovered something else?

            I hope that we meet again one day.

            
                

            

            Rhiannon Mahoney

         

         Michael reread the letter while Albert waited, restlessly kicking the sand and smoking. He folded it and put it in his pocket, shaking his head.

         ‘Well, what did she say?’ Albert coaxed impatiently.

         ‘You haven’t read it?’

         ‘Course I haven’t bloody read it.’

         Of course he hadn’t. He couldn’t read. ‘She was telling me about a murder and a certain portrait and a certain botanist.’

         ‘Reeve.’ Albert looked like he’d smelt something rotten.

         ‘You don’t like him?’

         ‘He pretends to be a gentleman but you can tell he isn’t.’

         ‘You know a lot, Master Albert.’

         ‘It’s how I get by.’

         ‘Aye, and me.’ Michael grinned. The boy would be all right. ‘Is there any other reason you don’t like this Mr Reeve?’

         Albert looked uncertain for a moment, then he shrugged. ‘I thought I saw him snooping around on the night Mr Blake got it in the neck, and if he wasn’t so weak-kneed I’d say he might have done the killing himself.’

         Michael looked at him sharply.

         ‘Did you tell any of the ship’s officers this?’
         

         ‘Course I did. I told Wardell, the Whitehall guv.’ Albert looked down at his bare feet and kicked some sand. ‘Wardell said it would take someone strong and clever, and that that ruled out Reeve. He told me to stop nosing around and stirring up trouble.’

         ‘And did you tell Rhia?’

         Albert shook his head. ‘She had enough troubles, losing her friend.’

         ‘Was Laurence Blake her sweetheart, then?’

         Albert shrugged again. ‘She said he wasn’t.’

         ‘And do you know where this Mr Reeve is now?’

         ‘I heard he’s got lodgings in the bachelor rooms on Elizabeth Street.’ Albert looked at his feet again. ‘If you see her will you tell her I was asking after her?’

         ‘Sure I will.’ Michael stretched out his hand and Albert took it, shaking it firmly. The boy turned away and walked back along the sand. He reminded Michael of someone. It took him a minute, then he realised – he reminded him of his younger self.

      

      
    

  
    
      
         
         

         
            Worsted

         
   
         Antonia ascended the last few stone steps of the London Globe building feeling increasingly nervous. She was convinced that Mr Dillon’s invitation was not a courtesy. He was not a courteous man.
         

         Still, it was a relief to leave Fleet Street behind. There had been a fracas outside the Parcel Delivery Office because a wagon had tipped coming through the archway of Temple Bar. A lone constable was grappling with a band of enterprising urchins who were helping themselves to the parcels.

         Inside, the reception hall was not the hushed sanctuary Antonia had imagined. Corridors seemed to run in every direction, and messenger boys and clerks flew past at speed with arms full of type-trays or paper, or commodious ledgers. Studious-looking men with woolly side-whiskers and cheroots gathered in huddles at the necks of the corridors. Everyone had an air of self-importance and a sense of urgency.

         Antonia perched on the edge of a bench and smoothed her skirts. She had not worn twilled wool since before her marriage. She found that it cheered her, after all, to surrender to small vanities.

         ‘Good morning, Mrs Blake.’ Antonia jumped. Mr Dillon was smiling. His cutaway coat was a little dramatic and his long hair was tied back. He looked more like a poet than a newspaperman.

         He lowered his voice. ‘In this building the walls are always listening, but there is somewhere quiet, close by.’
         

         Antonia stood, relieved to be leaving so quickly. ‘Then lead the way.’

         The press of Fleet Street swept them up immediately, past the tempting window displays of bookbinders, stationers and dealers in all commodities from escritoires and repositories to fancy inkwells and old-fashioned quills. Antonia averted her eyes from the seduction of a patent account book.

         Mr Dillon was striding without a sideways glance but he seemed to sense her mood. ‘Fleet Street can be a vexation to the spirit,’ he said. ‘Do you object to entering a church, Mrs Blake?’

         ‘Is that where you are taking me?’

         ‘It seems appropriate. The order that built this church had interests in common with your own.’ They were walking through Temple Bar. He could only be referring to one church. ‘I know little about the Templars,’ she said warily. He looked surprised.

         ‘Weren’t they also persecuted because of their independence and their wealth? I hear that this church was a depository bank and a residence for visiting kings, as well as a place of worship. That sounds very Quakerly to me! There is something pleasingly practical and unholy about the place,’ he finished, with a sideways look at her to see if she was convinced.

         Antonia smiled. ‘Then I can enter with conscience.’

         Mr Dillon nodded. ‘I can see some of the logic in your faith, Mrs Blake. I suppose it is not easily … impressed by ritual and decoration. But isn’t there innocent pleasure to be had from the vainglorious that is not a distraction from godliness?’

         Antonia sighed. How could he know that this was precisely what preoccupied her? ‘It isn’t possible to ignore the material world, Mr Dillon, especially not for my gender. The female eye seeks out detail and harmony. Quakerism is more a journey inwards than a display of outward devotion.’
         

         ‘But you are displaying your own brand of devotion by the very plainness of your dress, and by your code of conduct.’ He was a terrier. He would not let something alone until it was in shreds.

         ‘We cannot avoid appearances,’ she said, carefully. ‘Even if one turns away from the looking-glass, one’s reflection is always to be seen in others.’ How well she knew it.

         He looked thoughtful as they entered at the great medieval doors. The circular nave at the end of the long chancel was almost deserted. The gothic widows of its turret were positioned so that the stone flags and the vaulted arches and marble pillars were lit to their best advantage. Of course, the elegant symmetry was cleverly designed to evoke reverence, but she felt soothed just the same.

         Mr Dillon led her to a carved stone bench in a private gallery off the nave, and they sat quietly for a moment before he spoke. ‘I’ve brought you here, where it is peaceful, because what I have to say is … difficult.’

         Antonia braced herself. ‘More ill tidings?’

         ‘It has taken some time to unearth the paperwork at the Jerusalem, but I have evidence that Isaac Fisher and Ryan Mahoney were the signatories on the hire of the barque Mathilda on at least two occasions, between Calcutta and Lintin Island. The purpose of both voyages was to ship several hundred caskets of opium resin.’
         

         Antonia’s heart felt like lead. It did not seem possible. He dropped his voice. ‘What I propose is conjecture only. I have no evidence. You may recall that last Christmas Isaac denied knowledge of a letter written by your late husband?’

         ‘Yes,’ Antonia whispered, afraid of what he would suggest. 

         ‘I suspected at the time that he was lying. If he wasn’t, then he was certainly concealing something. It is possible, Mrs Blake, that Isaac thinks your husband’s letter incriminates him. If so, he might also believe that Ryan told both Rhia and Laurence what was in the letter. He may have decided that it was safer to have Rhia out of the way. And you told me yourself that Isaac helped Laurence to secure a last-minute berth on the Rajah. It would not be unfeasible to arrange for Laurence to be killed on the ship. The port of Rio is full of mercenaries for hire, if the price is right.’
         

         Antonia’s head was spinning. What treachery would this man suggest next? ‘Isaac could not arrange for the deaths of three innocent men, you do not know him!’

         ‘I want to be wrong, Mrs Blake. I hope with all my heart that I am. But we both know that Isaac Fisher is in financial trouble, which will make him unpopular with the Quakers and, if he is excommunicated from your faith, it would mean his certain ruin as a trader, wouldn’t it?’

         ‘Yes, but …’ Antonia could think of no defence for Isaac but that she simply could not believe him to be a criminal. He was a liberal, yes, but surely not so much that he would stoop to an immoral trade. If Isaac and Ryan had been profiting from the sale of opium then what had they to show for it? Where was the money? ‘I simply cannot believe it, not until I have seen Josiah’s letter myself.’

         Dillon nodded. ‘Of course. The letter.’ He looked like he was weighing something up. Was he deciding what to tell her? He hesitated; then he frowned. ‘I have discovered its whereabouts. I managed to make myself enough of a nuisance to Ryan’s solicitor. As I explained to him, I merely wanted his help with a piece I’m writing on one of the oldest brothels in St Giles, knowing as I do that he is familiar with the establishment. He quickly admitted that there is a letter that bears the stamp of the postmaster of Bombay in his vault along with Ryan’s will.’
         

         Antonia held her breath. ‘Will he allow it?’

         ‘He cannot break the law, and neither can we. Ryan’s papers may not be released until a magistrate’s signature testifies that the death was not a case of self-murder. I appealed against that decree, on the grounds of insufficient evidence. I expect Rhia’s pardon will have reached Sydney by now,’ he added, perhaps in an attempt to cheer her. ‘The mail clippers travel much faster than the passenger transports.’ He paused. ‘As to the other matter …’ he trailed off as if he’d had second thoughts about what he was going to say.

         ‘The other matter?’

         ‘How is your maid?’

         ‘She has calmed down. She has always been troubled.’

         ‘I am intrigued by her case and have posted a notice which is to be circulated to all the newspaper’s regional offices. I have suggested that, should a certain twenty-year-old forging racket in Manchester be dug up, it could warrant an inch or two in the national paper. That’s enough to have many a penny-a-liner looking through the piles of yellowed newsprint in basements.’

         Antonia sat with her hands clasped, willing herself to be soothed by the cool air and rarefied light in the nave. She was not soothed, she was anxious and confused. ‘Why should you care, Mr Dillon?’

         He looked surprised, then thoughtful. ‘I suppose I have an appetite for justice. It makes me an unpopular dinner guest. My brother was killed by lies. He died alone in an opium den in Canton. And now Laurence. People who don’t deserve to die. You must be careful not to reveal either what you know or what you suspect, Mrs Blake. I’m merely investigating a hunch. I have other hunches as well, but I’d prefer to keep these to myself for the moment. Tell me, when is Mr Fisher due to return from India?’
         

         ‘The Mathilda is expected in January.’
         

         ‘Later than you anticipated?’

         ‘Yes. They are detained in Calcutta.’ Antonia put her hand to her mouth. Perhaps they were detained because either Mathilda or Sea Witch was somewhere between Calcutta and Lintin Island! She looked at Mr Dillon. ‘Do you think we should tell Mr Montgomery? The clippers are jointly owned.’
         

         ‘Absolutely not. I insist, Mrs Blake, that this is not to be discussed with anyone.’
         

         Antonia shook her head. She still couldn’t believe it. ‘I shall pray for courage,’ she said.

         ‘If that will help, Mrs Blake, then that is what you must do.’
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         Elizabeth Street, with its scenic view across Hyde Park, was not a part of town that Michael frequented. It was gentrified, inhabited by solicitors, physicians and clergymen, and held little interest for him. Elizabeth Street was the perfect address for someone he already disliked.
         

         Mr Reeve’s room was easily found. It was in a two-storey timber house with a sign on the gate that read Rooms available for respectable gentlemen. On the other side of the glass-panelled front door stretched a long, narrow corridor, along which were several closed doors. On a dresser was a row of letterboxes labelled neatly with room numbers and tenants’ names.
         

         The man looked a little startled when he opened the door to his unannounced visitor. He also looked as spineless as Albert had made him out to be. He was dressed in shirtsleeves and a rather shabby tweed waistcoat and breeches, but he had the air of someone who thought he was important. He was, at a glance, a man with aspirations.

         ‘Good evening,’ he said to Michael, with a discernible quaver. ‘I was not expecting a caller.’

         ‘My name’s Kelly. I’m an acquaintance of Rhia Mahoney. May I come in?’

         Mr Reeve looked like he might close the door in Michael’s face, so he took the precaution of placing a boot inside the doorframe. ‘I won’t take much of your time, I’ve only a question or two for you and then I’ll be on my way.’
         

         A flicker of fear lit the young man’s characterless face before it was disguised by a stiff, unnatural smile. ‘Of course, Mr Kelly. Come in.’

         The room was not large. It was furnished with a pine bed and a small table. On the table was an enormous book and half a glass of claret. There was a fire in the grate. Piled up on the floor, and on top of a portmanteau against the wall, were a great number of cigar boxes.

         Michael had no interest in putting this man at ease. He may as well just get to the point and see what happened. ‘I’ve reason to believe that you stole a portrait from the cabin of Laurence Blake.’

         Mr Reeve was clearly afraid now. He began sweating in spite of the chill in the building. These timber frames were built for long, hot summers rather than short cold winters. He hid his fear reasonably well with arrogance. ‘What business is it of yours?’

         Michael took a step closer to where the man was standing with his back to the fire. He was not planning on losing his temper, but there was no harm in showing that he had one. ‘The thing is, I’ve made it my business to protect the interests of the Mahoneys. They’re friends. But that notion probably isn’t familiar to you. Now, why don’t you go and get that portrait, so I can have a look at it?’
         

         Something in his tone seemed to strike a chord. Reeve cast one last resentful look at Michael before he went to the table and removed a stiff piece of parchment from one of the back leaves of the book. He returned slowly, keeping the image against his chest. Michael held out his hand, but the botanist was staring at him, his eyes darting around with a look of wild indecision. Michael stepped closer, within striking distance. He felt his fist clench, that reflex. He unclenched it. ‘I’ll only say this once. Hand it over, or I’ll have it my way.’
         

         With a final grimace, Reeve held out the parchment, but just as Michael thought he would relinquish it, he threw it into the fire. It turned the flames blue and green and then it was only a twist of ash. The last expression on the botanist’s face, before Michael’s fist connected with his jaw, was of smug complicity. The blow sent him sprawling backwards onto the floor. Michael didn’t look at him again. He left the room, closing the door quietly behind him.

         As he walked along the edge of Hyde Park, he cursed with frustration for allowing it to happen. Then, with some effort, put the incident firmly from his mind. No point in ruining an otherwise fine evening. He noticed how the pearly crescent of the moon hung behind the row of seedling Norfolk pines. He noticed how neatly the flowerbeds were dug where the rose bushes had been planted, incongruously, amongst ferns and spiky native shrubs. As if you could tame this land. He’d only returned from the bush with Jarrah that morning, and he was looking forward to a draught of stout and a meal that didn’t still have its fur on.

         Should he tell Calvin about the missing sailor first, or about an unconscious botanist lying in a bachelor room on Elizabeth Street? Either way it was time to give the Port Authority an update. Calvin would either be at the White Horse on Pitt Street or with a lady friend. The establishment Calvin preferred wasn’t called a brothel; it was a Gentleman’s Club, and the prostitutes were a cut above Maggie’s girls. Even Maggie would admit it. They were cleaner, better dressed and more discreet. They were also more expensive.
         

         It was early yet. Cal was probably still at the tavern.

         The White Horse was where the wigs and uniforms of Sydney took their drink, and there wasn’t a dusty boot or a dirty fingernail in sight. Sure enough, Cal was settled in a snug with an ale and a broadsheet. Michael got himself a jar and sat down opposite him. ‘Evening, Calvin.’
         

         ‘Michael.’

         ‘It’s a shame to disturb you when you’re off duty.’

         ‘I’m never off duty.’

         Michael nodded. It was true. He told the policeman about the remote squatter’s hut where they’d found evidence of a camp, and how Jarrah pointed out the flattened kikuyu grass and the tracks in the dust; signs that a drover had come through with a herd of cattle. Jarrah probably could have told Michael how many cattle exactly, had he wanted to know. Calvin’s man had camped in the hut for a few nights and then, when opportunity called, had gone off with an overlander. Chances were he wouldn’t get anywhere near as far as the northern plains before he realised droving was no life for a sailor. He’d be back, and Calvin would be waiting for him.

         ‘That isn’t all,’ Michael said, when he’d completed his report and taken a long draught. ‘I wonder if you’d make some enquiries about a passenger on the Rajah for me.’
         

         ‘The transport the Mahoney woman came in on? Would this have anything to do with the death I told you about on that transport?’

         ‘Aye. I might just be going quietly doolally, but I’ve got a hunch there’s a connection between the Quaker who died in Bombay, the murder on the Rajah, and Rhia Mahoney.’
         

         ‘I hope you aren’t going to tell me she’s in on it, Michael.’

         ‘Not a chance.’

         ‘That’s good, because she’s been pardoned.’

         ‘Jesus. What? Are you sure?’

         ‘Sure I’m sure. I was at the governor’s office today handing over all my paperwork and I saw her name on the list.’
         

         ‘Well I’ll be damned. This just gets curiouser all the time. I don’t suppose there’s a chance you could get your hands on that document; speed things up a little?’

         ‘Of course I can, Michael. There’s no point wearing a hat like a toy soldier if you can’t bend the rules a little now and then.’ He lifted his glass. ‘Cheers. Here’s to freeing the bloody Irish.’

         Michael grinned and lifted his own. ‘Aye. Cheers.’
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         Rhia didn’t recognise the man in the visitor’s cell. She supposed he was shopping for a wife. The lines etched into his face and the Parramatta shirting placed him as a convict, or an ex-convict.
         

         When he smiled she knew him instantly.

         ‘You’ve grown up,’ Michael Kelly said, ‘though you looked better with your hair.’ The sight of Michael Kelly, here at the ends of the earth, was a joy as fathomless as all of the oceans she had crossed, something beyond all the months of fear and loneliness. She reached across the table and took his hands in hers. Michael’s hands were rough and sunburnt brown, and he gripped her as if she might try and get away.

         As if she would.

         She held back her tears, and she could see that he was doing the same.

         ‘I’ve something for you.’ He reached into a pocket inside his waistcoat and laid a thick, brown envelope on the table. Rhia picked it up, her hands shaking so much that she wondered if she could even open it. She turned it over. The wax seal was scarlet. She peered at it, trying to make out the insignia.

         ‘That is the seal of the Governor of New South Wales,’ said Michael quietly. This meant nothing to Rhia. She looked to the superintendent, who stood with her arms crossed and her eyebrows raised.

         ‘Now, we don’t see one of them often,’ the superintendent grunted, but her voice had a less aggressive quality. Usually the woman talked in a low growl, as though she was some kind of sheep hound. Now she just shrugged. ‘You’d better open it, hadn’t you, Mahoney?’
         

         Rhia broke the seal. The document was brief, only a few lines. It made her crumple. Michael made no attempt to interfere with her messy weeping except to give her his handkerchief and tell her it was clean. The superintendent remained silent, in spite of the noise.

         ‘I hope those are happy tears,’ Michael said when she quietened enough for him to get a word in.

         Rhia laughed and the sound startled her. When had she last laughed? She looked at the single page in front of her, at the one sentence that mattered: This ticket of leave is granted to the prisoner of Her Majesty, Rhiannon Mahoney. There was a date, 4 October 1841, that meant nothing to her – could be tomorrow, or long weeks ago, she had lost track. She blinked and straightened her back, feeling freedom surge up her spine and into her limbs.
         

         ‘But why are you delivering my pardon, Mr Kelly?’ There were any number of things she could have asked him. Why he was still in Australia, how he knew where to find her, what on earth she should do now. She was full of questions, but too light-headed to care much about answers.

         ‘Let’s just say I know someone.’

         Rhia was trying to comprehend what the document in her hands actually meant. ‘Then whoever committed the crime I was accused of has confessed?’

         Michael laughed mirthlessly. ‘What a fine thing, to hear that someone still expects the best from people, even after spending the better half of a year in the company of prisoners.’

         ‘I’ve spent the better part of a year in very good company, and I’ve learnt a thing or two.’ Neither of these things had occurred to Rhia before this moment, and she suddenly felt like weeping all over again.
         

         ‘I can see that, but we’re taking up the good superintendent’s valuable time. I don’t expect you’ve much in the way of goods and chattels?’

         ‘A trunk in the lock-up.’

         ‘A trunk! You’re travelling in style then. There’s a barge departing Parramatta at sunset that will have us in Sydney just after sun-up tomorrow.’

         The first leg of her journey towards freedom. It must be a dream.

         
             

         

         Taking her leave from the female factory took little time. In the cold spinning room, Jane was immediately tearful and Georgina pretended to be happy for her. Rhia had not expected to feel any sadness in leaving, but these women had become like family, and suddenly, they no longer had anything in common, and they all knew it. They probably thought she would forget them. As if she would.

         Nora and Agnes were in the kitchen garden with a dozen or so others, in their thick brown aprons, breaking the hard earth as penance for their unbreakable spirits. Nora straightened up when she saw Rhia. She stood still, resting on her spade, in defiance of the warden at the other end of the patch. ‘Didn’t I tell you, Mahoney, that it wouldn’t be for ever? You’ve got our blessing, hasn’t she, Agnes?’ Agnes nodded, but she wasn’t brave enough to stop digging. ‘We always knew you weren’t a thief,’ she said, with her sly grin.

         ‘Well thanks for nothing, then,’ said Rhia with a small laugh. She wouldn’t cry. She hadn’t ever dared to cry in front of Nora and she wasn’t about to start now.

         ‘Give my love to damp and dreary London and don’t forget us,’ was all Nora had time to say before the warden bore down on them, scowling at Rhia and giving Nora a shove in the ribs to get her back to work. Nora winked at her and went back to digging and humming to herself cheerfully, making the warden stew all the more.
         

         In the sleeping quarters, Rhia collected her red book from beneath her bedroll and walked, without a backward look, from the last place in which she would ever dream of freedom.

         In the superintendent’s office, where she had to sign something, she listened inattentively to passionless words of caution and advice. The world was full of temptation and sin and Rhia was being given a second chance. She turned away while the superintendent was still sermonising, and walked out the door.

         Michael collected her at the gates in a cart that had her trunk tied with a rope in the back. They drove through Parramatta on a wide dusty road with bungalows either side and horses tethered to verandahs. The town had the vaguely desolate air of a place that was waiting to be noticed, or to be called home.

         ‘There’s an inn this side of town where you can bathe and change,’ Michael said after they’d gone a mile or two in silence. ‘I don’t expect you’ll be wanting to wear that fine uniform any longer than necessary.’

         ‘No, I don’t,’ Rhia agreed. The thought of taking off the coarse cloth and never putting it on again made her want to dance a jig. There was so much to say and, at the same time, nothing. There was plenty of time for talking.

         The inn was whitewashed stone, low and long, with a neat drive and a canopy of tall, purple flowering trees behind.

         ‘Jacaranda,’ Michael said, smiling at her wide-eyed gaze. ‘That’s what the Originals called them. First sign that summer’s on the way. I sure won’t be missing the summers here. I’ll tip my hat to the damp and the cold and the fog from now until the end of my days.’
         

         ‘It’s a long time you’ve been here.’

         ‘Aye, it’s a long time.’

         If the innkeeper’s wife thought it unusual that someone with a shorn head and convict’s clothes should want a room for the afternoon, she didn’t show it, not after Michael had paid her. She bustled around in a spartan room with a fireplace, bare floorboards and an iron bed that felt to Rhia like a queen’s chamber. She put a copper hipbath by the fire and poured in kettle after kettle until it was full of warm water, then threw in a handful of eucalypt leaves and left Rhia to bathe.

         The bath was large enough to sit in with her knees pulled up. The warm water slipped over her limbs like silk. She still couldn’t believe that she had woken this morning in prison and was now bathing in scented water. She didn’t step out of it until the water was cold and her teeth chattering.

         She lay on the bed, simply, indulgently, because she could. It was not a soft bed, but it smelt of sunlight and linen. Her trunk sat in the middle of the floor. She hardly dared to open it, dress in something that was not the colour of dirt, pretend to be someone that she knew she would never be again.

         She edged towards the trunk slowly and lifted the lid. Before, when there was no chance of wearing the clothes that lay within, it had been safe to look. She removed the gown that lay closest to the top, her green alpaca. She was a stranger to every detail of freedom, and suddenly the idea of being faced with a choice scared her. She rummaged around for a shawl, stockings and boots, hardly caring if they matched, hardly remembering that, once, the minutiae was meticulously chosen and coordinated. She dressed slowly, half remembering, half forgetting the downy feel of a cashmere petticoat against her legs, silk stockings sliding through her fingers, the soft leather of calfskin.
         

         She could hear Michael Kelly outside, presumably talking to the innkeeper on the verandah. The hallway was timber from floor to ceiling and ran the length of the building. Halfway along it stood a mirrored dresser. She could not remember the last time she had seen her own face. It was in another life. She knew she should walk past the glass without looking.

         But she couldn’t.

         She turned towards the glass slowly. A startled creature stared back. Could this face be her own? Her skin was darker by a shade, and her spiky hair made her look boyish. Her face was narrower and her eyes seemed larger. Her dress looked too big. She leaned closer. The skin beneath her eyes looked bruised. She turned away. She had seen enough.

         When Michael saw her, clean and in her own clothes, he looked surprised. Presumably she now looked more like a woman. She didn’t feel it.

         ‘I’ve asked for a meal,’ he said. ‘You could use some meat by the look of you. They’ve only emu and kangaroo, though. Closest thing you’ll get to pheasant or rabbit.’

         ‘Emu is a bird?’

         ‘Aye, a big one.’

         Rhia didn’t care what she ate, she didn’t care about anything except that she could sit on the steps looking out at gum trees without feeling like their alabaster trunks were the bars of her prison. The sky had turned indigo. The land was alive. She didn’t belong here. The spirits of this place wished only to be left alone.

         The innkeeper served some kind of home-made ale and they drank a toast to freedom and to Ireland. Michael wanted to know some things, so she told him everything she could think of; what had happened in London, what had happened on the transport.
         

         ‘I visited your Mr Reeve in Sydney,’ he said when she paused and took a sip from her cup. The home-brew was strong and sharp and you could taste the sun and the eucalypt and the red dirt in it. ‘He’s a liar,’ Michael added, then proceeded to tell her why. Rhia’s head started to spin. The very idea that Mr Reeve was part of it seemed a remote possibility. She couldn’t understand it. Michael wanted to know everything she could think of about the botanist, the things they’d spoken of, his behaviour towards her, his reaction to Laurence’s death. When he told her what had happened to the portrait, her heart sank.

         ‘How will Eliza Green be able to tell us if one of the men is a murderer if the portrait is destroyed?’

         ‘I thought there was a template somewhere?’ Michael said. ‘Isn’t it like a stereograph, this uncanny portraiture?’

         Rhia shook her head. ‘The negative is made of paper and it was lost.’

         Michael looked thoughtful. ‘I say we pay this Eliza a visit. The sheep station where she works is this side of Sydney.’ He looked at her plate, pleased to see that she had made short work of her meat. ‘It’s almost time to go,’ he said.

         The passenger barge to Sydney was more comfortable and less crowded than the one that was used for ferrying prisoners upriver. Rhia had room to stretch out on an upholstered bench, though she didn’t believe she would sleep a wink on a night such as this. She had never seen so many stars, and the lantern of the Queen of the Night was full and luminous.
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         A river had borne her away at sunrise, and now a new sunrise and another river would carry her back home. It could only be Dillon who was responsible for her pardon. She didn’t expect that he would ever forgive her. If she hadn’t been on the Rajah, Laurence would be alive.
         

         Rhia sat up and looked around for Michael. He was sitting where he’d been last night, at the aft of the barge where he could keep an eye on things. He had acquired a wary edge that she didn’t remember in the old Michael Kelly. He was changed, like her. He saw her stir and came to join her.

         ‘I’ve had a word with the captain,’ he said, ‘and he’s agreed to let us off at the Rose Hill jetty, a few miles upriver of Sydney. He’ll deliver your trunk to the Port Authority. It will be safe there.’

         Rhia nodded. ‘I wonder what Eliza will think of her daughter’s ideas.’

         ‘What do you think of them?’

         What did she think? Juliette belonged to another life. ‘I think she’s less than sensible and more than a little odd. But I suppose there’s always a chance that she’s right.’

         ‘Ah yes, the men in the portrait.’ Michael was squinting at the tree line as though trying to piece something together. ‘There’s Ryan and the Quaker Josiah Blake, and what about the three who are still alive?’

         ‘Mr Montgomery is the Regent Street mercer I worked for, then there’s his associate Mr Beckwith, and another Quaker trader, Isaac Fisher. Isaac is a friend of the Blakes.’
         

         Michael nodded as he sat filling his pipe and looking out over the green water. Some slim silvery fish were leaping into the air a short distance from the boat. ‘Do you know anything about the nature of their common business? Michael asked, lighting a cigarette.

         ‘They own two ships. The Blakes and Isaac buy American cotton and have it spun in English mills and then woven, dyed and printed in India. Mr Montgomery buys silk from China and France, and Ryan, as you know, was an importer and exporter, not only of Mahoney Linen, but many other cloths. He supplied several London mercers, including the Montgomery Emporium.’

         Rhia watched Michael register all of this, but she couldn’t tell what he was thinking. ‘I heard about Josiah Blake’s death,’ he said, ‘and I heard that he knew something he shouldn’t have and that he was killed for it.’

         Rhia remembered the conversation she had heard between Sid and Dillon at the Red Lion. ‘Could he have been shipping opium?’

         Michael shrugged. ‘He could have been.’

         Rhia remembered something else. ‘My uncle received a letter from Josiah Blake, sent from Bombay before he died. The letter could not be found, but Mr Dillon seems to think it important.’

         ‘Who is Mr Dillon?’

         ‘A journalist. A friend of Laurence’s. He thinks Ryan was involved in the China trade.’

         ‘Ryan? Opium?’ Michael looked doubtful.

         Rhia nodded, relieved that he didn’t believe it either. ‘But how did you know about Josiah Blake?’

         ‘The shipping news isn’t always printed. Plenty of sailors who work in Calcutta and Bombay come through Sydney. Bad news travels farthest and fastest.’
         

         The barge was slowing and heading for a jetty almost hidden by mangroves. The tangle of submerged trees was home to an entire flock of crimson and blue parakeets, of jewel colour.

         Michael stood up. ‘I reckon this is our stop.’

         He held out his hand to help Rhia onto the jetty, but she leapt from the shallow hull without needing to take it. The rocking of a craft on the water no longer destabilised her, and neither did the unknown depths beneath it. She now knew depths more worthy of fear.

         They walked cautiously along the sagging timbers of the jetty. There was a clearing, and behind it towered the trees, the colour of clean silver. Michael sat down on a fallen trunk as though he was waiting for somebody. Rhia sat beside him. The wild land rang with sound; a concerto of birdsong and trilling cicadas and rustling, scuttling creatures. There was a familiar thumping close by and, as usual, Rhia jumped. She might have acquired sea legs but she couldn’t get used to kangaroos. In amongst the misty green of the eucalypts were clusters of brick red and golden yellow. She registered the colours and patterns and stored them away. Something had begun to stir in her. Perhaps Cerridwen was feeling more generous.

         ‘What are we waiting for?’ she asked Michael

         ‘A friend,’ he said. Rhia thought he was joking. It was hard to tell. Michael had always been dry, but now he was dry as dust. She asked him the names of the red and yellow trees. ‘Waratah and wattle,’ he said.

         Colour was returning.

         When a man materialised from the trees, Rhia recognised him. This time, though, he was dressed in breeches and braces and a too-small shirt, without boots or stockings. His calves were long and thin, though ridged with muscle, and his bare feet looked like dusty shoe leather.
         

         ‘Morning, boss.’ The shining black face grinned from ear to ear as though he was enjoying a private joke.

         ‘Morning, Jarrah. You’ll have met Rhia Mahoney.’ Jarrah nodded at her, still grinning.

         ‘So,’ said Michael, ‘how far is this place?’

         ‘Not far, boss. Follow me.’

         Jarrah walked through the dry underbrush, as though he was following an invisible path. He seemed to flow through the land soundlessly, almost without touching it; the low hanging branches and spiky shrubs barely moved as he passed.

         Rhia picked up her skirts and did her best to keep up. Her cumbersome clothing seemed a little ridiculous in these conditions. She didn’t especially mind the prickle of heat though, nor the insects that swarmed around her face. She could have walked all day, now she was free to.

         Michael stopped abruptly in front of her and she almost collided with him. In front of him, Jarrah stood unmoving, his hand held up to signal that they should be still. At first Rhia wondered why he didn’t just step over the branch lying on the ground in front of him, but then the branch curled and slid sideways. It was a brown snake. Jarrah moved so quickly that she couldn’t say how he suddenly came to be holding the tail of a four-foot snake, and cracking its head to the ground as though it were a whip. In another moment he had it draped around his neck. ‘That fella nearly got me,’ he chuckled over his shoulder as he started walking again. ‘Now he’s breakfast.’

         They came to the edge of the forest and a vast acreage of cleared land. At the end of a winding drive was a long, low, stone bungalow surrounded by an elegant verandah with pretty iron railings. Lace curtains stirred between open doors. The cleared land was fenced for miles around and hundreds of sheep were grazing in the fields beyond. No wonder the graziers of Australia could produce such fine merino – the conditions here were perfect and the land just went on and on. Rhia had heard that this continent was the size of Europe and, looking at the endless sky, she believed it could be true.
         

         They stepped from the cover of the trees, but Jarrah stayed, collecting bark and twigs to make a fire so that he could cook his snake. He said he’d keep some for them in the ashes, and Rhia said that she wasn’t very hungry.

         They didn’t get far along the drive before two mongrel dogs came hurtling towards them as though they were escaped sheep. A moment later a thin, anxious-looking woman appeared on the verandah, wiping her hands on her apron. She had to be Juliette’s mother, the resemblance was unmistakeable.

         ‘Good morning to you!’ Michael called. ‘We’re looking for Eliza Green.’

         ‘That’s my name,’ the woman replied, looking even more apprehensive.

         ‘You’ve no need to worry, Mrs Green. We’ve word of your daughter.’

         ‘Juliette!’ Eliza clutched the railing as though her legs might not hold her. ‘You’d better come in,’ she managed finally. ‘They’ve gone into the town, so I can make you a cup of tea. Have you had your breakfast? The young lady looks hungry.’

         She bustled them into a large, airy room and then fussed away again.

         ‘A grazier is a wealthy man in New South Wales,’ Michael observed in his driest tone as they perched on the edge of upholstered chairs. He ran his hand along the smooth, polished wood. ‘That’s cedar. Governor’s wood.’

         Rhia supposed this was a drawing room. It was furnished in the gleaming red wood, with Oriental rugs covering wide, glossy floorboards. A pretty pianoforte stood in a corner and oil paintings of the English countryside covered the walls.
         

         Eliza returned with a pot of tea, a flat loaf and some fresh butter. It looked a more appetising breakfast than Jarrah’s snake. Eliza picked up the teapot but her hand was unsteady, so Rhia took it from her and poured them each a cup, glancing at Michael. ‘I think we should tell Mrs Green why we’re here.’

         He nodded.

         Rhia explained, as best she could, what a photogenic drawing was and what had brought them to Rose Hill. Even to her ears it sounded like blarney. Eliza picked imaginary flecks from her apron and then destroyed a piece of bread with her fingers. When it was reduced to a pile of crumbs, she clasped her hands together.

         Rhia waited until Eliza looked ready before she spoke again. ‘Do you know why Juliette might have thought one of the men was a murderer, Mrs Green?’

         Eliza looked a little dazed. It was a lot to take in. ‘I know only one man who’s been murdered, and that was my husband,’ she said finally.

         Rhia and Michael let this settle on a respectful silence.

         ‘And what happened to him?’ Michael asked quietly.

         She told them how she had been widowed, violently, and had become so impoverished that hunger drove her to steal food. As if that were not enough, she’d been caught, tried and sent away from her child.

         Michael was shaking his head. ‘Can you think of any reason why Juliette might think one of the men in the portrait killed her father?’

         ‘Only if she’d recognised him. But she was only wee.’

         ‘But she must have a strong suspicion, to want you to see it,’ Michael pressed.
         

         ‘Oh, I’d know John Hannam all right. I went looking for him myself. But men like that are cunning, there’s no end to what they’ll do. He’s trampled on my heart and left his filthy mark.’

         Michael was nodding, but looking through the doors and out across the fields of sheep. ‘Mrs Green,’ he said finally, ‘what would you say if I told you there’s a clipper leaving Sydney for London in two weeks and you could have a ticket home?’

         ‘I’d say you have no idea what a maidservant earns, Mr Kelly.’

         ‘What I’m saying, Mrs Green, is that I’ve a job as ship’s carpenter on that clipper so I’ve no need to pay my own way. I’ve reason to believe you’ll be needed as a witness and I’m willing to pay your passage to London. You see, I was thinking I’d be needing to buy this young lady’s fare, but she tells me she has money of her own.’

         Eliza more or less hurtled across the floor and threw her arms around Michael. She was laughing and then she was weeping and then she seemed to be doing both at once.

         Michael winked at Rhia. ‘I’d say she’s agreed.’

         ‘Yes,’ said Rhia, ‘I’d say so.’

          
         

         
         

         
            20 October 1841

            
                

            

            We walked all day, from Rose Hill to George Street, and tonight I will sleep in a real bed. It is narrow and hard and this room is plain, but it smells of sunshine and feels like a palace. This is the home of a draper and his wife. They’re friends of Michael Kelly and they’re kind people.

            Michael is quieter than I remember, but being a prisoner makes you quiet. His Aboriginal friend, though, is the lord of silence. He doesn’t even make a sound when he treads on the dry underbrush of the eucalypt forest. I don’t expect he knew what to make of me any more than I did of him. He heard me asking Michael about the names of flowers and plants, and would occasionally point to something and tell me what it was called, though I’m not sure if it was in his language or not. The laughing bird is a kookaburra, the huge white parakeet with a yellow crest is a cockatoo and the lizard the size of a crocodile is a goanna. Michael says there are crocodiles too, but they’re further north. I hope he’s right about that.

            I feel like an interloper in the world of the free, just as I once did in the world of the convicted. I don’t think I quite believe it yet, and I don’t seem to be the person I once was. I cannot even remember who or what I was. Perhaps this is just what you intended. I don’t think it was entirely necessary that I sail halfway around the earth on a stinking ship to be changed, but I take your point. I am not exactly heroic when even the sound of a passing cart makes me edgy. I have lost my armour against the world. I will find it again, though I expect it will take a little time.

            Tonight we dined on mutton and potatoes, and we talked about wool. I can afford to invest in a small amount of merino, just as Ryan said I should. I put it to Michael immediately, so at least I am still impulsive! He looked surprised and then doubtful and then, thankfully, thoughtful. He said he’d been thinking of sending some wool to Dublin himself but he hadn’t expected to find a business partner. I could tell he was thinking that he hadn’t expected to find one who was a woman, either. I hadn’t expected it myself, but it suddenly seems perfectly sensible. This is what I have come here to do. It must have been Antonia who put the money in my purse. I will repay her when our ship comes in. And now I will go to bed. In a bed. 
            

         

      

      
    

  
    
      
         
         
 
         
            Straw

         
 
         Who would have thought he’d feel such pride in showing someone from home around Sydney? Michael was pleased as punch when Rhia exclaimed over the elegantly carved stone edifices of Government House, and the fine turret of St Philip’s church. Gone was the bitterness of the early years when he’d seen how labouring men were expendable. The pain and fury of it had led to his pamphlet, and countless angry essays about the false gods of commerce that the colonists had hewn from the sandstone cliffs. He’d paid his dues to the real cost of nationhood, to the butchery and the heartbreak of the forgotten.
         

         He pointed out loan and investment companies, the library, the offices of the Australian Gas Light Company and the Australian Sugar Company, the literary and scientific societies, the School of Arts and the new museum. Rhia was shaking her head by the time they were back on George Street.

         ‘I’d no idea that an architect could earn a living in Australia,’ she said.

         Michael laughed. ‘The principle architect was transported for forgery. The change in his circumstances turned out well for him. He’d never have designed so many important public buildings if he’d stayed in Bristol.’

         Rhia had her eye on the shop windows as they passed saddlers, tea dealers and druggists and, closer to the quay, ship chandlers and sail makers. She stopped at a milliner to look at the bonnets behind the panelled window. She turned with a raised eyebrow and a look that Michael recognised. She was, after all, a woman.
         

         There had always been something about Rhia Mahoney, Michael reflected as she disappeared through the milliner’s doorway. She had the old woman’s eyes, the grandmother – as dark as pitch and somehow a little unnatural, as if they could see beyond the visible. Michael took out his tobacco tin and watched the street. A cart and dray swung past, piled high with bales of merino. There had been a lot of talk of wool, and Rhia was right, it was time to start shipping. The loss of liberty did strange things to you. It made you hungry for life.

         She emerged from the milliner with her ragged head hidden beneath a new straw hat – not a bonnet, a hat, with a flat crown and a broad rim. ‘It looks well on you,’ he said, and meant it. It shaded her face and gave her the look of a pioneer. They were almost outside Dan’s. ‘I’ll not stop,’ he said, ‘I’ve some business this evening.’ She’d not asked about his business, though he could tell she was curious. She put her hand into her reticule and pulled out a crumpled calling card and handed it to him. ‘The Chinese character on the back stands for silver,’ she said, ‘but I don’t know where the coordinates are. Do you?’

         Michael looked at the card. ‘That’s just off shore,’ he said, ‘a bit north but not far at all. Where did this come from?’

         ‘I found it on the floor at China Wharf the day Ryan died. That lovely copperplate isn’t his handwriting, though.’ She raised that eyebrow again to make her point. ‘Good night then,’ she said. But she wanted to say something more. She looked at him almost shyly, and then down at her hands. ‘How is Thomas?’

         ‘In good health, still sensible, and hard-working too, from what I can gather. But you’d want to know about the condition of his heart, being a woman, and I can’t tell you about that.’
         

         ‘I’m only asking as a friend.’

         ‘Aye, I know that. I might even have known it before the two of you did, without wanting to sound too clever. You’re not made from moulds that fit together, are you. There’s much to be said for a friendship that has outlasted romance. I sometimes wonder if …’ He couldn’t say it. Seven years was a long time to be away. People changed. Rhia was looking right into him with her sloe-black eyes, as if she could see it.

         ‘They must have been lonely years,’ she said.

         ‘I made a life for myself, and that’s just what you’ll do when you get home. Maybe it’s this place. You can’t just give up because you’ve found yourself at the farthest reaches of the earth. The people here – colonists, settlers, prisoners – all want the same thing: freedom.’ Rhia was watching him intently, and Michael laughed. ‘I’d best get off my soapbox and get on with my business.’

         ‘Well,’ she said, ‘when next we meet I hope to have the price for a clipper full of merino to Dublin. Godspeed, Mr Kelly.’

         ‘Aye, Godspeed.’ He watched her walk into the drapery before he set off. She moved slowly and carefully, like an old lady. He didn’t think she was ready to ship wool just yet. He took another look at the calling card and put it in his pocked thoughtfully.

         
             

         

         Maggie’s girls hadn’t seen any of the Smiths for months now, and one of Calvin’s night patrols had reported some unusual goings-on in one of the small inlets off the cove. As if that wasn’t enough, Jarrah had finally tracked down the rigger who knew something about Josiah Blake’s death. He’d got as far north as the Hunter River, a good seventy miles, which was impressive for a sailor on horseback.
         

         Calvin was sitting on the verandah with his boots on the rails, smoking. It was the posture he liked to take as the gas lanterns were lit at Circular Quay. He was still hugely entertained by the notion of gaslight. It was also the best time of the day to watch the shop girls on their way to the quay and, after all, women were as much a glowing mystery as gas. Of course, gas was a natural phenomenon, and women were another thing altogether with that unknown quality which could soften your heart or harden your cock. Calvin had never married. No woman could or should put up with being of less importance than a policeman’s work. The map of Calvin’s heart was his work. He was in love with his strip of sand and docks and maritime industry, and devoted to keeping it running as smooth as oil.

         Calvin leaned forward instinctively when a timber creaked, his hand reaching towards the boot where he kept his pistol. He had the natural uneasiness of one who kept the law in a lawless land, but he wasn’t usually so twitchy.

         ‘It’s only me, Cal.’

         ‘Michael. Ready for the show?’

         ‘You think they’ll be shipping soon?’

         ‘Any time now. I’ve got boys keeping watch on the beach. There’s a clipper anchored outside of the harbour’s reach; just beyond the sights of my telescope. But I know a fisherman who likes to throw his net out in the deep water, and he tells me she’s called Sea Witch. I’ve got men on the beach tonight so you and I can have a chat with the sailor who went droving.’
         

         ‘Well, I can tell you exactly where I think you’ll find your clipper,’ said Michael and handed Calvin the calling card.

         ‘The Jerusalem Coffee House?’

         ‘Turn the card over, man.’
         

         ‘Ah,’ said the policeman. ‘What’s the squiggle?’

         ‘Chinese character for silver.’

         ‘Ah.’

         They walked to the barracks, smoking and talking about who should, and should not, be on the cricket team. There was a big match soon between the constabulary and the military.

         The boy was younger than Michael had imagined, which accounted for his lack of judgement in sailing back into Sydney Cove when Calvin had warned him against it. He was sitting in the corner of his cell with his head bent sulkily. He barely looked up when the two men entered.

         ‘Evening, son,’ said Calvin cheerfully. ‘I’ve brought an associate along to see if we can’t, between us, get you out of here.’ The sailor looked up quickly, his expression fleetingly hopeful before he narrowed his eyes suspiciously.

         ‘Why’d ye care?’

         ‘I don’t care especially, but I need some information. If I say I’ll let you go once I’ve heard what I want to, then that’s what I’ll do because I’m a man of my word. But if you walk free today, I don’t want to see you again. Ever. I mean it this time.’

         The prisoner looked at his hands. ‘Well I still don’t know nothin’.’

         ‘That’s not what I heard. I heard you told someone that the Quaker who fell off the Mathilda was up to no good.’
         

         ‘No, that’s not what I said.’ He bit his lip and stopped himself before he gave any more away.

         ‘Then you did say something?’
         

         Silence. Calvin turned to Michael. ‘You know, I told this boy that if he came back to my patch he’d be in a rope cravat when he left again. Am I a man of my word, Michael?’

         ‘Aye, you are, Calvin.’ Michael looked at the youth. He could see that he was scared out of his wits, and not just of the gallows. ‘If you tell us what you know, we’ll have the master of this coining operation so swiftly he’ll not have time to come after you for ratting.’ He watched the boy’s eyes widen with surprise.
         

         ‘How’d you know about the coining?’

         ‘By the end of this week there won’t be a coiner left in the Rocks, and the only crew on the Sea Witch will be soldiers. Now, you can either talk or not, it’s your life, son.’
         

         This seemed to decide him. He took a deep, resigned breath. ‘I seen the Quaker gent in the Calcutta bazaar, but I thought he was the other one, the one that was hiring crew to go up to Lintin Island. I needed the work, see. So I told him I was as good a rigger as any. He looked at me peculiar, like he didn’t know what I was on about, so I said I knew that he, being a Quaker, shouldn’t exactly be filling clippers full of black gold and I hoped he didn’t mind my coming to him. The problem was, see, that no one seemed to know anything much about that charter, since most of the crew were Indian and the craft, Mathilda, was supposedly signed off to the dry dock.’
         

         Michael frowned. This didn’t entirely make sense to him. ‘So the Mathilda was making an undocumented run to Lintin Island.’
         

         The boy nodded.

         ‘You said you thought the Quaker was the other one?’
         

         ‘Well, I made a mistake, see. I was told it was the Quaker who came in on the Mathilda who was in charge of the run to Lintin Island, but two flat-hats came in on Mathilda – and he was the wrong one. Which accounts for why he looked at me so strange.’
         

         ‘Then why was Josiah Blake, the Quaker gentleman you spoke to, killed?’

         ‘He started asking questions. He went to the dry dock and asked to see the register and found out that the Mathilda was never there when she was supposed to be.’
         

         ‘And what about the coining, did Josiah know about that, too?’

         ‘I might have let on something about it.’

         Michael was beginning to wonder how the so-called criminal before him was ever going to make a career of it. ‘You might have?’
         

         ‘Well, it was confusing, see. I only realised what was going on when I got to Sydney. The Mathilda sails from Calcutta to Lintin Island with opium, collects silver and then, instead of going directly back to Calcutta, to the exchange, she sails south into the open sea where she meets with the Sea Witch, who’s left Sydney with counterfeit—’
         

         ‘So the counterfeit silver is exchanged for the real silver at sea, and the forged coins are absorbed into the Calcutta exchange, while the Sea Witch, with her cargo of real silver, sails for London?’
         

         ‘That’s it.’

         ‘And the master of this crime is a Quaker?’

         ‘I wouldn’t know for sure. It’s the ship’s captain that’s in charge at sea. I’ve never known a Quaker to go to Lintin Island.’

         Michael looked at Calvin. ‘I believe that gentleman’s name is Isaac Fisher,’ he said.

         The policeman was frowning. ‘Of course, it is always possible that he doesn’t even know his opium charter is collecting counterfeit on its return voyage.’

         ‘I hadn’t thought of that,’ Michael admitted. ‘I do know, though, that the Mathilda and the Sea Witch are the joint property of a collective of London cloth traders.’
         

         ‘So how do we narrow down who chartered the Sydney leg?’

         Michael looked at him. ‘Two of them are dead, including Josiah Blake.’
         

         ‘How interesting.’ Calvin looked back to the boy. ‘So, we’ve established that the cloth trade isn’t profitable enough for a certain trader and that Mick the Fence is the boss of a coining racket in Sydney?’

         ‘Wasn’t me told you ’bout Mick being the boss!’
         

         ‘Then he is?’

         ‘Bollocks. Aye.’

         Calvin took his watch from his coat pocket. ‘It’s getting late. You can stay in tonight, and tomorrow I’m putting you on the first vessel that hauls anchor and you can work your passage to wherever she’s sailing.’

         As soon as they were outside, Calvin looked sidelong at Michael. ‘You didn’t tell me this was Mick the Fence’s operation’.

         ‘I wasn’t entirely sure myself until just recently.’

         Calvin grinned slyly. ‘I knew it anyway. I wouldn’t be doing my job if I didn’t, would I? I’ve got a watch at the Hare and Hound on the junction road. You can see Mick’s from one of the upstairs rooms.’

         Michael shook his head. ‘I thought Mick was too clever to use his own place for business. They’d be in a basement if he is, though, and his is one of the few in the Rocks. If they’re melting down old coin and casting plaster moulds, they’re probably forging guineas – copper on the inside, silver-plated. No point in wasting time on shillings, they wouldn’t make mercantile princes wealthy enough, or give punters a leg up.’

         Calvin was listening keenly and nodding. ‘Speaking of punters, I’ve had a word with a man by the name of Wardell, the government agent on the Rajah. He says he’s looking into the story the ship’s boy told you, about seeing the botanist on deck the night of the killing. He also said he’d find out when Reeve’s passage was booked and by whom. It’s unlikely he’s come so far from home without a benefactor.’
         

         ‘Now that’s of interest,’ Michael said, ‘because I was just going to ask if you’d care to pay a call to Mr Reeve. I’ve a matter to discuss with him that I think you’d find interesting.’

         ‘Is that so?’

         ‘Aye,’ said Michael.

          
         

         
         

         
            21 October 1841

            
                

            

            The light is as dazzling as the sky is cloudless and the temperature constant. This place is the opposite of Ireland in every way. The seasons are reversed, and the south wind colder than the north. Instead of fog and damp, the air is dry and translucent. The poisonous breath of industry has not yet touched it. It is spring but already as warm as our Irish summer. I expect the light and warmth account, in part, for the geniality of people. I spent this morning with Joan, the draper’s wife, who laughed approvingly when I cursed over spilt tea and then offered me a cigarillo after breakfast. I took one, but I’ve still some practising to do before I master smoking.

            I bothered Joan with questions all morning, because this place seems so full of contradictions. It is a modern nation in the making, and at the same time an ancient one being ruined. The Originals, as Michael Kelly calls them, are nowhere to be seen. Had I not met Jarrah, I might not have known they were here but for the spirits amongst the trees, watching the foolish empire builders from the shadows. Now I know why the trees seem so ghostly. There are bonechilling stories about the killings, and when I hear of the murderous behaviour of the English and the Irish, I feel ashamed to tread here.

            Joan says that oranges can be grown in New South Wales, that she plucked one herself, early in the morning, with the dew still fresh on it. She says she has fat green peas on her table for ten months of the year and that her linen will dry in an hour. But she also has a spider the size of a fob watch in her pantry, and thieving possums climb in through open windows and help themselves to any food left unattended.
            

            In just three days we will be sailing, and there is plenty to keep me busy. Dan and Joan have found the best priced merino in New South Wales, and I’m gathering stamina to supervise the shipment. Joan says that she will help and that I must not try and do too much too soon. Whenever I feel daunted I think of Antonia. It is faith that makes the difference, be it faith in some deity or an inner light, or in oneself.

            I can’t say I’m looking forward to another sea voyage so soon, but it will bear no resemblance to my outward passage. I’ve an entire season’s patterns crowding my thoughts after my long walk, and I intend to fill a book with them before I reach London. If Mr Montgomery won’t buy them for a good price, then they will become the first prints for Mahoney Wool.

            Convention be damned.

         

      

      
    

  
    
      
         
         
 
         
            Houndstooth

         
 
         Reeve was at least smart enough not to close the door on Calvin and Michael. He still had a purple bruise on his left cheekbone where Michael’s fist had connected with it.
         
 
         ‘Good evening, Mr Reeve,’ said Cal cheerfully.
 
         The botanist merely scowled and turned his back on them, returning to whatever he had been doing. When they followed him into the room he was at his table, scribbling in a book with agitated strokes, his head hung like a sulky child.
 
         ‘Just a courtesy call,’ continued Cal, ‘to update you on my enquiry into your suspected criminal activities. I’ve had a conversation with a Mr Wardell. You might remember that he was the Government agent on board the Rajah. He seemed to think that you were in the vicinity of Laurence Blake’s cabin on the night he was murdered.’
         
 
         That had Reeve’s attention. He looked up, worried.
 
         ‘Furthermore,’ the policeman continued, sitting himself down in the chair opposite the botanist, ‘he tells me that your passage was paid for with a bankers draft.’
 
         Michael had not known this. He glanced sharply at Calvin who gave him an affirmative nod. The policeman had been doing some snooping around. That was his job, after all. ‘Anything you’d like to add, Michael?’ Calvin asked.
 
         Michael was thinking fast. ‘There is. I’m wondering if whoever paid your passage also paid you to keep an eye on Rhia Mahoney. I wonder if you were supposed to discover what, if anything, she knew about the death of Josiah Blake. Maybe you thought Rhia had something, a letter perhaps, that your boss wanted. You thought that she’d given it to Laurence Blake for safe keeping. You entered his cabin while he slept, hoping to find it and unwittingly – or witlessly – woke him. He might have grabbed you, you might have picked up the letter knife, intending only to threaten him, not to murder him. Either way, you panicked and killed him.’ Michael was thinking aloud, piecing together all the little details Rhia had told him. ‘Maybe it wasn’t an accident, because if word got out that you’d been snooping in a respectable passenger’s cabin, your hopes of station and wealth would have been instantly dashed. You searched his cabin and found the portrait and recognised one of the men in it.’ Michael hadn’t taken his eyes from Reeve, whose own eyes just grew wider and more startled. The open drafting book displayed poorly executed drawings of indigenous flora.
         
 
         ‘Of course I have a patron,’ Reeve said finally, ‘it is essential and normal in my profession. But his identity is a private matter and what you are accusing me of is utter twaddle.’ He didn’t sound convincing, or convinced.
 
         Calvin nodded slowly. ‘Twaddle? You’d prefer to move into the barracks, then, than to give us a name? It must be rather a large boodle you stand to lose. You might find, eventually, that freedom is worth more.’
         
 
         ‘I’ve found it priceless myself over the years,’ Michael agreed.
 
         Reeve looked as if he might retch. ‘You’ve not a scrap of evidence and I have nothing more to say.’
 
         ‘I don’t need evidence to arrest a man in Sydney, Mr Reeve. And I’ll guarantee you’ll have more to say, once you’ve seen your new accommodation. The idea of a lenient sentence might seem more appealing in a few days. That’s what we offer here in return for a confession, for names. We make our own rules here. Think about that.’
         
 
         Cal went to the doorway and called out to the two young constables who were waiting in the hallway. Michael watched Reeve. It was clear that he was thinking about it, because he had picked up his pencil and was scribbling so hard on his drafting paper that he tore a hole clear through it. When Calvin’s boys walked in – and they were boys – eager to have something to do to pass the time, Reeve threw down his pencil, looking piteously sorry for himself.
         
 
         ‘We’ll leave you with your escort, then,’ said Calvin. ‘Don’t worry about strapping his hands, lads, I saw you loading your pistols out in the hallway.’
 
         As they walked back to Macquarie Street, past the Barracks, Calvin shook his head. ‘He’s someone’s lackey and he’s expecting to be saved, I’m certain of it. I’ll hold him on suspicion of murder for a while, until I can coax a confession out of him. It might not take so long before he starts missing his gentlemanly pretensions.’
 
         Michael nodded. He needed a drink. ‘You lot are busy at the moment, aren’t you? Are they still keeping a watch on Mick’s?’
 
         ‘They are. I’m not planning on getting too involved, though it’s supposed to be my night off. There’s half a dozen armed men in an upstairs room at the Hare and Hound and my sergeant’s got more boys at the harbour. They’ve been waiting around all week and they’re getting restless. It’s all got to go off soon, unless they’ve managed to sneak past under our noses. We’ve even managed to borrow some of the governor’s soldiers.’
 
         ‘It wouldn’t hurt to have a jar at the Hare and Hound, would it?’ Michael asked.
 
         Calvin gave a long-suffering sigh, but Michael could tell he didn’t mind the idea.
         
 
         The Hare and Hound, at the Rocks, was only a street away from Mick the Fence’s pine-board bungalow. They went in the side entrance of the tavern and straight upstairs to one of the front rooms. There were four men sitting at the table eating and smoking, and two at the windows, from where they had a reasonable view of the approach to Mick’s. Calvin had a quiet word with the two on watch before he and Michael left them to it.
 
         The tavern downstairs was as ill lit and dingy as any public house in the Rocks, and the ale coming out of the barrel looked too thin. Rum was a much safer bet. They found a corner where Calvin’s uniform wouldn’t create too much interest and settled to wait.
 
         Michael had been avoiding telling the policeman exactly how imminent his departure was, but he couldn’t just leave without saying goodbye. He’d thought about it, of course. He hated goodbyes, and besides Maggie, Calvin was the closest thing to a friend he had in Sydney. Once they were on their second measure of rum he decided it was time.
 
         ‘I’ve got a passage as ship’s carpenter on the next one out.’
 
         ‘Is that right?’ Calvin was silent for a moment. ‘Well I’ll be bloody damned.’
 
         ‘Aye.’
 
         Calvin opened his mouth to say something else, but one of the men from upstairs sidled over to them and jerked his head in the direction of the road.
 
         It was on.
 
         They threw their smokes into the tin on the table and got to their feet silently. Calvin took his pistol from his boot and stuck it in his belt. ‘There’s just nothing like a good raid,’ he said. ‘You’re welcome to join in, Michael. Think of it as a parting gift.’
         
 
         Michael shrugged. ‘Why not? I should have remembered that you don’t have nights off.’
 
         Three or four of the Port Authority constables were already under the shadowy overhang of Mick’s front verandah. It took a few minutes for the others to assemble, noiselessly, outside the rickety bungalow. The building was of an almost identical layout to Maggie’s, Michael noted, which was convenient, since he knew where the entrance to the basement would be.
 
         It was agreed that an advance party of four men – Calvin, Michael and the two brawniest constables – would attempt to enter the building quiet as snakes, and spring a surprise on whatever was taking place in the basement. The other half a dozen men were to join them on a signal from Calvin, and were told to keep their firearms in their belts unless otherwise instructed. There had been trouble, recently, with trigger-happy boys who thought a smoking pistol was an accessory to their authority.
         
 
         The operation ran smoothly. Mick’s basement was rigged out like a subterranean kitchen; a fire roared in the deep stone recess that had clearly been excavated for the purpose, and a crucible hung from an iron hook above the flames. The room was thick with smoke and fumes. Around the hearth stood several characters Michael recognised, including those three fools the Smith brothers. Their faces wore expressions ranging from incomprehension to alarm.
 
         On a long bench against the wall were an array of files and other tools for removing silver, the shavings of which would be melted in the crucible. Some large brass scales sat on a spindle-legged table along with moulds and stamps. There too sat Mick the Fence. He was dressed for town, his ginger hair and whiskers oiled and his houndstooth frock coat clean. He didn’t make a move. He knew the game was up. Several large tea chests, nailed shut, sat close to the bottom of the stairs, presumably waiting to be transported to the harbour.
         
 
         ‘Evening, gents,’ boomed Calvin merrily, as he and his men spoiled what looked like a well-run operation. There was a flurry of activity as the Smiths and another of the coiners tried to get past Michael, who was standing at the bottom of the stairs. He managed to detain two of them, one by the collar and another with a well-aimed fist. The other two made it almost to the top of the stairs before they met some constables descending. After an energetic scuffle, a good deal of cursing, a broken arm and two bleeding noses (one coiner, one constable), the job was done. Mick was still sitting, his houndstooth still immaculate.
 
         One of the tea chests was prised open. It was brimful of shiny new guineas of such a grade that Michael let out a low, impressed whistle. ‘Your boss in London is going to be very unhappy. That’s fine coining all right.’
 
         ‘Thank you, gracious sir,’ said Mick, with a mock bow. He stood and took off his coat and folded it neatly. He’d been in the barracks before and he liked his threads too much to see them ruined. He had the quiet confidence of someone who knew the law as if he’d written it himself. He, like the botanist, thought his boss would get him off.
 
         
             

         
 
         In the wee hours, Michael and Calvin sat with their boots resting on the verandah rails at the Port Authority, smoking. They’d just had a report that a small army of men from the George Street station had boarded the Sea Witch. Calvin poured another measure of his emergency rum into a tin mug and handed it to Michael. ‘We may as well finish the bottle now,’ he said. ‘As I was saying, I’ll be bloody sorry to see you go.’
         
 
         ‘I wish I could say I’ll be sorry to leave, but you know I won’t.’ Michael raised his mug and clinked it against Calvin’s. ‘But here’s to you, the finest chief constable of the Port Authority Sydney has seen.’
         
 
         ‘I’m the only chief constable of the Port Authority Sydney has seen.’
 
         ‘Aye. You’re the best hands down then. Well, here’s to you having as much of a lark on your night off next year.’
 
         ‘I’ll drink to that.’
 
         The two men sat together beneath the dark, deep arc of the sky, listening to the waves crashing on the Antipodean shore; lost in their own thoughts.
 
         Michael was thinking about Annie. Would she still want him, after all this time?
 
          
         

         
         
 
         
            15 February 1842

            
                

            

            It is taking an age to navigate the Thames. Michael says the captain expected us to be at the dock an hour ago. He and Eliza are on the deck, in spite of the cold, seeing the sights, but I feel easier looking through the window of the saloon. This is a different place to that which, ten months ago, I thought I was leaving for ever, because I am not the same. The sky is still dove grey. The river still as brown as cocoa. The tower and the bridge are monuments of civilisation, but I am less in awe.
            

            The voyage was uneventful. I expected the seasickness, and I half expected Manannán to show me white mares in the sea and for the moonrise to bring ghosts, but the sea and the moon were only the sea and the moon. My red book is filled with patterns, which accounts for why I have not put pen to paper to write before now. There has been little to say. The passage was mercifully uneventful. No death, no pirates and no cuff fights in the orlop.

            There were few women at all on board besides Mrs Green and two spinster sisters. The sisters sailed to Van Diemen’s Land some years ago in the hope of securing husbands, but finding none to fit their requirements, or so they say, they sailed on to Sydney. They are neither young nor comely as far as I can tell, though they insist that they had no shortage of admirers, either in Hobart or Sydney. Mrs Green struck up a friendship with them even before we left Circular Quay, when it was discovered that all three shared a passion for crochet. They have, between them, filled a wicker hamper with cotton doilies and collars.

            For myself, I could barely finish a design quickly enough before another hurried from my pencil. I still have the same little pencil that Mr Dillon gave me that day, but I use it sparingly. I can’t say why I have kept it. My new designs have a different essence. Even I can see it. The patterns are sharper and, when I open my paintbox, the colours I mix are strong and full of light. I’ve designed repeat patterns of jacaranda, wattle and waratah as well as orange blossom and winter rose. I think they will look very fine in wool.
            

            I’ve seen little of Michael for the entire thirteen weeks at sea. He was kept busy on repairs. He told me that the ship’s hull had not been properly dried out in some years. The shipping line between London and Sydney has become so busy that the hold was in urgent need of new timbers to replace old rotting ones. We have talked, though. Michael has told me what happened in Sydney before we left and what he knows and what he suspects. As for the counterfeiting, I am stunned by the boldness of it. Opium and counterfeit! I still cannot believe that Ryan was involved in such a swindle, though perhaps that is because I don’t want to believe that I have known so little about my own uncle. And Isaac, in spite of his moods, did not seem a man who would take advantage of another’s weakness. But now that the seed of doubt has been planted, I keep remembering things. For instance, Isaac overheard my conversation with Mr Montgomery at Isabella’s birthday tea; he also came to the emporium on the morning of the day that I was arrested, and was alone in the storeroom for a time. He could have put the cloth there, and then told the constabulary. Of course, almost everyone I know has, at some time, been under suspicion in my mind – Grace and Isabella and Mr Montgomery. And Mr Dillon of course. It is hard to trust anyone when you have been betrayed.
            

            We have progressed a little further now, past paddle steamboats and wherries and into one of the congested canals that lead to the docks of the London Pool. This, I am informed, is the oldest port along the river. It seems impossible that any craft in the queue of river traffic will find a place to unload goods and passengers. There are three-masted barques and cargo vessels and barges in a queue in front of us. There is such a donnybrook of shouting and activity on the docks that Circular Quay in Sydney seems like a millpond. I’d best put away my pen now, since we’ll soon be docking. My heart is clattering like a tin drum. 
            

         

      

      
    

  
    
      
         
         
 
         
            Crochet

         
 
         By the time she came up on deck, Rhia had realised that she no longer desired anything of London. She would pay her respects to Mrs Blake and call on Mr Montgomery to resolve the matter of the stolen cloth, and then arrange her passage to Dublin.
         
 
         Michael was leaning on the rails staring upriver. He had his scant belongings in a small canvas sack and the broad brim of his rabbit-felt hat pulled down low over his eyes. He was travelling as light as a sailor. It didn’t look as if there was much that he’d wanted to salvage from his former life. Eliza Green was sitting on her trunk watching the acrobatics above. The riggers shimmied up the masts and pulled ropes and hoists to and fro, collapsing each section of sailcloth into a scalloped fold and tying it to a yardarm or mast.
 
         They had decided that they would, all three, call unannounced at Cloak Lane. Eliza had done little but loop yarn around a hooked needle and talk about Juliette for weeks. But now, facing a reunion that she had never believed could happen, she was silent and nervous. Rhia couldn’t begin to imagine how she must feel,
 
         It took another two hours before they were in a carriage amidst the noonday crowds of Cheapside and Cornhill. It didn’t seem real. Michael was studiously ignoring the ballyhoo and reading a broadsheet he’d bought from a paperboy at the docks. Eliza was in a frenzy of crocheting. It still intrigued Rhia that she could weave such a delicate a web with her little wooden hook without even looking at her hands. The congestion along Cornhill was worse than usual. They’d come to a halt between a coal cart and a fishmonger. The latter was closest, and the funk of the catch outranked the oily smell of coal and the stink of manure.
         
 
         They set off again, Michael’s gaze now fixed on the street. His expression might have been aloofness or indifference. There were many means of hiding emotion, though, and this was his. Rhia wondered if he too was thinking of Greystones. They were so close to home now. She cast a sidelong look at Eliza, who had put her crochet away and was fidgeting with the ends of her new plaid shawl. Eliza had admired it in a clothier’s window on George Street. She had pranced about like a young girl when Rhia bought it for her.
 
         When the carriage stopped again, it was outside the Blake terrace on Cloak Lane.
 
         ‘We’re here,’ Rhia said. No one moved. Rhia looked from Michael to Eliza. ‘I wonder if I should speak with Mrs Blake first?’ Michael nodded in agreement and Eliza managed a squeak, her hands to her cheeks.
 
         Rhia stood for a moment, looking at the cast iron beast with a ring through its nose, before she lifted it to knock. She remembered how nervous she’d felt, standing here with Ryan, little more than a year ago. Would she encounter the ghost of her former self within? She knocked.
 
         Antonia opened the door. She didn’t recognise Rhia immediately, and then she looked astonished and embraced her fiercely.
 
         ‘Sweet lord! Is it you?’ She stood back and looked at Rhia, and Rhia looked at her. Antonia was wearing worsted, and it was blue. A dark, sensible blue, but blue all the same.
 
         ‘Welcome home,’ Antonia said, but Rhia didn’t say that she was not home yet.
         
 
         ‘I am not alone,’ she said, instead. She explained, as quickly and concisely as she could, how Juliette’s mother came to be waiting in the carriage at the bottom of the steps to see her daughter, and who Michael Kelly was.
 
         Neither Rhia, Michael nor Mrs Blake witnessed the reunion between mother and daughter. It was agreed that Eliza should make herself comfortable in the drawing room whilst Antonia did her best to prepare Juliette for the event.
 
         When Antonia joined Rhia and Michael in the kitchen, where Beth was fussing about worrying over how to make the lunch stretch to feed so many, they all looked at her expectantly. Antonia smiled.
 
         ‘I couldn’t help stopping for a moment outside the door to make sure that all was well,’ she began.
 
         Rhia nodded impatiently. ‘Did you hear anything?’
 
         ‘I heard Juliette laugh. I don’t believe I’ve heard her laugh before.’ Antonia wiped away a tear, although she was smiling. ‘They both began talking at once and continued talking over each other.’ She looked at Rhia and then at Michael. ‘Well,’ she said, clearly lost for words. The kettle on the range was hissing insistently, so she busied herself preparing a pot of tea. ‘I hope you will agree to be my guest, Mr Kelly,’ she said. ‘The house has been empty too long.’ She put the teapot and cups on the table. ‘I shall send word to Mr Dillon and Mr Montgomery. They must know immediately of your safe return, Rhia. Mr Dillon petitioned ceaselessly for your pardon.’
 
         Rhia felt her heart lurch at the mention of Dillon. She would have to look him in the eye, even though he must hate her. She wondered if Antonia, too, blamed her for Laurence’s death. Nothing in her expression or manner suggested it. She was forgiving by nature though. Dillon was not. He would have no interest in her company without Laurence to mediate. He would think her ugly, with her hair only just long enough for pins and her thin, brown limbs. But why should she care what he thought of her?
         
 
         Antonia and Michael had spent little time on formalities; Michael wanted to know where Isaac was, and Antonia didn’t even seem surprised.
 
         ‘Your return to London has coincided with that of the Mathilda,’ she said. ‘It docked only days ago. Isaac has been in India since the summer.’
         
 
         ‘That’s a long time,’ Michael remarked casually, though Rhia knew what he was thinking.
 
         ‘Yes,’ Antonia agreed. ‘It is a long time.’ She smoothed her forehead with the tips of her fingers. ‘Mr Dillon seems to think …’ She hesitated.
 
         ‘That your friend Isaac Fisher has been dabbling in the China trade?’ Michael’s voice was, characteristically, lacking emotion. If you didn’t know him, you might think that he didn’t care.
 
         ‘Then you know.’ Antonia seemed relieved.
 
         Rhia wondered what manner of cloth this day would weave.
 
         ‘Rhia and I put our heads together and figured a few things out,’ said Michael, ‘and I’ll warrant you know a thing or two as well, by now. Your Mr Dillon also, by the sounds of it. So why don’t we wait until we’re all met, share what we know, and see where it leads. It’s something of a puzzle, at present.’
 
         ‘It’s more a quilt,’ Rhia said, thinking aloud. Today was not just one cloth alone. Its pieces now needed putting together.
 
         ‘The quilt!’ said Antonia. ‘I had almost forgotten. I took delivery of the Rajah quilt last month, and when I saw the appliqué I knew that the chintz was yours, Rhia. It very nearly brought me to tears. I was sorry that your beautiful chintz had been cut up but, and this is most strange, when I saw it I knew that you were all right … that everything would be all right. I received a letter from the governor’s wife, on behalf of all the needlewomen, saying it was made as a gift for the Quakers of the British Ladies Society.’
         
 
         ‘Then the quilt is here, in the house?’ It hardly seemed possible that it had crossed the seas twice and made it back to London before Rhia herself.
 
         ‘It is. And soon I will show you.’
 
         The talk turned to other things. Antonia asked Michael about his family. She had asked nothing of Sydney, Rhia noted, not from either of them. She would hear it all one day.
 
         ‘Would you like a ginger loaf for your tea, Miss Mahoney?’ asked Beth when she could get a word in.
 
         ‘Would I! The thought of your ginger loaf is all that has kept me from despair, Beth.’

      

      
    

  
    
      
         
         

         
            Broadcloth

         
   
         Rhia woke in the afternoon in the bed with ivory curtains and arabesques. She dressed slowly in a gown that had been hanging in the wardrobe since the last time she was in this room. It was Japanese rose: a rich, deep pink with none of the hard lustre of mineral dye. The cloth caressed her, but she did not feel unworthy of it, now. She pinned her hair as best she could with only a hand glass, and then slipped her feet into slippers, as though she were dressing in someone else’s finery. She walked slowly down the wide, polished stairs. It was only hours since she had arrived in London for the second time. Another life had begun.
         

         Voices drifted out from the morning room.

         Michael was almost unrecognisable, standing against the mantelpiece dressed in a clean shirt and breeches. He’d shaved and oiled his hair. He was smoking and talking to Mr Dillon. Dillon’s back was to the door. He was warming his hands over the fire, his black hair reaching his shoulders. He turned as Rhia came in and bowed politely, and as he did Rhia became aware of the unsteadiness of her legs. It was nothing to do with him, only the swaying of the solid earth because her legs were still at sea.

         ‘It is good to see you back in London, Miss Mahoney.’

         It is good to be here.’ She examined his face. She could see no trace of anger or accusation. She could think of nothing at all to say. It seemed that she no longer knew how to be polite. Some would argue that she never had.
         

         Antonia coughed delicately. She was sitting on the Chesterfield with her needlework. For a moment it had seemed to Rhia that she was alone in the room with Dillon. Antonia smiled at her. ‘You look well in that colour. Now that we’re all here, I’ll help Beth with the tea. I‘ve accommodated Juliette and her mother in a guesthouse in Cornhill where they can continue their reunion privately.’

         Antonia left for the kitchen, and Mr Dillon and Michael continued their conversation. Michael was saying he’d come to the conclusion there was no such thing as free trade, that everything had its cost. They had much in common, Rhia thought. They were both personally affronted by corruption, and their weapon of choice was a pen not a pistol (though Michael possessed another weapon besides – she’d seen its hilt sticking out of his boot).

         She’d not yet dared to look at the photogenic drawing on the wall. The trees. She edged her gaze towards it cautiously. It looked different now. Maybe because it no longer had the power to frighten her: she had made her peace by facing her fear.

         Antonia returned with a tea tray and they sat around the table, Mr Dillon opposite Rhia. She might not be frightened of shadows and spirits any more, but she was having trouble looking at him. It was merely something new to overcome. She looked him straight in the eye and thought she saw something she hadn’t seen before, something softer, a silent enquiry. It didn’t make her feel weak, like some paragon of femininity in a penny romance. Rather, she felt as though she were inhabiting her own skin for the very first time. Dillon looked away, leaving Rhia wondering if he was not indifferent to her after all.

         He glanced around the table, though when his eyes met Rhia’s again they were guarded. ‘We know that Isaac Fisher and Ryan Mahoney were using the Mathilda to trade opium, and that she and her sister ship, Sea Witch, were engaged in a counterfeiting operation. Do you think it’s possible, Mr Kelly, that they were chartered by separate parties?’
         

         ‘Aye,’ Michael agreed, ‘most merchant ships are for hire when they are not otherwise engaged.’

         ‘So,’ Dillon pressed, ‘Mathilda left Lintin Island with a cargo of silver, and sailed into Pacific waters just east of Sydney Cove where the silver was to be transferred onto the Sea Witch, in return for a hull full of counterfeit coin?’
         

         Michael nodded, and Dillon’s proposal settled silently. He looked at Rhia. ‘Will you tell Mrs Blake about the negative?’

         Antonia looked at Rhia expectantly, and Rhia explained, as delicately as she could, how the negative came to be on the Rajah, how the portrait was made, and how it was then destroyed.
         

         Antonia was shaking her head. ‘No wonder …’ She trailed off, no doubt thinking about Juliette’s peculiar behaviour. She took a sip of tea, looking at Dillon. ‘You knew, didn’t you, the day you came to visit – the day Juliette told us about her father?’

         He nodded. ‘Forgive me, but I saw no point in telling you. It would only have made things awkward between you and your maid.’

         Antonia looked confused. ‘But the negative has not been destroyed?’ She was looking at Rhia almost pleadingly.

         ‘It has been lost. Probably destroyed. I’m so sorry, Antonia.’

         Antonia shook her head, bewildered.

         ‘I think I’d like to see something of this photogenic drawing,’ Michael remarked. ‘I can’t get the measure of it.’ He was trying to soften the blow, Rhia thought, and she liked him all the better for it.

         ‘Then you shall,’ Antonia assured him.
         

         ‘But first,’ he said, ‘I should tell you about the evening I visited the botanist Mr Reeve, and about Mick the Fence who got arrested for counterfeiting.’

         By the time they left Sydney, Michael said, more than a dozen arrests had been made, including the captain of the Sea Witch. The captain said he didn’t know anything except that an agent in Calcutta chartered the clipper and that whomever paid for the charter would not easily be traced. ‘There are plenty of merchants who do not wish to be associated with the opium trade,’ Michael said. ‘Twenty thousand pounds’ worth of counterfeit silver guineas was returned to the governor’s office, from whence the coin was stolen in the first place. It’ll probably be sold as alloy and used to line another few buildings with cedar,’ he observed drily. ‘Hard to know who’s the bigger crook, the coiner or the government of New South Wales.’
         

         ‘No ringmaster was named?’ Dillon asked.

         Michael shook his head. ‘Aye. And it wouldn’t surprise me if Mick himself doesn’t know his master’s name. There’s bound to be an in-between to protect the boss. Besides, Mick the Fence will never talk: he’s a professional and it would be bad for business. All he said on the matter was that, seeing as there was a silver shortage, he and his men were doing the Crown a service in supplying freshly minted coins.’

         Antonia was tapping her fingers on the table in an agitated rhythm. ‘I simply find it inconceivable that Isaac is trading in opium, let alone in counterfeit. Yes, I do know that Quaker ships carried slaves, so there’s no need to remind me of it, but this … I can hardly believe that I could have misjudged his character so wildly, and for so long. Thank God Josiah did not live to see this day.’
         

         ‘I think we must give Isaac the opportunity to defend himself,’ interjected Dillon.
         

         ‘Yes, we must,’ she agreed. ‘I shall invite him to do so.’

         ‘Montgomery and Beckwith should also be here,’ said Dillon.

         ‘Very well,’ said Antonia. ‘And you and Mr Kelly, of course.’

         ‘I would have it no other way,’ he replied.

         ‘Nor I,’ added Michael. ‘There was a letter, wasn’t there, Mrs Blake, written by your husband?’

         ‘There was,’ she agreed, ‘Mr Dillon has located it.’

         Michael frowned to hear that Ryan Mahoney’s solicitor would not release the letter until a magistrate ruled that the death was not self-murder. ‘Is that so?’ he said quietly. ‘Well, perhaps you could leave that one to me.’

         Antonia stood up. ‘Mr Kelly, would you still like to see a demonstration of photogenic drawing?’

         ‘I would.’

         They left the room. Rhia was certain that Antonia had deliberately left her alone with Mr Dillon. The silence increased, with nothing but the hiss of wood sap from the fire to interrupt it. Rhia stole a glance, wondering if he cared as little as he seemed to that they were sitting opposite each other with nothing to say. He seemed preoccupied.

         ‘I have a feeling,’ he said finally, ‘that Mrs Blake’s maid may have been the key all along.’

         ‘Then you believe that one of the men in the portrait is a murderer?’

         ‘I have no doubt of it. I’ve been waiting for some archive newsprint on forging rackets operating around Manchester at the time of Mr Green’s murder.’

         ‘And?’

         ‘And I’ve received my response, but let’s keep that between us for now.’

         ‘Then you think John Hannam is connected to the Sydney counterfeiting?’
         

         ‘I think there’s a decent chance of it, yes.’

         They lapsed into silence again. Rhia let her eyes rest somewhere safe; on his coat. ‘Are you wearing English broadcloth?’ she asked. He laughed, and she felt the stiffness in her shoulders ease.

         ‘I believe it is Welsh, like your name. When I was young the people in my village believed that Rhiannon appeared to her followers riding a white horse.’

         ‘Yes, she did. And a purple cloak.’

         Dillon looked at her with the same softness she’d seen before, then he turned to the fire. ‘Michael tells me you and he have a common interest in Australian wool?’

         ‘Our first shipment should arrive in Dublin shortly.’

         ‘And do you intend to be there to meet it, Miss Mahoney?’

         ‘I do.’

         ‘Then London is not the place for you, after all?’

         It was the question she had asked herself that morning, as they sailed past spires and steeples and beneath London Bridge. The sight of the city had made her ache for Greystones. Only one more expanse of water, the Irish Sea, now separated her from home. She shrugged. She longed for the shale and the hills, and to see her mother, and even her father, but she was not sure that she’d want to stay. ‘There was a time when I wanted nothing more than to see London and to travel to foreign lands, and now I have, though not in the way I imagined,’ she added, laughing. ‘I’m more settled, but that isn’t to say I would be content to pass the remainder of my days in an Irish village.’

         ‘You might find that the solution lies in your work, Miss Mahoney. I have always found it so. You are an artist, but you seem to also enjoy the liveliness of the trade.’

         He had noticed something about her that she had hardly known herself. Before she could think better of it, she was telling him of her desire to return home with a profession.
         

         ‘Desire is one vehicle for the truth,’ he mused with a half smile.

         She looked at him with mock-horror. ‘But you are encouraging a woman to have a profession!’

         Dillon wasn’t smiling any more, he was looking at her; into her, with intense earnest. ‘You’ve already had the courage to defy convention,’ he said, ‘I liked it in you from the first, and I know that Laurence was in awe of that quality in you. He was very fond of you, as you must know.’ His voice faltered and he stood up and walked to the fire, half turning away from her. Rhia took the opportunity to inspect every line of his profile – his straight nose and long forehead, the colour of his skin, the black hair. He suddenly seemed so familiar a friend, yet she hardly knew him.

         ‘I can’t pretend that I had no knowledge of Mr Blake’s feelings,’ she said carefully, ‘but my sentiments were not … in accord with his.’

         ‘I had wondered.’ He hesitated. ‘Laurence was my friend, and I would not say this if he—’

         ‘If he were alive?’

         ‘Yes.’

         ‘What? What would you not say?’

         ‘That I loved you from the first.’

      

      
    

  
    
      
         
         
 
         
            Quilt

         
 
         Beth tapped lightly on the bedroom door and entered with a basketful of kindling as Antonia was sealing the envelopes ready for the butcher’s boy. He was swifter than the morning post, and always happy to earn a farthing or two extra.
         
 
         ‘Lovely fresh morning, madam.’
 
         ‘It is, Beth. Have our guests risen?’
 
         ‘Oh Mr Kelly’s been up since dawn – says it’s always been that way with him. He hasn’t had any breakfast though, just wanted a pot of tea.’
 
         ‘And Rhia?’
 
         ‘I heard her moving about as I passed by. I’ll just build your fire before I put on the porridge.’
 
         ‘Never mind, Beth, you’ve enough to do with Juliette away. I can dress without the fire.’ She gave Beth the envelopes for the boy; one for Isaac and one for Jonathan Montgomery.
 
         Antonia washed her face in lemon water, dressed in her worsted and pinned her hair. Both guests were in the morning room when she arrived, sitting at the table by the front window, which was laid for breakfast. Michael stood when she entered.
 
         ‘Good morning, Mrs Blake.’
 
         ‘And to you both,’ she said. ‘I hope you slept well?’
 
         ‘Yes, thank you,’ said Michael. He didn’t look as though he’d slept well. How odd and unfamiliar this must all be to him. To be in London after years as a prisoner, to know that he was so close to seeing his wife and son. He must have wanted to sail straight to Dublin from Sydney. But as Mr Dillon had said, they had business in common, and Michael Kelly didn’t strike her as the kind of man that would leave business unfinished.
         
 
         ‘I didn’t sleep a wink,’ said Rhia. ‘Probably because the floor wasn’t moving.’
 
         Or perhaps because of Mr Dillon, Antonia thought. She sat and Rhia poured her coffee. They spoke of wool. She thought it an excellent venture and said so. ‘In fact,’ she added, ‘should you require an agent in London, I would be delighted to join you.’
 
         Beth cleared their bowls and Michael complimented her, saying that her porridge had to be the best he’d ever tasted, even though he’d not had any in years.
 
         ‘Then there’s no porridge in Sydney?’ Beth looked scandalised.
 
         ‘Oats are fed to horses in Sydney, and people eat toast because wheat is cheap.’ Michael stood up and put on his broad-brimmed hat. ‘I’ve some business this morning, Mrs Blake, and then I’ll be meeting Dillon somewhere called the Red Lion. Thank you again for your hospitality.’
 
         ‘But you’ll come back here, Mr Kelly?’
 
         ‘Aye, of course.’
 
         Rhia told Michael where the Red Lion was, and he took his leave.
 
         Antonia looked at her once-lodger. It was not only that she was without her lovely long hair, she was changed in a way that was hard to define. ‘We’ve not really had time to speak, have we?’ she said. ‘I simply cannot begin to imagine …’ She faltered. ‘I have prayed for you,’ she said. It was inadequate. Anything would be.
         
 
         Rhia looked down at her hands. ‘Well then it was your prayers as well as your money that brought me home.’
 
         ‘What do you mean?’ It was an odd thing to say.
 
         ‘I found the money you put in my purse. Without it I would never have been able to pay for my passage, or buy the merino.’
 
         ‘But I didn’t put any money in your purse, though I saw it in your portmanteau when I packed your things.’ They were both silent, considering this. Rhia looked confused. ‘Then who?’
 
         ‘It could only have been Mr Dillon,’ Antonia said. ‘It was he who collected your trunk and brought it to Millbank. If I’d thought of it I would certainly have stowed some money for you, but I was so shocked.’
 
         ‘Of course. And I didn’t expect it. But I can hardly believe that Mr Dillon … it was so generous.’
 
         ‘He thinks very highly of you,’ said Antonia. Anyone could see it. ‘I cannot imagine how you’ve kept body and soul together,’ she added.
 
         Rhia smiled. ‘Through the stories my grandmother used to tell me. It was she who named me.’
 
         ‘I see,’ Antonia said, although she didn’t.
 
         ‘Rhiannon was cursed and falsely accused and exiled. She was only released from the curse by her own suffering and by the help of Manannán, god of the sea.’
 
         It seemed an apt fairytale, Antonia thought. No different, in some ways, to the Christian stories of magic potions and the dead returning to life. She didn’t know what to say, so she changed the subject. ‘There is something you must see.’
 
         The quilt was in the camphor wood chest against the wall. Antonia brought it back to the table.
 
         Rhia eyed the bundle of patchwork warily, as though Margaret who asked that it be presented to you, and it was she who composed and embroidered the dedication.’
         
 
         Antonia spread the quilt across the back of the Chesterfield, which it could easily have covered twice, and examined Margaret’s cross-stitch.
 
         
            To the Ladies of the Convict Ship Committee. This quilt worked by the convicts of the ship Rajah during their voyage is presented as a testimony of the gratitude with which they remember their exertions for their welfare while in England and during their passage and also as proof that they have not neglected the Ladies kind admonitions of being industrious. June 1841.
            

         
 
         Antonia leaned closer. The central panel, stitched with the dedication, was unyielding. Something was fortifying the pocket between the stitching and its lining. She had noticed it before, and suspected that the embroidery card had been left in. Rhia noticed it as well. Behind the dedication, instead of plain linen, was a square of blue valetine silk.
 
         ‘Margaret’s favourite piece of cloth,’ Rhia said. ‘I recognise it. She said she was going to keep it and make it into a purse. They looked at each other and Antonia wondered if they were having the same thought. Along one edge of the valetine, the stitching was tacked rather than sewn prettily and neatly as it was on the other three sides.
 
         Antonia fetched her embroidery scissors and, her hands unsteady, snipped the loose stitching away. In the pocket was a stiff piece of parchment. Another disappointment would be too much.
 
         ‘My hands are shaking, Rhia, you do it,’ she said.
 
         ‘It is the negative,’ said Rhia. ‘I recognise it.’
         
 
         ‘There is no guarantee that it will still make a representation,’ said Antonia. Her heart was thumping. ‘The sun is strong this morning. The kitchen would be best, at this hour.’
 
         She hurried from the room to find her apparatus. She didn’t know what she was more afraid of: seeing Josiah’s face again or that Isaac might be identified as a killer. Rhia followed her upstairs to the studio and then back to the kitchen. They did not speak. They were both preoccupied with the urgency of the undertaking.
 
         Beth was polishing the silver on the kitchen table. She looked mystified as Antonia set up her frame on the bench-top under the window. She laid a clean sheet of treated parchment onto the negative, then clamped them together and positioned the frame so that the sunlight streamed across it.
 
         There was nothing anyone could do. She could not bear to watch. Rhia took her by the elbow, gently. ‘Beth might be pleased to have help polishing the silver.’
 
         ‘Yes, quite,’ Antonia agreed, hardly hearing her.
 
         Beth looked horrified. ‘Oh, there’s no need!’
 
         Rhia laughed. ‘I’ve put my hand to dirtier tasks than cleaning silver, Beth.’
 
         They took turns dipping their flannels into the foul smelling brew. It was her mother’s recipe, Beth said, when Rhia wrinkled her nose, made from flour of sulphur and boiled onions. They polished candlesticks and salt cellars and cake forks, and Antonia took the watch from her pocket every two or three minutes.
 
         When it was time, she put down her cloth and smoothed her hair, and then her skirts, before she approached the little wooden frame on the bench top.
 
         A portrait had materialised: an almost perfect image, as though it had been penned in sepia. Five men stood in Antonia’s garden, just as they had almost two years ago. There was Josiah, looking straight at her. Her heart lurched, but she felt only relief. His image had not been spirited away. It was there all the time, waiting for the sun to reveal it. She could feel his gaze again.
         
 
         Standing beside Josiah was Isaac, looking a little stiff and uncomfortable, and on his other side, Mr Montgomery wore a bemused expression but looked as handsome and elegant as ever. On one end of the row of men was Mr Beckwith, his head bent shyly so that his eyes were shaded. At the other end was Ryan Mahoney, attempting to preserve his rakish smile for the interminable time the exposure had taken.
 
         Antonia unscrewed the bolts that held the frame in place and laid the photogenic drawing carefully on the bench top. The chord above the wainscoting yanked and the bell in the kitchen clanged making them all jump, then laugh nervously. ‘Who can that be?’ Antonia looked at the clock. It was only ten o’clock. ‘I’ll go, Beth.’
 
         Isaac Fisher stood on the doorstep, hat in hands, the crisp morning light behind him. Even with his face in shadow it was clear that he was ill at ease. ‘I came immediately, Antonia. There seemed some urgency in your letter.’
 
         ‘Isaac!’ She didn’t know what to say to him. She should have thought this through. She had expected him to call later in the afternoon, if at all. ‘Come in. We’re in the kitchen. Rhia is here. Her ship put in yesterday.’ She scrutinised his face as she took his hat. Surely he wouldn’t want Rhia in London? He looked surprised, of course, and then he smiled wanly. He looked tired.
 
         ‘That is good news.’
 
         ‘Yes.’
 
         Isaac followed Antonia down the hallway. She felt light-headed, as if she was only loosely anchored to the ground. Some part of her was becoming detached, observing the scene from a distance. It was out of her hands now. Now she must simply speak the truth.
         
 
         If Rhia felt anxious at the sight of Isaac, she didn’t show it. She smiled and said how nice it was to see him, and then she helped Beth clear the silver from the table. Beth hurried away as soon as she could, sensing there would soon be more ‘goings on’ in her kitchen.
 
         Isaac surveyed the room in his usual unhurried way. He had probably never been in the Cloak Lane kitchen before. His eyes came to rest on the bench where the still portrait lay in the sunlight. He moved towards it slowly and deliberately. Antonia watched him, hardly breathing. Rhia was standing, holding the back of a chair. Their eyes met and Rhia raised an eyebrow. Antonia straightened her back. ‘Isaac, there is something we must discuss. I … I have heard …’ She faltered. The truth was not easily spoken after all.
 
         Isaac was looking at the portrait. He seemed dazed. ‘Extraordinary,’ he muttered.
 
         ‘Is it true,’ said Rhia boldly, ‘that you and my uncle were trading in opium?’
 
         He turned slowly. He didn’t look surprised. He shook his head, but not in denial. In shame?
 
         ‘It is true,’ he said. ‘But I have achieved my purpose now. You need not tell me, Antonia, that I am not worthy of the Society of Friends. It has been as much a convenience as anything, to continue to be a Quaker. It has not been in my heart since Louisa died.’
 
         Antonia was deflated. She had wanted, desperately, to be proven wrong. ‘Quaker or no, it is an immoral trade. I had thought more of you.’
 
         ‘Well you need not. It is a narrow view that you hold, but I understand it well enough.’
         
 
         His tone angered her. ‘Then was it worth it, for the profit?’
 
         ‘Who can say? But the money has been well spent and I have done what I had to.’
 
         ‘How can you say such a thing! To think of the damage your trading has done in China and in India.’
 
         Isaac sighed. ‘Antonia. Keep your bonnet on. I have, these past years, visited many villages in India where the weavers do not have land to grow crops because there are fields of poppies instead of rice. There is no simple solution in a modern economy that relies on the produce of other economies. This is the new world. The British government would never place itself at the mercy of a nation as sophisticated and impenetrable as China, they simply would not tolerate it. They are far too narrow-minded. This nation’s unprecedented consumption of commodities – tea, mostly – has left our silver stocks depleted. The only way to fill the vaults of British banks is to encourage opium use in China.’
 
         ‘I do understand the economics, Isaac. What I don’t understand is that you seem to think it perfectly reasonable.’
 
         ‘My lovely Antonia. Allow me to finish. With the profit made, I have purchased back land that will feed Indian families. This was what Ryan and I planned together, and it was necessary to tell Jonathan because he is part-owner in Mathilda and Sea Witch. I didn’t tell Josiah, of course, because the knowledge would have compromised his Quaker oath. He was, as you well know, an unyielding moralist. I am the first to admit that it is a filthy trade, but I have now used it against itself and I am content. I can only hope that Ryan is resting in peace too.’
         
 
         Antonia was speechless.
 
         Rhia’s voice was unsteady. ‘Then the money has been spent charitably.’
         
 
         ‘Of course.’
 
         ‘And the counterfeiting?’
 
         Isaac looked at her sharply. ‘Counterfeiting?’
 
         ‘You must know that the Mathilda made a voyage from Lintin Island into Pacific waters to meet the Sea Witch? The silver from Lintin Island was to be exchanged for guineas that were illegally coined in Sydney.’
         
 
         If Isaac was guilty, then it was a performance worthy of Drury Lane. He looked puzzled, his eyes darting about the room as if he was trying to piece the story together. He was in no hurry to tell them what he was thinking. Antonia held her breath. She looked at Rhia, who looked impatient. Isaac finally nodded slowly.
 
         ‘I have never been to Lintin Island. I was busy in Calcutta, arranging land deeds and so on. Everything takes a very long time in India. Mr Beckwith accompanied the shipment for me. It was purely a business arrangement; I paid him for his time and good management. I can see now why there was a delay in returning to Calcutta, and why the captain was such a cagey old salt.’ He shook his head. ‘I can see it now.’
 
         The bell chord yanked again. Beth called out from the front of the house that she’d see to it, and arrived a moment later with a note for Antonia from Mr Montgomery. He regretted that he would not be able to call that afternoon as requested. He and Mr Beckwith had an important engagement.
 
         Antonia folded the page. She frowned as something occurred to her. ‘But Isaac, if you weren’t aware of the counterfeiting operation, then surely Mr Beckwith was!’
 
         ‘He must know something about it,’ Isaac agreed. ‘I’ll speak to him and to Montgomery about it as a matter of urgency. Our clippers are not for charter to anyone who’ll pay. It is bad enough that they’ve carried opium.’
         
 
         Isaac looked at the portrait again. ‘I see that you found your missing negative. You must be pleased, Antonia.’
 
         ‘That is another matter entirely,’ Antonia said. She looked at Rhia, who seemed to know exactly what she was thinking.
 
         ‘Tell me the address of the guest house in Cornhill,’ Rhia said, ‘and I’ll go and fetch Eliza.’
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         Rhia ran all the way to Cornhill, holding her chambertine skirts up from the puddles of melting snow. By the time she reached the lodgings where the Greens were accommodated, her hair had lost its pins and she’d attracted plenty of curious looks.
         

         Eliza and Juliette were in the landlady’s tidy front room, talking so intently by the fire that they didn’t notice her at first. They seemed at ease in each other’s company. Juliette looked wary as soon as she saw Rhia. ‘What is it?’ she said, avoiding Rhia’s eyes. Juliette hadn’t looked her in the eye since she’d caught her talking to photogenic gum trees in the middle of the night.

         ‘Would you come to Cloak Lane? There is something you must see, Mrs Green.’ Both women were immediately on edge; you could see it in their hands. They had the same nervous, fluttering gestures.

         Rhia tried to keep the talk going as they walked briskly back to Cloak Lane. She measured her footsteps as best she could so as not to feed the anxiety they all felt. She asked Eliza what she thought she’d do, now that she was in London.

         ‘Mrs Blake says I should be selling my collars and doilies at Petticoat Lane, and she needs a housekeeper, as well. She says she wants to spend more time with the trade.’

         Rhia laughed. ‘I’m pleased to hear it. She is very good at finding employment for women.’ Eliza just shook her head as though she still couldn’t believe the way her life had turned around.
         

         Antonia must have been waiting in the hallway for she opened the door the instant they knocked. She ushered them into the morning room and dismissed Eliza’s protestations about sitting on the Chesterfield. Isaac was at the table, bent over the morning issue of the Globe. He might have been reading, but Rhia doubted it. The portrait was next to the broadsheet. Antonia picked it up as though it were made of glass and then sat down beside Eliza, holding it against her chest so that the picture was hidden.
         

         ‘Eliza. There is something …’ Antonia faltered. ‘I would like you to look at this.’ She hesitated and then lay the portrait upon her lap.

         Eliza gazed at it, frowning. It took her a minute to understand what she was looking at. But Juliette knew exactly what it was. Her hand went to her mouth and her eyes darted to Rhia suspiciously, as though this must be her doing.

         ‘Do you recognise any of these men?’ Antonia prodded gently.

         Eliza didn’t seem to have heard; she was still trying to comprehend the portrait.
         

         Juliette looked at Antonia, wide-eyed. ‘I don’t understand.’ She had seen not one ghost but two: Josiah Blake and Ryan Mahoney.

         ‘I know what you did, Juliette,’ Antonia said quietly, ‘and why. But you see, the negative found its way back to me anyway. Who would have thought it?’ She shrugged as though it was nothing more than a mildly interesting event.

         Eliza yelped and threw the portrait onto the floor as though it had bitten her.

         ‘That’s him, that’s John Hannam all right,’ she croaked. She put her hand to her throat as if something had grabbed at it.
         

         Antonia picked the portrait up. ‘Which one is John Hannam?’ Everyone was silent, watching Eliza.

         Eliza stabbed her finger at Mr Montgomery. Rhia felt a chill. No one spoke. It must be a mistake. She looked around. Juliette didn’t look surprised, of course. Isaac was nodding as though he had already suspected as much, and Antonia was clearly devastated.

         ‘But that simply isn’t possible, Eliza. Mr Montgomery is a respectable man. A wealthy man, from a good family.’

         ‘Do you know anything about Jonathan Montgomery’s family, Antonia?’ Isaac asked.

         ‘No. But I assumed …’ She trailed off. ‘Do you?’

         ‘No,’ said Isaac. ‘I, also, assumed. Respectability only needs wealth to defend it these days.’

         Rhia couldn‘t stand still a moment longer. She needed air. She needed to think. It could not be possible that Mr Montgomery was behind the deaths of Josiah and Ryan. She stood up. ‘Mr Dillon and Michael Kelly are meeting in Covent Garden,’ she said. ‘I’ll find them.’

         ‘Take my chaise,’ Isaac offered.

         ‘I’d sooner take one of your horses, if I may. I’d be faster.’

         ‘Very well. I’ll unhitch the mare.’

         Isaac left to do this while Rhia fetched her cloak. By the time she reached the footpath, he’d put a bridle and reins on one of his pretty greys.

         ‘I don’t have a saddle,’ he said as he handed her the reins.

         ‘I don’t have need of one,’ she replied. Isaac held the mare still while she mounted.

         She rode through Cornhill, easily manoeuvring past slow-moving carriages. On Threadneedle Street, a queue had formed behind a brewer’s cart that was unloading tuns at a tavern. She rode past, barely noticing the shocked expressions of ladies in hansom cabs as they stared at her skirts hitched up around her knees. You’d think they’d never seen a leg. It was cold. She wished she’d thought to put on her longer boots and a riding skirt instead. She pulled her hood lower over her face against the frigid air.
         

         The road beyond Cheapside looked clearer, so she pressed her heels into the mare’s flanks. They almost reached a canter along Newgate Street. She didn’t look at the prison, not once. She wondered if someone within those grey walls was listening to the hooves on the cobbles, as she once had. She said a prayer. It came out so naturally that she barely noticed.

         At Holborn the thoroughfare was congested again, and Rhia wondered if any of the side streets to the south cut through to Drury Lane. She saw three grey doves, sitting on the wrought iron curl of a street lamp on the corner of an alleyway. She took a chance.

         If Mr Montgomery was indeed John Hannam then they needed evidence. It would do no good to accuse him otherwise. She had a feeling, though, that this was precisely what Dillon and Michael were up to. It would have been easy enough for Mr Montgomery to take the embroidery from his wife’s collection and put it into the emporium. And he only needed to pay his maid, or threaten her, to get her to lie. He must have suspected that Rhia knew something. She remembered the afternoon of Isabella’s tea party. She’d said something. She couldn’t remember what exactly, she’d been quite drunk, but it was something about being suspicious of Josiah’s and Ryan’s death. Mr Montgomery knew that she’d been with Isabella, seeing the collection. It would have been easy to convince his wife.

         Rhia nudged the mare along the narrow passage towards the Covent Garden market square. Rows of hackney carriages queued around its periphery, their drivers smoking or talking in huddles beside a brazier, stamping their feet to stay warm.
         

         ‘Lovely set of pegs, miss,’ one of the drivers remarked as she passed.

         ‘Thank you,’ she said. She rode straight across the square and through a laneway clogged with barrows. She arrived at the Red Lion at the same time as Dillon, who was hurrying along from the opposite direction. The collar of his long coat was up around his ears and his breath was a puff of mist around him. Rhia dropped her hood back as they drew closer and he laughed when he recognised her.

         ‘I’ve been waiting to see Rhiannon on her mare,’ he said, ‘but isn’t your cloak the wrong colour?’

         ‘I’ve news.’

         ‘Ah.’ He took the reins. ‘There’s a stable at the back, I’ll tie her up. Mr Kelly’s probably inside.’

         Michael Kelly was in a snug, smoking and reading a trade journal. He looked out of place, Rhia thought, with his sun-burnt skin, felt hat and stockman’s boots. They had spoken of Greystones at breakfast, before Antonia arrived, and for the first time Rhia saw his raw longing to be home. There were tears in his eyes when he spoke of Annie. There had been no time to send a letter from Sydney that would reach home before they did. No one in Greystones knew that she and Michael Kelly were in London. Michael looked up as Dillon arrived with a jug of porter.

         ‘I’ve news,’ said Michael.

         ‘That’s all of us, then,’ Dillon said. ‘You first,’ he added, looking at Rhia.

         She described what had happened that morning, and when she named Mr Montgomery Dillon slammed his hand down on the table making her jump. ‘I knew it!’ he said, shaking his head in disgust. ‘I knew it. I didn’t want to jump to conclusions, but I should have. Well, we’ve evidence now.’
         

         ‘We have,’ said Michael. ‘I paid a visit to Ryan’s solicitor this morning.’ He drew a sealed envelope from his waistcoat pocket. ‘But it isn’t mine to open.’ He handed it to Rhia

         ‘Not now,’ she said. ‘We should be on our way.’

         ‘Aye,’ said Michael, draining his glass. ‘I’ll find us a cab.’

         ‘Rhiannon is on horseback,’ said Dillon, glancing at her with a half-smile as he used her full name. ‘I’d like to recruit Sid if we’re going to pay Montgomery a visit, so let’s you and I stop at the Jerusalem on the way.’ He looked at Rhia and raised an eyebrow. If she had been in any doubt, before, about her feelings for him, she was no longer. She had no idea how one came back to earth from this soaring weightless feeling.

         She rode hard and reached Cloak Lane before Dillon and Michael.

         Juliette opened the door and shocked Rhia by attempting a smile. In the morning room, Eliza sat crocheting while Isaac was pacing. They all looked up at her expectantly.

         ‘They’re coming. They’ll be here soon,’ she said.

         Antonia said something about people wanting lunch and disappeared, obviously needing to keep busy with something.

         Michael, Dillon and Sid arrived.

         No one seemed to want the curried salmon sandwiches Beth had prepared, and Rhia couldn’t even eat ginger cake though she took a bite just to keep Beth happy. For a time there were several conversations taking place at once. Sid shook Rhia’s hand so hard that it made her shoulder ache. ‘You look well, Miss Mahoney,’ he said, beaming.

         ‘That’s a lie!’ She laughed.

         ‘It is, but I’m pleased to see you all the same.’

         Michael raised his voice until everyone was listening. ‘I’ve paid a visit to Ryan Mahoney’s solicitor, and persuaded him to hand over a letter that Josiah Blake posted to Ryan.’
         

         ‘How ever were you able to convince him?’ Antonia asked.

         ‘I’d rather not say, Mrs Blake.’ Michael turned to Rhia who took the envelope from her cloak pocket. She broke the seal. Inside was another envelope, already opened. The address on this was China Wharf and it bore the stamp of the Bombay postmaster. Inside this was a single leaf of parchment.

         Rhia unfolded it and read Josiah’s letter aloud.

         
            Arabian Sea
March 1840
            

            
                

            

            My dear Mahoney,

            My pen is slipping in my damp grasp and the mirth of the ocean is rattling my inkpot. The closeness of the air is stifling, but not so much as my fear. It has grown since I stumbled on the opium sheds in Calcutta and was mistaken for Isaac.

            It might be only fear that makes the shadows follow me, scorning my good sense. I have prayed like a condemned man as we navigated the east India shore and through the Strait of Ceylon. But the feeling of danger has only grown and now I am unable to distinguish between the shadow of a mast and that of a man. The crew from Calcutta are neither men I recognise nor trust, so I keep to my cabin, seeking only the company of my goodly companions.

            Before we left Calcutta I sought out the sailor who apprehended me thinking that I was Isaac. I found him in a tavern, drunk. But instead of telling me more about the Mathilda being chartered to Lintin Island, he was rambling about two ships meeting in the open sea. He assured me that he could tell me no more or I’d certainly have the law after him.
            

            Our friend Isaac has seen fit to trade outside of the law of Emperor Tao-kuang and in defiance of the Quaker ethic. Perhaps you knew this? The trade may not be illegal in England, but it is immoral. The emperor’s trade law is farcical of course. It is not honoured by the merchants of Jardine Matheson and the East India Company, and indeed the Queen herself seems content to ignore a reasonable request in order to expand her empire. If this is the new world, then I prefer the old.

            I had a private word with Mr Beckwith last night, and he seemed distressed. He promised me that he would investigate, and I told him that I would write to you so that you might make discreet enquiries from London. The Jerusalem should have a record of charters with signatories. If there is a criminal in our company, and it is neither you nor I, and it is not Isaac, then it can only be Jonathan Montgomery. I hope I have not overly distressed poor Mr Beckwith whom, I now realise, must also have come to this conclusion.

            As you know, we are often in Calcutta for up to eight weeks so that we might travel to the indigo dyers and wood block printers in remote villages. The ship’s crew is usually entirely different for each passage, sailors being itinerant and not inclined to wait in port, idle, when they could be at sea earning a wage. Calcutta is a busy sea port with a sizeable ship building yard. It was my mistaken belief that Mathilda was in the dry dock during our last stay. It was a convenient misapprehension, and Isaac was not then obliged to tell me an untruth.
            

            I entreat you to make your own enquiries, Mahoney, and I beg you to be cautious. I admit that I always felt curious to know more of Jonathan’s past, which he has kept private. One does not wish to pry. Perhaps he has other crimes to hide.
            

            I hope to be returned safely to you, and that this foreboding that I have is no more than cowardice. But should any ill befall me, please take care of my beloved Antonia. I need convey no message of my affections to her, she can be in no doubt of my devotion.

            
                

            

            I remain your steadfast and loyal friend,

            Josiah Blake

         

         Rhia folded the page and returned it to its envelope. Antonia was weeping. Dillon held out his hand for the letter. ‘It will be needed as evidence,’ he said quietly. Rhia gave it to him and their fingers brushed against each other. It was a light touch only, but its current spread through her.

         Dillon waited for Antonia to compose herself, and then said, ‘I promise I will take good care of the letter, Mrs Blake. Your husband was wrong about one thing only. Mr Beckwith would not have been shocked to hear that Jonathan Montgomery, once John Hannam, is a criminal. He is not only Montgomery’s associate but also his accomplice. How else could Montgomery have discovered that Ryan had the letter? Josiah told Beckwith he was writing to Ryan. It could only have been Beckwith who killed both Josiah and Ryan.’

         The room was silent as everyone considered this. Shy, retiring Mr Beckwith, a killer?

         ‘When I met Ryan,’ Dillon continued, ‘it was because I was investigating London merchants who were trading with China. I knew he was hiding something from me. I was curious about his firearms, and he assured me that his interest was antiquarian, and that he didn’t even know how to fire one. Furthermore, he said that he kept no bullets. I saw no reason to disbelieve him, and I still do not. If he were to take his own life, it would have had to be premeditated, not something he did in a moment of despair.’
         

         ‘Then it was not his own pistol that shot him?’ Rhia heard her voice as though from afar.

         Dillon shook his head. ‘It was not. The shot was taken from a greater distance than an arm’s reach. It was a simple matter for Mr Beckwith to arrive with his own firearm, and then to place Ryan’s in his hand once he was dead. It is easy enough to dust gunpowder residue around the barrel of the gun so that it appears to have been fired.’

         Antonia, now composed, was looking around the room. ‘Where is Juliette?’

         Juliette stepped forward from the shadow of the doorway.

         ‘When did you suspect Mr Montgomery?’ Antonia asked.

         ‘And how?’ Rhia added.

         ‘It was the day I came to the emporium with you,’ she said breathlessly. ‘He rolled up his shirtsleeves when I knocked that organza to the floor. I saw a scar the shape of the burn that I left on John Hannam’s arm before he killed my father. And then I just knew that it was he – there was something about him. I couldn’t say what, but I knew.’
         

         Juliette didn’t bother to hide her tears, and now Eliza was weeping as well and dabbing her eyes with her crochet.

         ‘I think I know what John Hannam was up to when your father found the banknotes hidden in the barn, Juliette,’ said Dillon. ‘I’ve acquired some old newsprint from around Manchester. There was a racket that made the papers, involving forged banknotes being exchanged for coin. Each exchange took place in a different part of the city and at a different bank. More than three thousand pounds was extorted in and around Manchester over two years.’
         

         This, Dillon argued, was the means by which John Hannam had transformed himself into Jonathan Montgomery, a little-known cloth magnate from an aristocratic northern family. It was an easy task to seduce London society; it only took money, which allowed one to marry into more money. No doubt Prunella had been hoodwinked like everyone else, charmed by the art of manners and the attentions of a handsome man. Then there was Francis Beckwith’s beautiful copperplate. Rhia had thought it ill-suited to his character, but it was well suited to a forger. She should have suspected him immediately she saw the handwriting on Jerusalem calling card.
         

         Rhia looked at Dillon. He and Michael were making preparations to leave, as though an unspoken message had passed between them. And it was not just a room full of weeping women that was calling them away.

         Sid noticed too. ‘I’m coming,’ he said.

         ‘And I,’ Isaac added. Antonia was still holding onto his arm. He looked at her kindly. ‘If you’ll be all right on your own?’

         ‘Heavens!’ she said indignantly, ‘I have a business and a household to run. I don’t have time to swoon.’

         Isaac smiled and his face changed. He was looking at Antonia with such tenderness that Rhia looked away. Why had she not noticed it before?

         ‘We could do with the extra men,’ Michael agreed.

         Dylan nodded. ‘I’ll take Isaac’s chaise and call at the Westminster station on the way to Regent Street. I imagine they’ll spare a couple of constables if I ask nicely. They like to have something to wave their truncheons at.’

         ‘Montgomery could be at Belgravia,’ Sid said.

         ‘I’m coming with you,’ Rhia said, preparing to stand her ground. She caught Dillon’s eye. He opened his mouth to protest, hesitated and then nodded. Michael looked at her sharply and she returned the look. He shrugged. ‘I’m not going to argue with you, I can see there’s no point. I suppose it’s your right to accuse the man who did that to your hair.’
         

         ‘Off we go then!’ Sid rubbed his hands together, and then buttoned up his waistcoat and straightened his cap as if he was off to the music hall.
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         It was agreed, en route, that Sid would go into the House of Montgomery on his own first, to see if Mr Montgomery was there. Rhia wouldn’t set foot in the place without good cause, and as far as she was concerned no cause was good enough. She didn’t much care to see Grace, either.
         
 
         The Regent Street hackney stand was just outside the em - porium and fate and fortune were riding with them because a carriage pulled away just as they arrived. Sid disappeared into the emporium, and Rhia watched from the carriage while Michael and Isaac stood on the footpath outside. Michael looked like he’d stepped out of another time, with his thick linen shirt and rough wool breeches. He leant on a lamp-post smoking and watching the bustle of the street. Isaac stood talking to him. They made an unlikely pair, the Quaker and the dissenter. They barely attracted a curious glance, though, amongst Londoners.
 
         Ladies went in and came out. Rhia saw a ghost of herself entering through the same door in her red cloak a lifetime ago. She hardly knew that Rhia now. She had thought herself so fine  and worldly.
 
         Sid came out after a few minutes and they climbed back into the carriage. ‘Grace says her boss is at Belgrave Square,’ he said. ‘But we’d best wait for Mr Dillon before we set off.’ They waited, each lost in their own thoughts.
 
         ‘Grace decided to stay at the emporium, then?’ Rhia asked Sid.
         
 
         ‘That’s right. She said she saw no reason why she shouldn’t keep her position just because we were being married. I wonder who might have put that idea into her head, Miss Mahoney?’
 
         All around the sanctuary of their carriage, London jostled and shouted and hurried as though this were just any other day. It could take some time for Mr Dillon to arrive if the roads were this busy all the way from Westminster. Everywhere Rhia looked, now, she saw the ghosts of parts of her; young women in crinoline cages in awe of the fancy shops, as though this place might magically turn them into someone other than who they were. She no longer felt in awe of the capital, she might be in it, but she was not of it. She could almost hear Mamo, chuckling, at her shoulder.
         
 
         Isaac’s chaise stopped beside them, accompanied by two constables on horseback. Mr Dillon sat on the hammercloth holding the reins. His hair was loose and he was wearing a shallow-brimmed black hat and his leather coat. He looked like he was ready for anything. After a short conference they agreed on their plan and set off again.
 
         All the way to Belgravia, Rhia felt her anger building as she thought about Mr Montgomery, the man she had wanted to impress. The man whom she had admired. To think that she had even felt grateful to him! She wondered if he had offered her a position to find out exactly what she knew. He had probably never intended to use her designs.
 
         They stopped beside a copse of trees a short distance from the Montgomery residence. The policemen would wait at the gates until they were called for. As agreed, Rhia and Isaac climbed the cold marble steps to the front entrance as though they were simply paying a visit. At the imposing black doors that could hide anything, they stood still for a moment and looked at each other. Isaac smiled. Although he looked strained, he also seemed liberated; as though he, too, had been freed. They waited until Dillon, Michael and Sid had disappeared around the side of the building towards the servants’ and tradesmen’s entrance, then Isaac nodded.
         
 
         Rhia lifted the heavy brass knocker.
 
         The butler opened the door, a squat man with a dour expression and depressed air. ‘Yes,’ he said.
 
         ‘We are here to see Jonathan Montgomery,’ said Isaac.
 
         ‘I’m afraid the Montgomerys are dining, sir.’
 
         Isaac nodded unsympathetically. ‘I suggest you interrupt their luncheon, then. Perhaps you could show us straight to the dining room?’
 
         ‘That is out of the question,’ the butler replied blandly.
 
         ‘I see,’ Isaac replied. ‘There are two constables waiting on the street, and I would prefer, at this stage, not to involve them.’ The butler’s grey eyebrows shot up and he looked over Rhia’s shoulder towards the gates. He stepped aside immediately to let them in.
 
         Although the butler was hurrying, it seemed to take an age to reach the dining room, buried deep in the house. Blood-coloured walls and dark wainscoting rose on either side making Rhia claustrophobic. Her heart pounded. What if the others couldn’t find their way in, or got lost in the house?
         
 
         ‘There’s no need to announce us,’ said Isaac quietly, when they finally reached the right door. ‘And, if you don’t mind my offering you some advice, I suggest you hastily find yourself another employer.’ The poor man merely shook his head in confusion and hurried away.
 
         The dining room was dim, the curtains almost fully drawn. Mr and Mrs Montgomery, Mr Beckwith and Isabella all sat at one end of the long table. Two candelabras were lit as if it were a formal dinner.
         
 
         When the door opened, they all looked up expectantly – as though their silence, rather than their conversation, had been interrupted. Prunella Montgomery looked dreadful. A strand of hair hung over her painted face, and even the most expensive powders and paints could not disguise the bloodless skin. The hand that clutched the stem of her claret glass had a visible tremor.
 
         ‘Miss Mahoney!’ Isabella stood up so quickly that she knocked her chair over. She ran across the room in a blur of buttermilk chiffon, and flung her arms around Rhia’s neck as though she were the dearest of long-lost friends. ‘I’m so pleased to see you! I didn’t know you were in London!’ She turned to her father. ‘Papa! Have you kept it a secret from me? Is Rhia to come back to work at the emporium?’
 
         ‘No,’ said Rhia, ‘I am not.’ Isabella was playing the ingénue. Perhaps she always had. Her eyes had a desperate look that told worlds more than her incessant, meaningless chatter. Isabella knew, as everyone in the room knew, that something was wrong.
 
         Mr Montgomery and Beckwith were on their feet, ostensibly polite, but Beckwith’s usually impassive expression had a new alertness. The only person who barely stirred was Prunella, who took a large swallow of claret, then picked up a piece of bread and nibbled on it as though things were perfectly normal.
 
         Mr Montgomery bowed, and smiled his captivating smile, but it was a mask and he was clearly on guard.
 
         ‘Good afternoon, Isaac! What a surprise. And Miss Mahoney, how … delightful to see you returned to us safely.’ He could not have looked less delighted.
 
         ‘Greetings, Jonathan,’ said Isaac. He frowned, choosing his words slowly and carefully. ‘We thought we’d call since your name came up today. Twice. Once in association with a counterfeiting racket in Sydney and once in connection with a murder.’ Rhia had not expected Isaac to be so daring. She thought he would be careful until the rest of their party arrived.
         
 
         Mr Montgomery kept smiling as though Isaac was playing some kind of prank. But his eyes darted to Beckwith, who put his hand on his waistcoat pocket. Beckwith was on edge, and for the first time Rhia saw that he was not, after all, a passive man. He suddenly looked as mean as a cornered stoat. No one moved or said anything.
 
         Rhia noticed a movement out of the corner of her eye. The door opened and Michael, Dillon and Sid entered. They could have been waiting at the door for any length of time. Beckwith slid his hand into his pocket and pulled out a black pistol, which he pointed at Rhia. He wasn’t looking at her, though, he was looking at Michael. Michael was holding his knife.
 
         ‘You’d all best be leaving now,’ Beckwith said slowly. His voice chilled Rhia more than the sight of his gun pointed at her breast. She had hardly heard Beckwith speak before, and now she knew why. Unlike Mr Montgomery, he had a distinctly northern accent. Did a bullet kill one instantly, or would she bleed to death? Ryan’s prone body was like a photogenic drawing in her mind. Michael’s knife was a primitive-looking weapon; it was the colour of ivory, and it had saw-like serrations an inch down either side of its deadly sharp point. It was aimed at Beckwith. ‘I learnt to throw a knife from a real Australian,’ Michael said steadily. ‘They take aim at their prey while it’s moving and they never, ever, miss their mark.’
 
         Dillon was watching Beckwith, his eyes darted to Rhia; a wordless supplication to stay perfectly still. As if she wouldn’t. She was made of stone. 
         
 
         The only sound was Isabella’s soft whimpering. Prunella had put down her glass. Beckwith’s hand stayed steady, pointing the pistol at her. Mr Montgomery’s eyes were darting about as though searching for an escape route. There wasn’t one. Sid, who’d rolled up his sleeves, blocked the door. He had his hands on his hips and he was leaning forwards slightly, like a rugby player hoping for a scuffle.
 
         If she didn’t say anything now, she may not have another opportunity.
 
         ‘Did you kill Ryan Mahoney, Mr Montgomery?’
 
         Rhia heard Isabella catch her breath.
 
         Montgomery looked at her, hard and cold. She’d seen this side of him before, she remembered, at Isabella’s party. Just a flash. But she had ignored it because she had been so taken in by the mask of success and respectability. ‘I did not,’ he said.
 
         She nodded. ‘Not personally. But it was your idea.’ She looked at Beckwith. ‘You shot him. You pointed that pistol at him, didn’t you?’ She marvelled at the steadiness of her own voice, as though it were coming from someone else entirely. Beckwith said nothing. He was not fool enough to admit to murder in the company of so many. His eyes strayed for only a second to Montgomery’s though, and that was all it took. In a moment, Michael’s knife was hurtling across the room. It hit Beckwith’s forearm. The pistol dropped to the floor with a clatter and the arm that had been holding it was now hanging limply. The knife twisted and fell, but it had done its work. Beckwith groaned with pain and clutched his forearm with his other hand. His shirtsleeve was already soaked in blood. Michael moved quickly and took hold of him by his good arm. Montgomery made a move towards the door but Isaac stepped in front of him.
 
         ‘Since we’re all here,’ said Dillon, ‘I’d like to take a stab – no pun intended, Mr Beckwith – at what inspired the coining racket. I’d say you’ve had your work cut out, John Hannam, keeping up appearances and running a mercer’s on Regent Street, not to mention a house in Belgravia, though I imagine your good wife’s money has helped. Still, with the silver crisis and the downturn in trade, not to mention the shortage of China silk, you must have needed an injection of funds to keep up appearances. Lucky you had the benefit of a criminal past, isn’t it? Oh, and did I say we know who John Hannam is?’
         
 
         ‘I’ve no idea what you’re talking about and I certainly don’t have to tell you anything about my business affairs,’ Montgomery spat, his face so twisted with resentment that it was hard to believe he was the genteel mercer whose lunch had been interrupted.
 
         ‘Quite right, you don’t. We have enough evidence. We even have Josiah Blake’s letter, but you may have thought Rhia or Laurence had that anyway?’
 
         Mr Montgomery looked as though he would happily kill Dillon as well, but he was outnumbered. He was white with fury, or fear, and he was visibly perspiring.
 
         Prunella Montgomery picked up her wine glass. ‘It seems that you’ve been found out, my dear. I knew some of it, of course, though I didn’t imagine … this.’ She flung her hand out in a wide gesture that almost knocked over one of the candelabras. ‘A man cannot hide his true self from his wife, Jonathan. You’ve become careless. I might be a tippler, but I’m not entirely without sensibility. Not yet.’ She looked away from him in disgust. ‘When he is alone with Francis, he is not so careful of his manners,’ she said, to no one in particular. ‘I suppose I have wondered how long it would be before he went too far. And that nice young man …’ She shook her head.
 
         ‘Which nice young man, Mrs Montgomery?’ Michael coaxed.
 
         ‘The naturalist. It was botany, wasn’t it?’ She looked at Isaac.
         
 
         ‘Yes, it was,’ he agreed.
 
         ‘Do you mean Mr Reeve?’ Rhia would not have described him in the same way.
 
         ‘Yes. He had been petitioning for our patronage for some time, and Jonathan, quite suddenly, decided to help him reach Australia. Now I understand why.’ Prunella drained her glass and set it on the table. She cast one last look at her husband. ‘What a pity you are not, at least, ashamed of yourself.’ She rose slowly and with a slight totter. ‘Come, Isabella, these gentlemen have business with your father.’
 
         Prunella and Isabella left the room and Rhia caught Dillon’s eye. She raised an eyebrow and he nodded. It was time to call the constables. If she was going to say something it would have to be now. ‘It may have been your intent to ruin me, or maybe you had no intent but to get me out of your way, but what you have done is quite the opposite. I suppose, indirectly, you have done me a favour. I’ll soon be selling my own cloth in London.’
 
         ‘Don’t be a fool,’ he said. ‘You would never survive. The trade is a man’s domain.’
 
         ‘Of course. So that is why the Thames is full of filth and the skies are dark with sulphur and lime. I met several women on the Rajah with a head for commerce.’ (She thought better of mentioning Agnes’s proposed business.) ‘You’ll soon find out what it’s like to get to know people in prison. Most of them won’t be real criminals, like you. By the way, Mr Beckwith, you dropped a calling card at China Wharf. You should be more careful.’
         
 
         Rhia turned her back without giving Beckwith another glance. She couldn’t stand to look at him.
 
         On the drive, she signalled to the constables and went to wait in the carriage. She pulled her cloak together, and breathed in the cold. The sky was patterned with cloud as delicate as mother of pearl. The air was still. If today were a cloth, it would be chambertine; a blend of linen and wool; the sturdy fibres that had woven themselves through her life.
         
 
         Soon, one of the constables galloped past, up the road, tipping his black cap at her as he passed. No doubt he had gone to get the police wagon. When the door of the carriage opened, Rhia expected that it would be one of the men, but it was Isabella.
 
         ‘Do you mind if I sit with you?’ Isabella looked as though she’d matured in the space of an hour, in spite of the frill of chiffon beneath her fur.
 
         ‘Of course not.’ They sat in silence for a moment. Rhia wondered if she should say something placatory about what was going on in the house. She couldn’t think of anything. ‘That’s a pretty gown.’
 
         Isabelle smiled weakly. ‘To be truthful, I’m fed up with pretty things. Papa likes me in them, but I would prefer something more sophisticated.’ She chewed on her lip. ‘It seems that he is in trouble.’
 
         ‘It does seem so.’
 
         ‘Will I be permitted to visit him in prison?’
 
         ‘I expect so. You did not marry, then?’
 
         ‘No. Papa said he was not good enough for me, but I know that it’s really because of money. It seems that Papa doesn’t have much after all. I shall take ballet classes, that will cheer me. Mama says I may.’ Isabelle looked at her hands. ‘I’m so sorry, Miss Mahoney, about what happened to you. You did not deserve it.’
 
         The black police wagon passed as they conversed about the most frivolous things Rhia could think of, and then Isabella said she had better go and say goodbye to her father.
 
         ‘I hope you’ll visit us, Miss Mahoney?’
         
 
         ‘I’ll be going home soon, but I’ll be in London again, on business.’ On business. She liked the way that sounded.
 
         Isabella left and the men arrived. Isaac stepped up onto his chaise and offered to drive Sid home. Michael said he thought he’d sit up on the hammercloth with the driver. Dillon climbed into the carriage with Rhia.
 
         They sat side by side, almost touching. Dillon’s hand rested lightly on Rhia’s. His fingers traced slowly along her wrist. He turned to her and ran his thumb down her cheek and across her lips, leaning towards her until she felt his warm breath on her face and his lips pressing on hers. They were softer than she had imagined. His hands slid to her shoulders and down her arms as though he were undressing her. They rested on her waist, pressing against her hips. Everywhere he touched, her skin came to life. The depth of the sea, the radiance of the moon and the strength of heaven had got her here, and she would never forget how this inner lightness felt. Perhaps Antonia had been right after all about the inner light.
 
         They had rearranged themselves by the time they arrived at Cloak Lane. Michael stepped down and coughed loudly before he opened the carriage door. He shook Dillon’s hand and said he hoped to see him in Ireland one day, then he left them alone beneath the carriage lamp.
 
         Inside the circle of light, Dillon looked at Rhia quizzically.
 
         ‘Might I visit you in Ireland?’
 
         ‘You might,’ she said.
 
         ‘Then perhaps I shall,’ he replied.
 
         ‘You had damn well better,’ she said.

      

      
    

  
    
      
         
            Merchant’s Quay, October 1842

         
   
         Michael Kelly sat on a pile of stones quarried from Belgard near Dublin; stones that were about to form part of the new Mahoney storehouse. He pulled out his tobacco tin and watched the scurrying activity of the quay. The never-ending rotation of commerce. Behind the row of red-brick stores was a tangle of masts and rigging; the sight that had once called him to adventure and the open sea. He breathed a sigh of completion. It was time to stay home now.
         

         Not far off stood Dillon and Rhia. They’d been married in the summer, in Greystones chapel. It was a typical village wedding, everyone was welcome and there’d been a ceilidh on the green afterwards. Annie pulled him up to dance, and when he protested, Thomas and Fiona made him. So he danced with his wife and she looked as lovely in her yellow dress as she’d looked the day he first laid eyes on her.

         She’d never looked better, though, than she had the day he got home. What a sweet day it had been. He’d left Rhia to take the carriage up the headland, and walked along the shale. Thomas was at the loom, and Annie was spinning, just as he’d imagined it for years. He walked right in, and they both looked at him, stunned, as though a stranger had walked into their parlour. Annie dropped her distaff to the floor. He’d never seen her do that, she was always so careful with her yarn. Then she was in his arms. They didn’t sleep the first night. How could they? There was too much remembering to do. Remembering of each other. She didn’t ask him if he’d stayed true, but if she’d been in any doubt of his love then he’d proved it that night and on many nights since.
         

         Standing beside Rhia and Dillon were Bridget and Connor Mahoney. Connor still had his stick but he stood straighter these days. He didn’t take much interest in the trade any more, but he didn’t need to; not with Brigit and Rhia in the house. They were watching as the foundation stones were laid in the place where the ruined linen storehouse had been. Rhia had taken her old red cloak to the dyers quarter and now it was purple, and her hair was grown long again. They’d done well. They had a clipper at sea and another that should be leaving Sydney by now, and one about to depart Dublin for London. Antonia had found them plenty of English and continental buyers. She and Isaac were business partners now, and Michael wouldn’t be surprised if they soon became more than that.

         He had received a letter from Dan in Sydney, saying why didn’t he send his cloth back to them, since good quality woven was still rare in the colony. Rhia was now insisting that she accompany the first shipment; though Michael could see her husband didn’t think much of the idea. That wouldn’t make any difference to her, though. She did as she pleased and Dillon seemed to like that about her. That was uncommon in a man, Michael was prepared to admit it.

         Michael wouldn’t be going back to Australia. Even coming to Dublin for a spell was too long to be away from home these days. Annie was waiting for him now, just as she’d done for all those years.

         Rhia was looking towards St Patrick’s, and Michael thought he saw her incline her head respectfully, but he couldn’t be sure.
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            About this Book

         
 
         Dublin, 1840: Rhia Mahoney watches in despair as her father’s linen warehouse goes up in flames. Her family is ruined. Her imagined future, full of pattern and colour, plum brocades and beetle-green taffeta, crumbles to ashes.
         
 
          
 
         Seeking work in dismal London, Rhia’s life is changed beyond all imagination when her uncle, a shipping merchant, commits suicide. Rhia cannot – will not – believe he would take his own life, but before she can investigate, she is arrested for a crime she did not commit, and forced to board a prison ship bound for New South Wales.
 
          
 
         The voyage seems endless. To ease the boredom, the women sew scraps of cloth into a quilt to send to London. And with every stitch, Rhia binds herself to a fateful journey that will not end in Australia…
 
          
 
         Weaving death, love and adventure into a vivid tale of the world at the height of Empire, The Silver Thread is a superbly told Victorian murder mystery set during the great age of sail.
         

      

      
    

  
    
      
         
            About the Author

         
   
        [image: ]

        Kylie Fitzpatrick is a graduate of the MA in Creative Writing at Bath Spa University, and tutors on the Creative Writing degree course there. Her previous two historical novels have been published in ten languages.

      

      
    

  

            About Head of Zeus


[image: ]

We hope you enjoyed this book.

We are Head of Zeus, a brand new publishing house dedicated to new authors, great storytelling, and fabulous ideas.

To find your next read – and some tempting special offers – why not visit our website?


    
      
            First published in the UK in 2012 by Head of Zeus, Ltd.
            
 
           Copyright © Kylie Fitzpatrick, 2012
            
 
            The moral right of Kylie Fitzpatrick to be identified as the author of this work has been asserted in accordance with the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act of 1988.
            
 
            All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording, or otherwise, without the prior permission of both the copyright owner and the above publisher of this book.
            
 
            This is a work of fiction. All characters, organizations, and events portrayed in this novel are either products of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously.
            
 
            9 7 5 3 1 2 4 6 8
            
 
            A CIP catalogue record for this book is available from the British Library.
            
 
            ISBN (HB): 9781908800121
 ISBN (TPB): 9781908800138
 ISBN (E): 9781908800862
            
 
            Printed in Great Britain.
            
 
            Head of Zeus, Ltd
 55 Monmouth Street
 London, WC2H 9DG
            
 
            www.headofzeus.com
            

    

  
    
      
         
            Contents

         
   
         
            
               
               
              Cover


Welcome Page


               Dedication
               

               Epigraph
               

               4 April 1841 
               

                

               I Linen
               

               Flax 
               

               Flannel 
               

               Yarn 
               

               Jacquard 
               

               Satin 
               

               Calico 
               

               Merino 
               

               Paisley 
               

               Weave 
               

               Tartan 
               

               Cambric 
               

               Devoré 
               

               Gossamer 
               

               Brocade 
               

               Chine 
               

               Ribbon 
               

               Armozeen 
               

               Corinna 
               

               Silk 
               

               Serge 
               

               Cloth 
               

               Cashmere 
               

               Organza 
               

               Lawn 
               

               Velvet 
               

               Linsey 
               

               Taffeta 
               

               Embroidery 
               

               Crinoline 
               

               Hessian 
               

                

               II Silver
               

               4 April 1841 
               

               Hemp 
               

               Twill 
               

               Knots 
               

               Patchwork 
               

               Valetine 
               

               Balzarine 
               

               Gabardine 
               

               Upholstery 
               

               Cross stitch 
               

               Canvas 
               

               Chintz 
               

               Threads 
               

               Sailcloth 
               

               Stitchery 
               

               Herringbone 
               

                

               III Wool
               

               Fur 
               

               Parramatta Cloth 
               

               Worsted 
               

               Tweed 
               

               Alpaca 
               

               Lace 
               

               Straw 
               

               Houndstooth 
               

               Crochet 
               

               Broadcloth 
               

               Quilt 
               

               Felt 
               

               Leather 
               

               Merchant’s Quay, October 1842 
               

               Acknowledgements 
               

               About this Book
               

               About the Author
               

               About Head of Zeus

               
               Copyright
               

            

         

      

      
    

  
    [image: ]

  
    
      
         
         
 
         [image: ]
            

          

         About this Book
         
 
         Reviews
         
 
         About the Author
         
 
         Table of Contents
         
 
         Start Reading
         

          
 
         [image: ] 
           

      

      
    

  
    
      
         
         

         
            For Margie
            

         

         
         

      

      
    

  
    
      
         
         
 
         
            Author’s Note
            

         
 
         Although this novel is based on real events, the majority of its characters and incidents are fictional. In some instances (such as Karl Eliasberg and Nina Bronnikova), where little documentation exists, I have retained real names but have largely fictionalised backgrounds and personalities. I have slightly altered a few facts for dramatic purposes.
         
 
         In recent decades, conflicting views have arisen relating to the programmatic interpretation of Shostakovich’s Seventh Symphony. I have chosen to depict the work as a direct response to the invasion of Leningrad for purely novelistic reasons.
         
 
         In most cases I have used Anglicised versions of Russian names and place names. I have also simplified the complicated Russian method of personal address; characters are usually referred to by one name only, regardless of their relationship to the speaker. 
         

      

      
    

  
    
      
         
         

         
            Prologue
            

         
   
         I was born without a heart.
         

         At least, that’s what they believe. I hear what they say about me in rehearsals. They have little enough breath to make music — whether I coax and implore, or shout like thunder, it makes no difference. But when they whisper about me, their voices sound through the hall as loudly as pickaxes on ice.

         Conductors are supposed to stand apart. It’s part of the task, the privilege, the burden. Being separate is only one small step away from being disliked. I don’t mind. To be more specific, I can’t mind. These days, I have no energy for the luxury of taking offence. They may say what they like about my beaked nose, my thin lips, my unfashionable spectacles. They may joke about my insistence on punctuality. Surely, in all my harshness, I must be related to the great leader of our feared regime! (They’ve become used to mouthing such lines behind their hands, fearing that Stalin’s men are listening at the door.) Or perhaps — and this is said more loudly — my inimical nature is more similar to that of Hitler, our country’s greatest enemy. I hear these comparisons, and I find them tedious but unsurprising. Ever since my career began I’ve been accused of being strict, overly exacting, hostile — and, yes, dictatorial.
         

         What can I not allow my musicians to see? That once, I, Karl Illyyich Eliasberg, was as emotional as any man. That on a long-ago June day, when the bright dust hung in the air like long quivering curtains, and the tall windows stood open, and sunlight filled the marble atrium, I stood for a long time on the curved staircase of the Conservatoire. As I listened, my heart split wide open. With jealousy, with admiration, with love.

         My adversary, my friend. Over the years, I’ve thought of him as both. It’s because of him that I stand here today: talked of, despised, assumed to be a heartless man. Had I the strength to do so, I would laugh at the irony of it. Of course I have no heart! Many years ago, in that Leningrad stairwell, I gave my heart to Shostakovich. 
         

      

      
    

  
    
      
         
         

         
            PART I
     
            Spring–Summer 1941
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            The knock at the door
            

         
 
         It seemed he’d been waiting all his life for the knock at the door. He heard it dimly when he slept, tapping on the surface of his dreams. He heard it when he was working, in the urgent roll of timpani or the sharp plucking of pizzicato strings. And he heard it in the sound of his own footsteps when he walked the streets, so that even when hurrying he could never escape it.
         
 
         The dread followed him day and night like a stubborn stray dog.
 
         Shostakovich! Shostakovich! Was someone calling his name? He struggled to open his eyes. The room was blurred at the edges of his vision, with a bright glare in the centre where he knew the work table to be.
         
 
         ‘Nina?’ he called, but his voice was still clogged with half-remembered dreams.
 
         He reached blindly for his glasses, patting the mattress and then the low stool beside the bed. It was an effort to lift his arm; his fingers felt limp and without their usual strength. He’d worked late and eaten nothing over the past twenty-four hours, except for some hard rye bread soaked in tea. The good thing about hunger and extreme tiredness was that they alleviated fear. The sound that woke him — had it been the knock? If he were taken now, he would almost be relieved.
 
         His fingers found the steel arms of his glasses, then the reassuring curve of the rims. He pushed aside the rough grey blanket — supposedly a privilege. But even privilege could make your skin itch.
 
         With his glasses on, the wavering whiteness shrank to nothing. The shabby walls stood back, the room held its breath. Now he wasn’t sure what he’d heard: someone in the street? Or simply the rap rap of the loose window in its frame?
         
 
         ‘Nina?’ he called again. He swung his legs over the edge of the bed, ran his hand through his hair, shuffled to the door.

         But when he looked cautiously into the outer room, he found it was empty.

      

      
    

  
    
      
         
         
 
         
            The note
            

         
 
         Downstairs, in the communal kitchen, a naked light bulb. He bumped his head on it, as always, and swore. The reek of cleaning fluid, cabbage and cheap cutlets made him nauseous. He clamped his fingers over his nose, and breathed ostentatiously through his mouth as he mixed his porridge, though there was no one there to watch his theatrics. He was thankful for this. He’d never liked talking much before midday, and hated hearing, even from the stairs, the racket of several spirit stoves going at once, and voices drilling into his early-morning head. (However indifferent Nina seemed, however closed off to his suffering, at least she never sounded like a fishwife!)
         
 
         As he leaned on the table, wiping a smear of dust from his glasses, he heard a noise behind him. Small cat-like feet, snuffling breath. Glancing backwards, he saw a cracked pair of overshoes, a skinny pair of ankles.
 
         He sighed. Whenever he’d let the stove upstairs go out and was forced to venture down here, unless he was as quiet as the spring grass growing, he had to face this ordeal.
 
         ‘Ahhhh, Mr Shostakovich!’ There was, as usual, unholy satisfaction in the greeting. ‘I could tell from the footsteps bumbling over my ceiling that it was you.’
 
         ‘Irina Barinova!’ He tried to sound as if he’d been lost in his own world. This was, after all, the behaviour she wanted to see in him: an artistic vagueness rendering him useless as a neighbour and a human being. ‘A very good morning to you.’
 
         ‘Good morning?’ repeated Irina Barinova, managing to sound both reflective and sharp. ‘Is it still morning?’ Her voice rose, and so did her wizened hand, floating up to the front of her frayed green cardigan (it was far more genteel to patch old clothes than to buy garish new ones). She rummaged inside her dress. ‘Ahhhh,’ she said again, and this time the triumph was unmistakable, cutting a path through the steamy air. ‘In fact, Mr Shostakovich, it is already afternoon.’
         
 
         He bit his tongue with irritation and tasted blood. ‘Shit,’ he muttered. He watched silently as old Irina Barinova displayed, with slightly shaking hands, her father’s gold watch, a reminder of better days.
 
         ‘Goodness!’ he said. ‘Is it really afternoon! No wonder our stove had gone out by the time I woke up.’
 
         Irina shovelled the heavy watch and chain back into her sprigged cotton dress. The slipping of the links, the slow inexorable disappearing, reminded Shostakovich of a boat casting off its moorings. And again, with a lurch of his stomach, he thought: Where’s Nina?
         
 
         ‘You’ve been burning the midnight oil, I expect,’ said Irina. ‘What it must be to have genius.’ Now that she’d exposed him as a shameless bohemian, a no-good father and a husband who let the family stove go cold, she became flattering. It was all part of the routine.
 
         Get on with the show, thought Shostakovich. He longed to leave, but his stomach was empty and his porridge had not yet boiled.
         
 
         Irina looked at him almost coyly from under white eyelashes. ‘To think that Dmitri Shostakovich should be living in my house. Leningrad’s most famous son, living here, under the roof of my dear deceased father.’
 
         Shostakovich ducked his head. This sort of talk made his stomach twist.
 
         ‘All this.’ She waved a twig-like arm. ‘Once, it all belonged to my father — from the attic to the basement.’
 
         ‘Yes, I know. You’ve told me that three hundred and sixty-five days of the year, for as many years as a donkey’s ears are long.’ He stabbed the porridge with the wooden spoon.
 
         ‘Once we had maids and cooks.’ Irina sighed heavily. ‘Now it’s a house full of strangers.’
 
         Shostakovich stared at the porridge, willing bubbles to appear.
 
         ‘Speaking of maids,’ said Irina, swooping swiftly back to the present, ‘where is your Fenya? I haven’t seen her for days.’
 
         ‘Fenya is visiting her parents.’ He whipped the pan off the stove. Suddenly undercooked oats seemed immensely appealing. ‘Therefore I make my own porridge!’
 
         ‘Well, what about Nina? How is dear Nina?’
         
 
         Shostakovich dropped the spoon, and porridge splattered over his shirt-front.
 
         ‘I saw her going out early this morning,’ mused Irina. ‘With the children. I believe they were carrying travelling bags. Perhaps they’re also visiting relations?’
 
         Shostakovich skirted around the table, knocking his head once more on the light bulb. For a small person, Irina Barinova was remarkably adept at blocking escape routes. ‘You really must excuse me.’ He gestured, slightly wildly, with his saucepan. ‘Nothing worse than cold porridge for breakfast.’
 
         ‘Breakfast?’ Irina raised her wizened hand once more to her breast. ‘My father was washed and shaved, and had taken a turn around the park before his breakfast, which was served in the red room at eight o’clock sharp.’
 
         He took the stairs two at a time. The empty apartment was no longer unsettling; it was bliss. Standing by the old wooden table, he shovelled the porridge straight from the pan into his mouth. He poured cold water onto strong cold tea, and threw in half a spoonful of honey that fell like a stone to the bottom of the glass. God, he was starving. He was thirsty. He had to start thinking about work.
 
         Halfway through his second bowl, he saw the note lying on the floor. It was smeared with dust from being pushed under the door, but his name was legible, written in a familiar hand. He walked to the window to read it, continuing to shovel lukewarm mush into his mouth. Put down the bowl, the spoon, with twin clatters. Gulped the last dregs of tea. Pulled on his boots, hat with ear-flaps, a patched coat — and left the house.

      

      
    

  
    
      
         
         
 
         
            The bench
            

         
 
         On the bench at the corner of Zamkovaya and Klenovaya streets sat a large shaggy bear. Shostakovich approached, a little warily, from behind.
         
 
         ‘You’re late,’ said the bear. ‘Very late.’
 
         ‘I overslept,’ said Shostakovich. ‘Then Irina Barinova cornered me in the kitchen. I thought I’d never get away.’ He swallowed unhappily and sat down beside Sollertinsky, who was bundled in a shapeless fur coat fit for a tramp. The undercooked porridge had been too salty, and an ulcer was forming on the inside of his cheek. ‘Brushing up on Language Number Eighteen?’ He looked at the book of Georgian grammar in Sollertinsky’s huge hand. ‘Your loyalty to our leader puts the rest of us to shame.’
 
         ‘Language Number Three,’ said Sollertinsky, winking. ‘I felt a little malcontent today, experienced a slight frisson at this morning’s news.’
         
 
         Shostakovich peered more closely at the book. A light blue cover concealed a dull grey one; inside there was French text. ‘You’re a masterful dissembler.’
         
 
         Sollertinsky shrugged, looked around at the high glinting windows, the screen of trees around the park. ‘We both know that dissemblers live longer than dissidents.’
 
         The sun was as hard as nails, and Shostakovich pulled his collar up around his ears. ‘You’ve always known how to avoid attention.’ His voice emerged in two layers: admiration on top, a kind of envy below. ‘If you’ve got something to tell me, let’s go somewhere less exposed.’
 
         The drinking house was dark after the white glare outside. Sollertinsky headed for the corner table, and Shostakovich followed, stumbling over a chair.
         
 
         ‘You look a little under the weather,’ said Sollertinsky cheerfully. ‘Rough night?’
 
         ‘A rough three nights. No sleep until dawn.’
 
         ‘Back to the old regime, then?’ Sollertinsky gestured to the boy at the bar. ‘My poor tortured friend.’
 
         ‘I only want tea,’ said Shostakovich. ‘I ate breakfast under an hour ago.’
 
         ‘And what of that?’
 
         ‘Well, all right. Perhaps just one drink.’
 
         It was cosy sitting there with his old friend, feeling his hands thaw and the warmth of vodka in his stomach. Cosy, seemingly like any other day — nonetheless, something wasn’t right. ‘I haven’t had a bowel movement for days,’ he reflected. ‘Perhaps that’s why I’m feeling strange.’
 
         ‘Wait till you hear the news,’ said Sollertinsky. ‘That’ll make you shit all right.’
 
         ‘News?’ Shostakovich had forgotten, what with the cold, and the blinding sun, and the feeling that, back in the apartment, he’d left something unattended to.
 
         Sollertinsky leaned forward, dwarfing the small round table. Raising his magnificent eyebrows, he took a mouthful of vodka and swished it loudly about in his cheeks. But when he spoke, it was in such a low voice that Shostakovich could hardly hear.
 
         ‘What? Who is leaving?’
         
 
         Sollertinsky touched the side of his nose in a conspiratorial manner. ‘My tailor told me when I went to him this morning. Apparently, last week Herr Lehmann cancelled a large order. The next day, Herr Ziegler did the very same thing.’
 
         Shostakovich shook his head. ‘Two Germans cancelled orders for suits. So?’
 
         ‘Two German diplomats,’ corrected Sollertinsky. ‘Two high-profile Germans cancelled long-standing orders with a Leningrad tailor so highly reputed it’s impossible to get an appointment with him this side of the New Year. A tailor so exacting, and so brilliant, he wouldn’t hurry a seam if his wife were about to be put in a poorhouse. Two German diplomats cancelled at short notice with Yuri Davydenko, whose waiting list is as long as the River Volga!’
         
 
         ‘You’re sure of this?’ said Shostakovich slowly. ‘Absolutely sure?’
 
         ‘Of course I’m bloody well sure. I checked it out myself. You don’t think I’d take Davydenko’s word for anything more important than the cut of my trousers, do you?’ Sollertinsky sounded weary, as if Shostakovich were one of his more idiotic musicology students. ‘After we’d ascertained the measurement of my inside leg, I decided the Lehmanns were in need of some freshly baked bread. Right away.’ He paused for a mouthful of vodka. ‘When I got there with their complimentary breakfast, I rang their door bell.’ He paused again, this time for effect. ‘I rang the bell once, twice, three times.’
         
 
         ‘And?’
 
         ‘They’d gone. And I don’t just mean for a Sunday stroll. They’ve upped and left, permanently. The apartment is empty.’
 
         ‘How do you know?’
 
         ‘I looked through the keyhole, of course.’
 
         ‘Ivan Sollertinsky! Someone might have seen you. You should think of your position.’
 
         ‘I listened first, with my ear to the door,’ protested Sollertinsky. ‘And I heard a deep silence. Not a chair scraping, not a brat quarrelling. Only after that did I look through the keyhole. Mainly out of fear that I’d have to eat an entire loaf of new bread by myself. Which, over the course of the morning, I’ve nearly achieved.’ He gave a comfortable belch. Being one of the most highly educated men in Leningrad didn’t stop him revelling in being one of the least refined.
 
         Shostakovich glanced around. The room was empty, except for the pointy-nosed Mikhail Druskin bent double over his notebook, no doubt slaughtering the Philharmonic’s recent performance of Prokofiev’s orchestral suite. ‘So the Germans are evacuating their own?’
 
         ‘That’s my interpretation. One can only hope that I’m wrong.’ Unusually for someone whose most common reaction was a laugh, there was anger on Sollertinsky’s face — or was it just the smoke drifting from Druskin’s table that made his eyes narrow?
 
         ‘I need to piss.’ Shostakovich pushed back his chair and strode to the dingy bathroom. He stood facing the urinals, staring at the long familiar crack across the porcelain. In the past he’d seen this as a horizon over a wheat field, or the thin grey line from the funnel of a steamer. Now he was so agitated that his glasses steamed up and he saw nothing at all.
 
         Sollertinsky shuffled up beside him and turned the water on full. ‘Although this is bad news for us,’ he said quietly, ‘it’s not entirely unexpected. There have been rumours for months. From London, from Washington — and also from within.’
         
 
         ‘Yet he has chosen not to hear them. And anyone who forces him to unblock his ears will pay dearly.’ Out of the blurry wall, a familiar face emerged, both real and unreal, like the ghost appearing to Hamlet. Almond-shaped grey eyes, white teeth, a strong jaw above a collar emblazoned with Marshal’s stars. ‘Tukhachevsky!’ whispered Shostakovich — but already the image was disintegrating in a red haze, blood running down the wall and into the guttering. The Red Army’s best Marshal, one of Shostakovich’s best friends, shot by Stalin’s henchmen.
         
 
         ‘Of course Stalin doesn’t want to hear,’ agreed Sollertinsky. ‘Nor to see. The possibility that he’s been taken for a ride by Hitler doesn’t sit easily with his view of the world.’
 
         ‘So he shuts his damn eyes.’ Shostakovich closed his own. The water, the early drinking, the apparition: he was beginning to feel queasy. ‘And the German rats run from the sinking ship, and we — well, what are we to do?’
 
         Sollertinsky shook his head. ‘There’s nothing we can do but wait. I came to your home this morning simply to tell you what I’d found out, not to rouse you to action.’ He sighed. ‘As it turned out, I couldn’t rouse you at all. When Dmitri Shostakovich finally sleeps, he might as well be dead. I knocked so hard the door nearly crumbled. I thought your wife would be out chasing me away with a broom.’
 
         ‘Nina!’ Shostakovich started. ‘When I woke up, Nina was gone.’ It was all starting to come back to him. ‘She threatened last night that she’d take the children, go to her parents’ for a few days. She was very angry.’
 
         ‘No wonder she was angry!’ Sollertinsky turned off the water. ‘How would you like to be married to yourself, day in and day out?’ He led the way back into the now half-full drinking house. ‘No offence, my friend, but even I, with my nerves of steel, would not take on the task of being your spouse.’
 
         Shostakovich signalled to the barkeeper for more vodka. ‘Nina isn’t easy herself,’ he said mutinously. ‘She seems incapable of understanding that sometimes I must be left alone to work.’
 
         ‘Sometimes?’ quoted Sollertinsky. ‘Be honest. Have you been working twenty-four-hour or forty-eight-hour stints this week?’
 
         ‘The latter.’ Shostakovich flushed. ‘But I can’t stop now, not possibly. Not until I get down the outline.’ He stared into his empty glass and saw the whole of the previous evening there: raised voices, slammed doors, little Galina crying, and the uncertain, insistent melody in his head.
 
         ‘The English Poets project? My God, Dmitri! Most men would give their eye-teeth to be married to the beautiful Nina, and you shut her out for Romances of a musical kind — for Raleigh, Burns and Shakespeare?’ Nonetheless, Sollertinsky gave him a reassuring slap on the shoulder. ‘Nina never stays away long. She’ll be back in a couple of days. You know she finds you irresistible.’
         
 
         ‘Like a moth to a flame,’ said Shostakovich gloomily. ‘Only problem is, she’s as fiery as I am. But I must keep working. You know how it is when you get up speed. It’s dangerous, almost fatal, to stop.’
 
         Sollertinsky raised first his eyebrows and then his brimming glass. ‘To music and marital harmony. May they one day co-exist.’
 
         ‘To thinking slowly and writing fast,’ countered Shostakovich, gulping his vodka. ‘Well, there’s no one waiting for me at home. If I’m to live like a bachelor for the next day or two, I guess I can have another.’
 
         Three vodkas later, and the room was loud with voices and laughter. Even Druskin, who was rarely happy, had the satisfied look of a critic who’d honed a hatchet job to perfection. As they left, Sollertinsky boomed out a greeting to him, while Shostakovich sneaked a quick glance at the open notebook. ‘Pretentious,’ he read. ‘Angular. More farce than comedy. Melodies limper than a wet handkerchief.’
         
 
         Druskin, noticing his interest, slammed the book shut.
 
         ‘Oh, come on!’ said Shostakovich. ‘Whatever sins Prokofiev may be accused of, you can’t deny he has a rare gift for melody.’
 
         Druskin shrugged. ‘Unfortunately for Sergey Prokofiev, you’re not the one writing the review.’
 
         Shostakovich stared into his dry grey face. ‘“Be kind, for everyone you meet is fighting a great battle.”’
 
         Druskin looked nonplussed.
 
         ‘Philo of Alexandria,’ said Sollertinsky briskly as he pushed through the door into the chilly bright light. ‘God, it’s cold as a witch’s tit.’
 
         ‘Spring’s certainly late this year,’ agreed Shostakovich, hunching into his coat.
 
         Sollertinsky turned up the collar of his suit jacket, bought six months earlier but already looking ten years old, its pockets bulging with keys, threads trailing from its lapels. ‘Are you feeling quite well?’ He pulled on his overcoat. ‘I could have sworn I heard you defending one Mr Prokofiev.’
 
         ‘Prokofiev has the soul of a goose and the talent of a turkey,’ shrugged Shostakovich. ‘Nonetheless, he’s one of us, and we composers must unite against the enemy.’
         
 
         ‘Now you’re using the language of war. Go home now.’ Sollertinsky clasped his hand, kissed him on both cheeks, and warned him to take great care, not only of his marriage but of himself, because he was the best drinking companion in the city, not to mention a reasonably talented composer.
 
         Shostakovich turned to go, and then turned back. ‘Do you know the worst thing about all this German fraternising we’ve had to put up with?’
 
         ‘No, what?’ Sollertinsky’s query floated on a vodka breeze.
 
         ‘That we’ve had to endure so many years of strategic Wagner,’ said Shostakovich, and he marched away.

      

      
    

  
    
      
         
         
 
         
            Anticipation
            

         
 
         Karl Illyich Eliasberg, commonly known as Elias, sat counting the times his mother chewed before swallowing. Ten. Swallow. Twelve. Swallow. A commendable practice, recommended by doctors to aid the digestion. Nevertheless, they were eating only a kind of purée that he’d cooked out of turnips and swede, boiled for hours, reduced to a tasteless grey gruel in deference to his mother’s gapped teeth.
         
 
         He concentrated on eating his own meal extremely quietly, hoping his mother would follow his example. Even when alone, he ate, drank and moved with as little noise as possible, as if not wanting to disturb the inanimate objects around him. The world ran on one track, he on another. This was the way it had always been.
 
         Fifteen. Swallow! How could so few teeth mulching through liquefied root vegetables make so much noise?
         
 
         ‘Mother!’ he said sharply, involuntarily.
 
         His mother looked up. She hadn’t yet done her hair; greyish wisps trailed like lichen over her shoulders. The sight annoyed Elias still further. Whatever the state of the wider world, however quickly Europe might be sliding into chaos, there was no excuse for personal slovenliness, even at eight in the morning.
 
         ‘Karl?’ Her eyes were as faded as the envelopes she carried about day and night.
 
         ‘It doesn’t matter.’ Soundlessly, he spooned up the last of his sludge.
 
         ‘I’d hoped we might have fresh rolls this morning.’ His mother prodded at what was left on her plate. ‘Didn’t we have this stuff yesterday for lunch?’
 
         ‘Yes, Mother,’ he said expressionlessly.
         
 
         ‘Not that it isn’t nice,’ mused Mrs Eliasberg. ‘But I did feel like a little bread today.’
 
         Elias placed his spoon beside his plate at a precise right angle to the edge of the table. ‘I didn’t have time to queue for bread this morning. Nor did I have time last evening to set dough. Please try to remember this is a busy time for me.’
 
         His mother ducked away from the reproach, bending once more to her food. ‘How light —’ she muttered. ‘And how —’
 
         ‘I beg your pardon, Mother?’
 
         Mrs Eliasberg raised her head. Small shreds of turnip swayed in her hair. ‘I didn’t mean to offend you, Karl. It was merely that I felt for a little bread today.’
 
         ‘Yes, yes.’ His eyes strayed towards the work desk by the wall, but he forced his gaze back to his mother.
 
         ‘I was simply saying How light it is here, and how unfriendly!’ Deliberately, vaguely, his mother looked towards the open window.
         
 
         Silence fell. Down in the street someone who hadn’t been eating liquid vegetables with an aged relative was whistling cheerfully. Elias fiddled with his spoon and, out of habit, sprinkled salt on his empty plate.
 
         ‘Think of your health, Karl!’ His mother clicked her tongue. ‘You don’t want to die before you’re forty like your poor father.’
 
         ‘Chances are,’ said Elias, ‘that I’ll be killed by something other than an excessive intake of salt.’ Death by nagging, for instance. He’d be found slumped at his desk, his head on a pillow of scores, driven to an early grave by a semi-paralysed matriarch whose tongue was the only part of her body in full working order.
 
         ‘“My tired body has given way … And passersby think vaguely: She probably was widowed yesterday.”’ His mother breathed heavily as she quoted Anna Akhmatova: lines she’d used most days for the past thirty years. ‘A wonderful poem. It captures my own situation perfectly. If only you had such a gift yourself.’
         
 
         ‘Words have never been my forte.’
 
         ‘True enough,’ agreed his mother. ‘You were very slow to speak. Of all the autumn babies born within two miles of Pishev Station, you were the last to utter a sound. But perhaps I’ve told you that before.’
 
         ‘Once or twice,’ said Elias.
 
         With a great squeaking and scraping, Mrs Eliasberg gathered together the last fibres of her vegetables, sucked the spoon and smacked her lips. ‘Not that you haven’t done well for yourself. If only your poor father had lived to see his son become the best conductor in Leningrad!’
         
 
         ‘Please, Mother.’ Elias gave a small tight smile. ‘I’m not the best, and the whole of Leningrad knows it.’
 
         ‘Bah! Best and second-best are simply matters of opinion, and opinions are as many as leaves on a tree.’
 
         ‘Perhaps.’ Elias took the plates to the sink, wiped them with a cloth, and rinsed the cloth with boiling water from the large blackened kettle. ‘Now, Mother, I really must get to work.’ It was imperative to be casual, to slip in his requests sideways. The trout that opens its mouth widest is most securely hooked ran through his head.
         
 
         From years of practice, first with his father and then with himself, his mother had developed selective deafness into an art. ‘Terrible thing, this German war, isn’t it?’
 
         ‘Yes,’ said Elias, looking down into the empty street.
 
         ‘Suffering like you wouldn’t believe, they say,’ she said chattily.
 
         ‘Yes,’ he repeated, raising the sash window, leaning out and feeling the wind on his face. High above the rooftops, the pale sky was streaked with clouds.
 
         ‘Poles, Jews, anyone they can lay their hands on. If your father were alive, I dread to think what they would —’
 
         ‘Mother, don’t upset yourself so soon after eating. You’ll give yourself indigestion.’
 
         ‘Indigestion, from that dull muck? Now, if I’d had some meat, even a tiny piece of sausage, I’d gladly suffer indigestion for it.’ Mrs Eliasberg’s famous tongue-click had a multitude of meanings, and this particular click was that of a person hard done by.
 
         ‘What if I move your chair over here by the window?’ suggested Elias. ‘Then you can get some sun on your face.’ If she clicked at him once more, he’d take her chair and throw it out the window. With her in it.
 
         Immediately, he was ashamed of himself. Why couldn’t he be kinder?
 
         He leaned his head on the window frame and focused as hard as he could on the solid stack of scores behind him. Mahler’s Fifth; think of Mahler’s Fifth! In his mind, he opened the stiff green cover and looked at the first page.
 
         Instantly, there it was, catching him, stopping his fall. The low repeated notes of the trumpet — full of hope, or foretelling tragedy? The possibility of both was there in that urgent, repeated brass voice. Then the lift to the minor third and the rise to the octave — and then the descending notes, the repeated fall, the rising up again. And the crash! That beautiful, all-encompassing, full and worldly sound, shutting out critical faces and marching feet, ominous news, guilt and fear. All of it gone, gone —
         
 
         ‘What?’ Distantly he heard something behind him. He turned, but the breeze from the window was full in his hair and Mahler was still crashing in his head like the sea. He saw that his mother’s mouth was moving, yet he could hear nothing except the trumpet, falling in brassy rain onto the embroidered tablecloth. His hands had floated up off the windowsill, were moving in the air, giving shape to what he was hearing.
 
         ‘What did you say?’ he said, dazed.
 
         ‘I was saying —’ His mother’s voice came from a great distance away. But just as the string melody emerged, sweeter than a nightingale, he returned to his real life: caged in the front room of his apartment, listening to his invalid mother. He shut the window, closing out the wind and the possibility of what lay beyond the city — sights he’d never seen, music he’d never heard — and he turned, with customary self-imposed politeness, to his mother.
 
         ‘I was asking,’ said his mother, ‘whether you might begin thinking about children? You’re not a young man any more; thirty-five has been and gone. And before the Germans or the English blow this world to smithereens, I’d like to see a grandchild with your dear father’s face.’
 
         ‘Mother,’ he pointed out, ‘I don’t have a wife yet. Not even a suspicion of a wife.’
 
         She waved a dismissive hand. ‘Surely in the orchestra? There must be plenty of girls in search of a handsome husband. A nice viola player, a pretty flautist?’ She stopped in sudden concern. ‘But perhaps a musician is not the best choice for a wife. They can be temperamental, so I’m told.’
 
         Elias saw his chance. ‘Yes, they can certainly be temperamental — all the more so if I’m late to rehearsal. What woman could love a man who’s unable to be punctual?’
 
         ‘You’re right!’ Mrs Eliasberg rolled her chair over the uneven floor and seized his gloves off the music cabinet. ‘Put on your outdoor clothes! Don’t waste your time here with me.’
 
         Elias accepted his gloves. ‘Let me put your chair here by the window. Is the sun in your eyes?’
 
         ‘No, no!’ His mother waved him away. ‘I’ll be perfectly comfortable. If you will pass me my sewing basket on your way out, I can begin darning your socks. It’s not a good start to a courtship if the man has holes in his toes.’
 
         All the way down four dark flights of stairs and out the front door, Elias kept a steady pace, walking as a soldier would, head erect, feet straight. At the intersection where the trams swung around with a clanging of bells, he turned, shielding his eyes against the sun. His mother’s white handkerchief waved from the window, and he lifted his heavy briefcase in a kind of salute.
         
 
         Once around the corner, he broke into a much faster walk: almost a run. Dignity, he reminded himself, sweating a little between his shoulder blades. Dignity must be maintained at all costs. There was the newsstand, directly across the street. Elias was blind to anything but the stack of newspapers displayed at the front.
         
 
         ‘Morning.’ The man in the kiosk was casual, almost insolent. The stub of a cheap cigarette stuck out the side of his mouth like an errant tooth. ‘Anything else?’
 
         ‘Nothing.’ Elias stepped away from the kiosk and shook open the newspaper — and there it was.
 
         ‘Angular … More farce than comedy …’ The sun was so bright the words were almost impossible to read. ‘A light-hearted romp in which style is sacrificed for the sake of vigour.’ He felt almost sorry for Prokofiev. Always, when it came to the critics, the inevitable fall from grace.
 
         But this was not what he’d been looking for. His eyes raced on down the column. ‘But of course,’ he murmured slowly. ‘What did you expect.’ He folded up the pages, once, twice, three times, until the paper sat in a hard wad under his arm. He crossed back over into the shade and leaned against the wall of an apartment block, pressing against the cold stone as if its strength might seep into him.
 
         ‘Aha!’ Someone emerged from the doorway on his left. ‘If it isn’t Karl Eliasberg!’
 
         Blinking, Elias turned to see Sollertinsky beside him. ‘Good morning to you, Ivan,’ he said, as evenly as he could manage.
 
         ‘And a good morning to you, too!’ Sollertinsky was still bundling his tie into a clumsy knot. For such an eminent lecturer, not to mention Artistic Director of the Leningrad Philharmonica, he looked rather a mess. ‘At least I hope it’s a good morning. I’m off to buy a newspaper to see what damaging words that dung-beetle Druskin has written about my orchestra.’
 
         Elias swallowed so loudly he thought it must be audible over the clatter of the trolley cars. ‘In fact, I’ve just read that very review.’
 
         ‘Oh! How scathing was it?’ Sollertinsky pulled his collar down over his untidy tie and squinted at Elias.
         
 
         ‘Not at all scathing, Sir.’ Elias bit his lip; not even Sollertinsky’s sartorial flaws could save him from undue deference. ‘That is, Prokofiev didn’t come off so well, but Mravinsky — well, yet again Mravinsky has saved the day.’
 
         ‘Is that so?’ Sollertinsky spied the newspaper clenched tightly under Elias’s elbow. ‘May I?’
 
         ‘Of course.’ Elias shoved the paper at him as if it were red-hot.
 
         Sollertinsky smoothed out the paper. ‘“Only Yevgeny Mravinsky and his skilled musicians could rescue the music from charges of flimsiness”,’ he murmured, scanning the review at top speed. ‘“His stick technique is as modest as it is commanding.” Nice! “Barrow-loads of self-confidence, which translates to complete authority.” Very good! “Leningrad is fortunate to call a conductor of this calibre our own.” Well!’ He straightened up, although the newspaper stayed bent like an old pin in his hands. ‘Who would have thought such warmth of feeling could be hidden in Druskin’s heart, eh?’
         
 
         ‘Indeed.’ Elias tried to smile, though he felt as if his face would crack with the effort. ‘Quite a review from such a tough nut.’
 
         With a gallant flourish, Sollertinsky offered the ridiculous-looking newspaper back to him, but he waved it away. ‘Please, keep it. I’ve read enough already.’

      

      
    

  
    
      
         
         
 
         
            The birthday
            

         
 
         Happiness or the lack of it always stopped her sleeping. Tonight, it was happiness. She lay in bed, looking at the way the moon painted tiger-stripes on the wall, and she made herself stay that way while she counted her breaths.
         
 
         By the time she reached forty — in and out — she couldn’t help noticing she was breathing faster than usual. The sheet was hardly rustling, so shallowly were her lungs working, so eager was her heart.
         
 
         ‘Kitten breaths,’ she told herself severely. ‘You’re cheating!’ When she reached the allotted fifty breaths, she added ten more as penance, though by now the longing to roll over was almost unbearable. ‘You’re a born teacher!’ Papa always said, when he watched her copying out a lesson all over again because of a small ink blot on the last line. ‘I’ve only ever known one other person with such an insistence on perfection.’ He laughed as he said this, but he sighed too. ‘Perhaps it’s not necessary to be quite so strict with yourself. Life is a hard enough taskmaster, you know.’
 
         Sonya had started to notice that Papa often sighed. Also, that the end of his beard was fraying away in wisps because he pulled it when he was writing. And another thing — their apartment was not like other people’s. It was strewn around with piles of paper, and dust-balls skittered under the sofa like mice. Secretly she thought that if Papa were a little more orderly, there would be fewer grey streaks in his brown beard and fewer lines on his forehead.
 
         Now, breathing deeply, she’d reached sixty, so now — now! — she sat up and looked. There it was, leaning against the window: only one day known, but two centuries perfect. Its neck was graceful in the moonlight, the scroll bending towards her like the head of a swan.
         
 
         From what she’d heard, Aunt Tanya hadn’t wanted her to have it. ‘Are you sure you’ve thought this through, Nikolai?’ Her aunt had pulled Papa into a corner and they stood there, too close, wedged between the piano and the tall fringed lamp. ‘She’ll drop it,’ hissed Aunt Tanya. ‘She’ll smash it. She’s too small for it.’
 
         ‘She’ll treasure it,’ contradicted Papa. ‘She’ll master it. She’ll grow into it.’
 
         It was true, Sonya was still a little short for the cello, but if she placed a cushion on her chair and stretched her neck (imagining herself as one of the tall buildings on Nevsky Prospect), and if she made her arms as long as possible (thinking of orang-utans in the zoo) — well, then she became bigger than her years, and her birthday present was a perfect match.
 
         ‘It’s foolish,’ said Aunt Tanya, her cheeks even redder than usual. ‘A genuine Storioni! To think of giving such a valuable instrument to a mere child!’
 
         ‘There is nothing mere about Sonya.’ Papa had sounded quite angry. ‘At any rate, I can’t help thinking that you’re objecting for entirely the wrong reasons.’
         
 
         ‘Such as?’ Aunt Tanya’s neck was slightly mottled.
 
         Sonya had stopped cutting up small blocks of sausage and placing them on squares of bread; she moved into the doorway to get a proper look.
 
         ‘You’re scared that I’m forgetting —’ Papa cleared his throat. ‘That I’m trying to replace —’ He stopped and slammed his hand down on the piano, making the metronome ting and start to tick prestissimo. ‘As if!’ he said, silencing the metronome and Aunt Tanya with one angry hand. ‘As if I could ever forget her!’
 
         ‘Look!’ Sonya nudged Konstantin, who’d come early to help with the party food. ‘Look at Aunt Tanya’s neck!’ She stared, fascinated, at the blotches above her aunt’s collar, merging like the pools of blood under the pigs hanging in the market. ‘Oh, would you just look at that!’

         But Konstantin was too busy unwrapping candies, cramming several into his mouth at a time.
 
         ‘Talk about pigs,’ she said, though in fact no one had been talking about them, it was only in her mind that she’d taken a quick trip over the bristle-covered cobblestones to see the bloated bodies hung in rows. ‘You’re no better than a pig!’ she repeated severely, looking at Konstantin, who stood with drifts of coloured fantiki wrappers at his feet like a sturdy oak that had lost its leaves. ‘What about the Shostakoviches? You’d better leave some sweets for them.’ She snatched the brass bowl away from Konstantin and took it into the living room, where she placed it on the sofa and covered it with a cushion.
         
 
         ‘Why are the Shostakovich kids coming?’ Konstantin trailed after her. ‘They’re nothing but babies.’ His ten-year-old face was shiny with sugar and radiant with scorn.
 
         ‘They’re sweet,’ said Sonya. ‘It’s not their fault they’re young. As for Mrs Nina Shostakovich, she’s the most beautiful woman in Russia.’ She looked over at the window standing open to the hot afternoon. The light through the glass formed a perfect white square on the carpet, marked with a shadowy cross. ‘The most beautiful living woman,’ she corrected herself.
         
 
         Konstantin took a step closer. He’d forgotten his ill temper and the sudden removal of the sweets, but the sugar rush was still in him. ‘You’re beautiful,’ he said. ‘I could make you a damn good husband when I’m older.’ His mouth hung open, showing strings of brightly coloured spit between his lips.
 
         Sonya moved backwards until she was stopped by the piano. Wham! Her bottom landed on the keyboard in a muddled mess of notes. The discord made her wince. ‘Konstantin Kushnarov! Don’t swear! Besides, I’m only nine. Nine years and three minutes, to be precise.’
         
 
         At that moment the doorbell rang, Papa and Aunt Tanya stopped their heated whispering and the birthday — which had looked in danger of collapsing — was saved. In came the Gessen children (Papa called them Gessen One, Gessen Two and so on) and Boris the Caretaker’s Son and the four Shostakoviches, all at once. For a while Sonya could hardly hear herself saying ‘Thank you’ and ‘Welcome’ every time someone wished her happy birthday.
 
         Maxim Shostakovich, tiny in his black fur coat, was holding tightly to his mother’s hand. His small round head swivelled like a parrot’s as he surveyed the room. ‘You see,’ Sonya hissed to Konstantin. ‘I told you he was sweet.’
 
         Konstantin looked jealous. ‘Why are you wearing that fur coat?’ he said to Maxim. ‘You can’t be cold, it’s not even three weeks till midsummer.’
         
 
         ‘He always wears it to parties,’ said Galina. ‘There’s nothing wrong with that.’ Her hair had been parted perfectly straight down the middle and braided into two long gleaming ropes. Like Maxim, she had an unblinking stare, which was now trained on Konstantin.
 
         ‘You both look beautiful.’ Sonya spoke quickly. ‘I’ll get you some sausage.’
         
 
         When she came back from the kitchen she was pleased to see that Galina was mingling, but Maxim, his coat still buttoned up to his neck, continued to hold onto his mother’s hand.
 
         ‘Something to eat?’ Sonya held out the plate, reaching up and then down to make allowances for mother’s and son’s differing heights.
 
         Mrs Shostakovich reached for a piece of sausage-bread with her free hand and bit straight into it: her teeth were large and square like a horse’s. ‘Mmmm. Delicious.’
 
         ‘Deelicious,’ echoed Maxim.
 
         ‘I made it myself,’ said Sonya. ‘At least, I cut it into pieces. The butcher made the sausage specially, when he heard we were having a birthday party.’
 
         ‘I hear you got another special present.’ Mrs Shostakovich’s dark hair was piled high above her white forehead. ‘A real treasure.’
 
         Sonya nodded. ‘It used to belong to my mother. She died when I was very young, not even as old as Maxim.’
 
         ‘I know,’ said Mrs Shostakovich. Her eyes were the same clear brown as her amber beads, and tiny pearls studded her ears. She drew Sonya aside. ‘Could you help me out?’ she whispered. ‘Maxim’s a little shy and that’s why he has to wear his fur coat, even inside.’
 
         ‘To make him braver.’ Sonya understood; she often put on her enamel locket with the pressed violet when she needed protection. ‘I’ll look after him.’
 
         ‘Thank you.’ Mrs Shostakovich smiled and accepted a cranberry juice from Aunt Tanya, who was still a trifle red in the face. ‘To Sonya!’ she said, raising her glass.
 
         ‘To Sonya!’ said the five Gessen children, and Boris-from-the-Basement, and Galina of the shining braids, and Konstantin who would never, in a million years, be allowed to become Sonya’s husband. And the red rose on the windowsill bobbed in the wind as if to say, Many Happy Returns.
         
 
         ‘To Sonya!’ said her father and her aunt, and Mr Shostakovich came across to shake her hand. ‘To your health and happiness,’ he said, bowing as if she were a real lady. The sun glinted off his big glasses so Sonya couldn’t see his eyes, but his voice sounded serious. ‘I hadn’t realised Nikolai Nikolayev had such a grown-up daughter.’
 
         ‘I’m only nine,’ admitted Sonya. ‘Nine years and —’ She looked at her wrist-watch. ‘Thirty-three minutes.’
 
         ‘A perfect age,’ said Mr Shostakovich. ‘Neither too old nor too young.’ He took a mouthful of cranberry juice. ‘Do you think your father has any vodka?’
         
 
         ‘I know he does. He was drinking some the other night with Mr Sollertinsky.’
 
         ‘Ah. If Mr Sollertinsky was here the other night, perhaps there is no vodka left? Rumour has it that Mr Sollertinsky could drink the Neva dry.’
 
         ‘Dmitri!’ Mrs Shostakovich’s eyebrows lowered alarmingly.
 
         ‘A joke,’ said Mr Shostakovich hastily. ‘Nothing more.’ He turned back to Sonya. ‘Perhaps later you’ll play us a tune on your birthday present?’
 
         Sonya flushed. ‘With pleasure.’
 
         ‘The pleasure will be all ours,’ said Mr Shostakovich.
 
         As the afternoon slunk away, the room began filling up with a strange orange light. Sonya, weaving through her guests with plates of food, felt as if she were swimming in a magic pond. Or perhaps it was more like diving into one of the beautiful beads around Mrs Shostakovich’s creamy neck, which reflected back the low sun.
 
         Maxim sat, small and grave, on a cushion in the corner. He’d taken off his coat but kept a close watch on it, resting a hand on its sleeve. Sonya kept him supplied with lemonade and sweets rescued from under the cushion that, for a while, Aunt Tanya had been sitting on.
 
         ‘How could she not notice she was sitting on a big brass bowl?’ whispered Galina.
         
 
         ‘Because she has a big brass bottom,’ snorted Konstantin.
 
         Sonya laughed a little at this, and Konstantin grinned, looking wicked and handsome under his party hat. But Sonya already knew she could never marry a person who made such bad jokes.
 
         Every now and then another guest, usually someone who worked with her father at the Conservatoire, slipped in. The chattering voices grew louder. Someone started to play the piano and, in spite of Mr Sollertinsky’s recent visit, plenty of vodka was brought to the table. Then one of the Gessen children yawned, and so did another Gessen, making Mrs Shostakovich look at the clock on the mantelpiece and talk about taking the children home to bed.
 
         ‘All in good time, my dear.’ Mr Shostakovich, his tie a little askew, appeared at Sonya’s side. ‘May I,’ he asked respectfully, ‘see the Storioni now?’
 
         The cello lay on its side in the shadowy bedroom. Sonya’s heart gave a leap when she saw it: it was so beautiful! Carefully, she picked it up and offered it to Mr Shostakovich, who ran his hands admiringly over its red-brown front and curved back.
         
 
         ‘A very fine instrument,’ he said. ‘I saw your mother play it, many times, before you were born.’
 
         ‘Did you?’ Sonya could hardly imagine what the world had been like way back then. ‘Where did she play?’
 
         ‘In the Philharmonia Hall,’ said Mr Shostakovich, cradling the cello as if it weighed no more than a baby. ‘Beautiful. Quite beautiful.’ It wasn’t clear whether he was talking about the cello, or Sonya’s mother, or the concert hall with its soaring white pillars.
 
         ‘I haven’t played it much yet. Just a little this morning, before I started preparing for the party.’
 
         ‘Does it like you?’ Mr Shostakovich looked at her intently.
 
         ‘Does it — what?’
 
         ‘Has it taken to you? It doesn’t matter if it knows you — it will come to know you. But it’s very important that it likes you, and vice versa.’ The curl at the front of Mr Shostakovich’s hair sprang free from its waxy coating and bobbed in front of his face. ‘A long time ago I used to accompany films at the Bright Reel Theatre, and you know what? The piano hated me! Every day, we battled. Every evening, we fought.’ He gave a sigh. ‘It was a disgusting job. Fighting the piano was like working with a person you detest day after day.’
         
 
         Sonya stared at the gleaming cello. ‘When I took it out of its case this morning, the first thing I did was pluck the A string.’
 
         ‘And?’ Mr Shostakovich sounded intensely interested. ‘How did it sound?’
 
         ‘Like —’ Sonya shut her eyes for a second. ‘Like a voice.’ Opening her eyes, she saw Mr Shostakovich’s glasses shining full in her face. ‘It seemed to say something, only I’m not sure what.’
 
         Mr Shostakovich nodded. ‘In my opinion, the A string is the least informative of the four strings. If approached wrongly, it can hold its secrets forever.’
 
         ‘So you think it likes me?’ Sonya could hardly dare to hope.
 
         ‘Definitely.’ Mr Shostakovich passed the cello back to her. ‘No doubt about it. Would you consider playing a tune for your guests, if I accompany you?’
 
         ‘How about an adaptation of Fauré’s Elégie?’ suggested Sonya. She’d been practising this for the past year on her borrowed half-sized cello; last week, she’d finally learnt it by heart.
 
         ‘A perfect choice for a birthday.’ Mr Shostakovich looked grave. ‘The passing of time is a serious matter.’
 
         As soon he played an A on the piano for Sonya to tune to, everyone — even the fidgeting Gessen children — fell silent. ‘A captive audience,’ said Mr Shostakovich. ‘That’s what we like!’
         
 
         Sonya felt a little nervous, but the light had grown even softer, candles were burning, and her father was looking happier than she’d seen him for a long time. How she loved him! ‘Fauré’s Elégie, an adaptation,’ she announced in a slightly squeezed voice. ‘For my father.’
 
         ‘Ready when you are,’ said Mr Shostakovich from the piano.
 
         Sonya straightened her back and pressed her feet against the floor. The cello leaned into her. I’m ready too, it said in a woody whisper. Sonya placed her left hand in position and laid the bow carefully across the strings — no squeak, no twang.
         
 
         Before this she’d seen the Elégie as a silvery kind of piece, clear-cut, almost icy. But today, in the hushed moments before beginning, she saw it differently. Fauré’s familiar notes were transformed: they hung in the air, round, opaque, like ripe golden fruit. How odd! Already, the cello had changed her way of seeing. She took a deep breath, nodded to Mr Shostakovich, and the first note dropped into the silence, perfectly pitched and as sweet as honey.
 
         And soon it seemed to Sonya that the cello was singing by itself. All she had to do was place her fingers on the strings, and the song sprang open, phrase after phrase floating out as if she’d unlocked a secret world with a magic key. Then, with a sigh — was it from her or the cello? — the bow drew a last husky stroke across the string, and there was silence. She let her arms fall by her side; they were aching from the effort of embracing a cello slightly too large for her. She gave the cello a quick stroke on its smooth back. Thank you, she said. You were wonderful.
         
 
         Mr Shostakovich sprang up from his stool and clapped wildly. The room dissolved into applause, and Sonya’s father held her so hard she heard a button on his shirt cracking. ‘You were wonderful!’ he said, just as she’d said to the Storioni. ‘You were marvellous.’
 
         The light faded, and people began gathering up their things, and Sonya went to stand by the front door. ‘Goodbye,’ she said, shaking hands with her guests. ‘Thank you for coming.’ To Galina, she said, ‘You’re lucky. I’d like a little brother just like yours.’
 
         ‘Yes, he’s all right.’ Galina took Maxim casually by the hand. ‘We might come and see you again one day.’
 
         ‘Please do,’ urged Sonya, and to Mr Shostakovich she said, ‘Thank you so much for accompanying me.’
 
         ‘I should be thanking you. A fine performance.’ He bowed low so that his lock of hair bounced forward. ‘You have a very talented daughter,’ he said to Sonya’s father. ‘Don’t, for God’s sake, allow her to become a teacher. Let her play, whatever happens!’
         
 
         ‘Humph!’ Papa pretended to be offended. ‘Just because you consider yourself a poor teacher doesn’t mean the entire profession is useless! Some consider it a noble way of making a living.’ He put a hand on Sonya’s shoulder. ‘But I agree that she’s brilliant.’

         ‘It was one of the nicest parties I’ve been to,’ said Mrs Shostakovich. ‘If one wants good company, one should always go to nine-year-olds’ birthday parties — never to official functions.’
  
         Much later, in her bedroom, Sonya lay back and watched her father who was, most unusually, tidying things away. ‘Is Mr Shostakovich famous?’
 
         ‘Oh, yes.’ Her father bent down to slot books into the shelves. ‘Very famous.’
 
         ‘Those books go on the top shelf,’ Sonya told him. ‘And are you?’
 
         ‘Am I famous?’ Her father looked over his shoulder. ‘No, not really. And we should be glad about that.’
 
         ‘Why? Is it difficult to be related to a famous person? Galina said her father doesn’t always pay attention. Sometimes he sits at the piano for a long time and then he gets up and slams the door, or shouts. After that, Galina’s mother takes her and Maxim and they all go to stay with their grandparents, for something called a respite.’
 
         For some reason, her father laughed at this. ‘Well, that’s one reason to avoid fame. And there are plenty of others. Life isn’t easy for people with a high public profile.’ He paused and then cleared his throat. ‘You should try to sleep now. Concerts are quite tiring, if I remember rightly from my performing days.’
 
         ‘Could you put my cello over there?’ said Sonya. ‘I want to see it when I’m lying down.’
 
         Her father propped it up against the wall, where it seemed to lean in a tired but graceful way. ‘Is that all, your Excellency? May I help Aunt Tanya with the rest of the washing up now?’
 
         After the door was closed, Sonya waited for sleep. She tried to close her eyes, but they kept flying open, as if her happiness was too great to box away. So she simply lay there, looking over to where the light-blue sky gleamed on the wooden scroll of her cello. She wished the world could stop right here, because at this very moment everything was perfect. 

      

      
    

  
    
      
         
         
 
         
            Nikolai, grieving
            

         
 
         There had been a time when Nikolai thought he would go mad with grief. Crossing at street corners, he didn’t bother to look; he simply stepped out into the blaring, weaving traffic and trusted to fate. If he was taken away, so be it.
         
 
         Since that terrible night in January, he hadn’t been able to see properly, anyway. Far from the expected darkness, a glaring light had appeared in the centre of his vision. The only way he could see was by glancing out of the corner of one eye, barely turning his head, as if not really wishing to look at all. Thus the world was presented to him in slivers: distorted trees, bent lamp-posts, the thin corners of buildings.
 
         He walked through those months like a blind man, feeling the streets through the soles of his feet. His boots wore thin, and finally wore out. ‘Why don’t you get some new shoes?’ Tanya’s tone was halfway between anxiety and a scold. ‘You look like one of the men down at Finland Station.’ To get her off his back, Nikolai pretended he was saving the money for something he couldn’t yet talk about. The truth was, it was easier to walk now that his boots had become a second skin: just as a mountaineer traverses the lips of a cold windy crevasse on a rope, hand over hand, so Nikolai felt his way with his feet. But with every uneven cobblestone, every dip of a gutter, he thought he might fall, plummeting thousands of feet into a blue icy silence.
 
         ‘Are you ready yet?’ Sonya stood in front of him, her hair tied back in a red ribbon and her cardigan buttoned. Her feet were in a dancer’s first position, together at the heels, turned out at the toes.
 
         ‘Your shoes are very shiny! Positively gleaming!’ Nikolai returned from the past with a double-edged shock: pleasure at the sight of Sonya undermined by a sharp regret. The passing of time was not altogether a blessing. He closed his eyes, trying to recapture the pale oval face, but it had gone. There were days now when he couldn’t remember the colour of her hair and, desperately, he would search the world outside the window for the exact shade to bring her back to him. On other days he realised that he’d never looked carefully enough at the curve of her neck or the shape of her feet, so that these, too, were slipping from his memory.
         
 
         Sonya was looking at her shoes. ‘I spat on them,’ she confided, ‘because I couldn’t find where Aunt Tanya had put the polish.’
 
         ‘Aunt Tanya is an exceedingly tidy woman,’ agreed Nikolai. ‘Sometimes I think she’d like to tidy away the grass and the trees, and probably the Neva River. Nature is a little too unruly for Aunt Tanya.’
 
         Sonya glanced at Nikolai’s desk. Every drawer was bulging open and scores were piled high, teetering like stacks of pancakes. ‘I suppose there’s a place in this world for every type,’ she said diplomatically.
 
         ‘You’d make an excellent politician,’ said Nikolai. ‘Perhaps we should send you to America — you’d be President in no time.’
 
         ‘No!’ Sonya ran to him. ‘I can’t leave you. I belong here in Leningrad. This is where I belong.’
 
         Her arms tightened, noose-like, around Nikolai’s neck, and the familiar panic rose in him, as strong as it had ever been.
         
 
         ‘Don’t make me go away!’ Sonya was breathing fast and her forehead was slimy with sweat.
 
         ‘I was only joking, Mouse,’ said Nikolai quickly. ‘It’s not a good time to go anywhere with the spreading of this wretched war.’
 
         His words appeared to calm Sonya. At the mention of separation, it was as if her heart had flown apart, fragments hammering in her wrists and temples. Now, almost instantly, her pulse slowed to normal. ‘The war,’ she said, with unmistakable relief. ‘As long as this war goes on, we all have to stay put. No one will go away — not you, not Aunty, not the Gessen kids or Maxim Shostakovich. Am I right?’
 
         ‘You are.’ Nikolai kicked off his slippers. ‘I’ll go and comb my hair, and then it’s time for some fun!’
 
         In the bathroom, he leaned on the washstand and breathed deeply. ‘Eight years and five months,’ he said, staring into the cracked basin. ‘Eight years, five months and three days.’ His whisper slipped into the slimy web of hair and soap at the bottom of the bowl, and was gone. When he looked in the mirror, his eyes were watery, and he wiped them with a greyish towel.
         
 
         Shostakovich had been the only one to whom Nikolai had been able to tell the shameful truth, partly because of the way the composer sat in on rehearsals: implacable, impassive, seemingly emotionless. Even when hearing his music mangled, his face betrayed nothing. There he sat for twenty or thirty minutes, listening to Mravinsky wrestle with the Philharmonic: starting, stopping, reprimanding the bassoonist or chastising the flutes. And still he would sit in the fourth or fifth row, as silent and immobile as a wax cast, as if the torrent pouring from wide-open brass mouths, from bows and wrists, had nothing to do with him.
         
 
         Occasionally, on days when his favourite football team had lost a match or he hadn’t slept, he would break his customary silence. ‘That solo must be pianissimo!’ he would shout. ‘Pianissimo, I said!’ The contrast between the delivery of his request and what he actually wanted might have provoked a joke or two, if the combination of Mravinsky and Shostakovich hadn’t been so formidable — and if the Great Hall of the Philharmonia hadn’t had acoustics (it was said) that enabled a fart from the percussionist’s backside to be heard by an eighty-year-old in the back stalls.
 
         ‘It’s not marked in the score.’ Mravinsky, defending his orchestra, regarded Shostakovich steadily. ‘See? No dynamic markings at all.’ The greater Shostakovich’s rage, the calmer Mravinsky remained. He was generally considered to be the only person in the world, with the exception of Shostakovich’s wife, who was not afraid of the composer’s sharp, though short-lived, tempers.
 
         Shostakovich would stride to the podium and scribble on the score. ‘It must have been omitted. To be true to the music, I should write pppppp. To be kind to your musicians, I will settle for pp. I’m sorry if it’s difficult to play, but there’s nothing I can do about it. High G, pianissimo, end of argument.’
         
 
         Such detachment, combined with such certainty! It was as if the man was able to separate completely: from his own work, from his family, from life itself. His students, piqued and fascinated by this, had nicknamed him ‘the man from Mars’ — and it was this same quality that made Nikolai believe he could unburden himself to no other person but Shostakovich. For months he’d remained silent, not wanting to risk condemnation.
 
         But one evening in May, thin, weak, with shaking hands, he’d met Shostakovich in the Summer Garden and they’d taken a walk. The long promenade was crowded, mostly with couples strolling quietly under the full canopy of the lime trees. Nikolai looked down as he talked, scuffing the toes of his blistered boots.
         
 
         Shostakovich listened all the way to the end of his story before speaking. ‘You’re afraid of loving too much?’
         
 
         Above them swallows darted and turned in mid-air. Nikolai ducked his head away from the shadows and sank down on the nearest bench. ‘I was the one who wanted her to have the child. She was uncertain — she was always uncertain — but I begged her!’ His words came out in a loud embarrassing cry, and he closed his eyes, remembering that evening. Sitting by the window, she appeared to him in silhouette. Her profile was etched against the bright light: the small rounded chin, the tilted nose, and eyelashes so indecently long they were the envy of every woman in Leningrad. ‘Your career will always be waiting for you,’ he’d reassured her. The truth was, at that moment he scarcely cared about her brilliant career. Her career wasn’t going to provide him with a replica of that profile, that straight back, that soft but intense voice.
 
         ‘That was all I wanted.’ He wiped his eyes. ‘I loved her so much, you see. I wanted to be sure that a part of her went on, even after we’d both departed. I didn’t think of the danger.’
 
         ‘She died of influenza,’ said Shostakovich.
 
         ‘Yes, but weakened by childbirth!’ Nikolai could hardly breathe. ‘Because of illness caused by childbirth, and depression after childbirth —’
         
 
         ‘And now you’re trying not to love the baby? I have to tell you, my friend, it seems slightly illogical to me.’
 
         ‘Not illogical. Ironic, perhaps. If my love destroyed my wife, it’s going to do the same to my daughter. I can’t allow myself.’ Nikolai put his head down on his knees. ‘To tell the truth, I can’t bring myself to look at her. I can’t go near her.’
 
         It was the worst admission he’d ever made, and it was true. When Tanya called to him to come quickly (Baby was smiling! Baby was pointing!), he pretended not to hear. He would bend stubbornly over the papers he was correcting, or turn up the radio to cover the murmuring in the next room. At night he paused beside the closed door, but the handle felt resistant to his touch. Keep out, it warned. You are the carrier of danger and death. Then he turned away from the quiet breathing within the dim room, calling to Tanya that he had to go back to work, he’d forgotten something; and then he would stride for hours along the canal, crossing every bridge he came to, back and forwards in a meaningless trickery of a route that seemed to offer escape but led nowhere, especially not away from himself. When he arrived once more at the apartment door, he was slick with guilt, as if he’d visited a whorehouse and sunk, finally, into depravity.
         
 
         ‘I don’t want to love her,’ he said, looking at Shostakovich who was sitting upright beside him. His profile was as sharp and bold as if it had been hacked from the side of a mountain, and Nikolai waited numbly to hear himself condemned.
 
         A few small boys ran across the avenue, kicking a ball, sand flying up behind their feet. Nikolai leaned back on the bench and felt the slats dig into his back. He was skin and bone, as Tanya was always telling him when she removed his untouched soup and bread.
 
         At last Shostakovich spoke. ‘You can’t choose whether or not to love.’
 
         ‘What?’ Nikolai, lost in a spinning world of memory, had forgotten everything: where he was, what they were talking about. He stared at the leafy trees and the tall blowing grass, turned his face to the sun wheeling high in the pale-blue sky, tried to remember what season it was.
 
         ‘It’s impossible to choose, when it comes to love. I tried it once myself.’ Shostakovich spoke decidedly, like a sixty-year-old man rather than one not yet thirty.
 
         ‘You did?’ Nikolai knew a little about Shostakovich’s stormy past, but he wasn’t sure if it was seemly to admit this.
 
         Shostakovich sighed. ‘As a teenager, I loved a girl called Tatyana Glivenko, and she loved me. Then she began loving me more than I loved her. She wanted to live with me, but I wouldn’t let her, because by then I had met Nina Varzar. The die, to speak in gambler’s terms, was cast.’
 
         Nikolai stared. He hadn’t expected the story to begin so far back, when Leningrad was still Petrograd and the fiery Nina wasn’t even on the scene.
 
         ‘Do you think I wanted that?’ Shostakovich looked a little defiant. ‘Do you think I wanted to fall out of love with Tatyana and in love with Nina Varzar?’
         
 
         Nikolai scuffed his feet.
 
         ‘Of course I didn’t.’ Shostakovich answered himself. ‘Especially because I never intended to marry so young. There was still plenty of living to do, but how could I go on fishing when I was well and truly caught myself?’
         
 
         Nikolai shrugged and opened his mouth, but Shostakovich held up his hand. ‘I loved Nina. That was it. And then, as you may have heard —’
 
         Nikolai gave a tactful, non-committal shake of his head.
 
         ‘As you may have heard,’ repeated Shostakovich, staring into the middle distance, ‘I stopped loving Nina. For quite a time. Yelena Konstantinovskaya came on the scene. My God, she was something.’ He whistled under his breath. ‘Take my advice, Nikolai. Never get involved with a woman able to speak twelve languages, and each one of them with the tongue of an angel. When you’re in bed with her, it will drive you wild, and when you’re in an argument, it drives you crazy.’
 
         Nikolai remembered that summer well: he’d just taken up his own appointment at the Conservatoire, and his new intimacy with the city’s musical circles meant he was more than usually aware of what was going on around him. Everyone had known of the affair, but no one mentioned it, for Nina Varzar was well liked. Yelena would glide up the stairs of the Maryinsky Theatre, her hair piled high, exposing the white nape of her neck that invited kissing — or biting. People whispered in the foyer below, and Shostakovich waited at the top of the stairs, pale-faced, expressionless. Only the way in which he took Yelena’s elbow, so their hips brushed against each other, suggested the intimacy between them.
 
         ‘After that particular storm,’ continued Shostakovich, as if relating an epic tale passed down through generations, ‘there was once more a port of calm. Miraculously, I fell in love with Nina again; fortunately, she agreed to have me back. For a second time our love blossomed, and so it was on with the show!’
 
         Dizzying circles of midges swam on the evening air, but Nikolai sat motionless. He hadn’t expected such confessions — nor had he expected to feel so much lighter inside.
 
         ‘My point is this.’ Shostakovich returned to the present. ‘You love, or you don’t love. You can’t order the weight of that love, as you can a packet of tea. Nor can you decide on its temperature: hot, cold, mild, indifferent. If you love your child — and I’m almost certain you do — you simply have to give in to it. And be glad that you’re capable of loving.’ His voice faltered a little, making Nikolai glance at him. ‘Of course I love Nina.’ Shostakovich sounded almost indignant. ‘But not, perhaps, to the extent that most women would wish. You, on the other hand, were the ideal husband, and will very likely be the ideal father.’
 
         After that evening, the white flickering had gradually cleared from Nikolai’s vision. By the end of the summer, he was able to look at his daughter quite steadily, could pick her up and kiss her, and soon even Tanya was convinced that it was safe to give up temporary guardianship of her dead sister’s child and visit — as previously arranged — on a daily basis only, to cook and clean. ‘About time,’ she said, trundling around the apartment, packing her meagre possessions. ‘I was wondering how long you were going to stay in that mood.’
         
 
         Yet Nikolai’s ‘mood’ had never entirely left him. At times, such as this morning with Sonya’s arms around his neck, his fear of love was nearly enough to overwhelm the love itself. It felt like an impairment that he would struggle with for the rest of his life — not crippling but exhaustingly constant.
 
         ‘Come on!’ Sonya danced ahead, occasionally turning to admonish him. ‘Slow old Papa!’
 
         ‘I’m out of condition. Sitting around all day teaching lazy students to scribble sonatas isn’t the best exercise.’
 
         ‘Perhaps if I run backwards you can keep up,’ offered Sonya.
 
         ‘Perhaps if I hop —’ Nikolai raised his left foot off the ground — ‘you’ll realise that I’m wearing my seven-league boots. All the better to catch you with!’ Hopping, watching Sonya running backwards, he crashed into a lamp-post. ‘Care to dance?’ he said to the metal pole, making Sonya giggle.
 
         ‘Thank you! I’d love to.’
 
         Nikolai unwound himself from the lamp-post, and saw a slim dark figure beside him. ‘Oh! Nina Bronnikova! Good day!’ He’d been half-hoping to see her, knew she lived somewhere in this block — but this was certainly not the ideal way of meeting. He tried not to blush. ‘Of course I’d rather dance with you than a lamp-post, though I fear you’re used to more athletic partners.’
         
 
         ‘Not at all,’ replied Nina Bronnikova, smoothing back her dark hair. ‘You’d be surprised at the clumsy oafs admitted into the Kirov these days.’
 
         ‘You’re in the Kirov?’ Sonya stared at the woman’s narrow shoulders, and her muscular legs clad in black stockings. ‘Oh, I’ve always, always, wanted to be a ballerina! But Papa says dancers are stupid and I’d be better off being a musician.’
         
 
         Once again, Nikolai felt close to blushing. ‘I wasn’t referring to anyone specific,’ he mumbled. ‘Certainly not you.’
 
         A slight smile crossed Nina Bronnikova’s face. ‘Your papa is probably right,’ she said to Sonya. ‘On some days, even I consider dancing to be a stupid profession.’ And with that she walked away, feet turned slightly outwards, elbows tucked into her slim waist.
         
 
         Sonya stared at her longingly. ‘She’s wonderful. Is her name Nina too? Like Mrs Shostakovich?’
 
         ‘That’s right.’ Nikolai’s forehead was throbbing where it had connected with the lamp-post. ‘But she’s not at all like Mrs Shostakovich. Quite the opposite.’ He’d never seen Shostakovich’s wife in one of her legendary rages, but he had no problem imagining it, whereas Nina Bronnikova seemed as cool as water.
 
         ‘I’ve never met a real ballerina, I’ve just seen them from afar. They look much bigger up close.’ Sonya peered at Nikolai. ‘Are you all right? Your face is red.’
 
         ‘I expect it’s the sun. I’ve been indoors such a lot this spring, my skin’s not used to it.’
 
         ‘You need to get out more,’ agreed Sonya. ‘Shouldn’t we go to the country this summer? Galina Shostakovich said they might be renting a dacha near Luga. It’s only a few hours by train. She said we should go as well, because when visitors are around Mr and Mrs Shostakovich don’t argue so much. She said —’
 
         ‘Sonya,’ interrupted Nikolai. ‘You shouldn’t repeat everything other people say. It can be very embarrassing.’
 
         ‘But they’re not even here! I wouldn’t say it to their faces. Give me some credit, por favor!’
         
 
         This last phrase was a favourite of Sollertinsky’s; Nikolai could hear the rich satirical tone behind Sonya’s bird-like voice. ‘Let’s get ice cream,’ he suggested, heading for a kiosk.
 
         By the time they reached the People’s House, the midday sun had rolled high above their heads and the stone buildings were bleached against the backdrop of blue sky. Excited screams came from the direction of the roller-coaster. Nikolai wished he hadn’t eaten most of Sonya’s strawberry ice cream; his stomach rolled in anticipation.
 
         ‘Two tickets, please.’ Sonya stood as tall as possible in front of the booth, and counted out her birthday money saved for the occasion. ‘You’re sure you want to do this?’ she asked Nikolai, chewing on the end of her long dark braid.
 
         ‘I’m sure,’ said Nikolai, taking a deep, surreptitious breath.
 
         Once they were strapped into the carriage, he focused on thinking about household finances: the most boring subject he could come up with, and the only possible way to ward off terror. The man working the switch shouted, while Nikolai shut his eyes and started adding. Thirty extra roubles to Tanya this month, for looking after Sonya while he waded through appalling student orchestrations of Mussorgsky —
         
 
         The carriage lurched, and his eyes flew open. They were nearly at the top of the first loop, and he saw the track thrown carelessly in front of them, like coins from the hand of a drunken gambler. Coins, he thought desperately, shutting his eyes again. Kopeks, roubles. Thirty roubles for Tanya. A hundred roubles for Sonya’s new winter clothes —
         
 
         ‘Why are your eyes closed?’ Sonya’s voice pushed through the chinks of his counting.
 
         He opened one eye and looked sideways at her. ‘Just working out some bills in my head.’ It was almost the truth.
 
         ‘Papa!’ Her voice rose. ‘This is meant to be a treat!’ The car was at a temporary standstill at the top of the loop; wind whistled in Nikolai’s ears, voices floated up from the ground, and screams came from those swooping in front of them. Was this like the moment of complete clarity before facing an execution squad?
 
         Suddenly, they were flying, screaming, shrieking into nothingness. Sonya’s braid flew behind them, Nikolai’s eyes streamed with tears. As they churned over the bottom of the loop and back on an uphill gradient again, he felt relieved that at least he hadn’t been able to see clearly what was happening.
 
         Sonya’s hand crept into his. ‘That was fun, wasn’t it? Are you ready for another one?’
 
         ‘Of course!’ Nikolai wiped his palms on his trousers and gave a forced smile.
 
         After more ice cream, courtesy of Sonya’s birthday fund, and then some fried cutlets — ‘in the wrong order, but who cares,’ said Nikolai — they left the crowded Nevsky Prospect and wandered home along the narrow back streets. Windows stood open to the heat, and ragged tomcats lay at a distance from each other, too hot to bother with hissing or hostility.
 
         ‘Phew,’ said Sonya, when they reached their own front steps. ‘That was quite a day.’
 
         ‘Thank you for taking me out.’ Nikolai opened the front door and felt the cool breath of the hallway on his face.
 
         ‘You’re welcome,’ said Sonya formally.
 
         Aunt Tanya had already finished the day’s chores and gone home, but the cello was waiting for them, leaning against the sofa as if it, too, had succumbed to the heat.
         
 
         ‘I haven’t done my practice today.’ Sonya sounded guilty.
 
         ‘Consider it a rest day,’ said Nikolai. ‘Even professional musicians take days off.’
 
         ‘Did Mama?’ Sonya picked up the cello, and the C string gave a low gentle boing.
         
 
         ‘Even Mama! Although not many, I have to admit.’ He remembered there had been times when he’d forcibly unwrapped her hand from the bow, and days when she’d played so long it took hours for the dents in her fingers to disappear.
 
         ‘I’ll check that she approves.’ Sonya disappeared into her room with the cello.
 
         Nikolai lay on the sofa and stared at the broken edge in the moulded ceiling. He could hear Sonya murmuring away as she usually did in the evenings, telling her mother what they’d done that day. A tiny tear squeezed out the corner of his eye, running lightly down the side of his face and into the green cushion.

      

      
    

  
    
      
         
         
 
         
            The price of furniture
            

         
 
         Eliasberg had always listened at doors. He understood why the State functioned like this; it was the only way to find out the truth. The problem was, he didn’t rate the intelligence of Stalin’s information-gatherers at all highly. This was where the system fell down.
         
 
         Listening in to others had become a habit. He couldn’t remember a time when he hadn’t been standing in a hallway, leaning towards a wooden panel as if it were about to sing small confidences to him. By listening at doors or below windows (a necessary subterfuge, which he’d never considered as eavesdropping), he’d heard many useful things. Things that had lodged in his skin like burrs, inflaming him, driving him to succeed — and turning him into the professional man he now was.
 
         ‘Why must Karl Elias always creep around in stockinged feet?’ His father, seeing his eleven-year-old son soundlessly passing the kitchen door, had flung down his wrench. ‘If there’s one thing I’m good for, it should be putting shoes on the feet of my family.’
 
         ‘The cobbler’s children,’ ventured Elias, ‘always run barefoot.’ He’d heard a teacher say this about ginger-headed Boris, son of the famous botanist Boris Berlovich whose sharp eyes had discovered a rare form of ground moss on the day of Svetlana Stalin’s birthday (her name had been bestowed upon it). ‘Talk about the cobbler’s children!’ the teacher had exclaimed, watching Boris the Younger scrabbling blindly about in the undergrowth, searching for a bright white ball not two feet away from him, while the rest of the class watched in impatient silence. Naturally, Elias had remembered this, for out of the twenty contemptuous children he was the only one to whom this saying was applicable, and he was puzzled as to why the teacher had aimed it at short-sighted Boris.
         
 
         His father looked still more aggrieved. ‘Cobbler? Why does Karl Elias use such a word in this house? Has he not noticed the sign hanging outside his own home? Makers —’ He began hammering at the leaky pipe, punctuating his words with bangs. ‘— Of. Fine. FOOTWEAR!’ At the last blow, the pipe flew apart like a worm chopped in two by a shovel. Even this disaster didn’t throw Mr Eliasberg off course. Once started on the topic of his profession, he was unstoppable. ‘If Karl Elias is to take over the family business, he must learn that there’s a world of difference between a man who mends and a man who makes. Cobbler, my arse. I am an artisan!’
         
 
         ‘Please! Mind your language!’ Elias’s mother entered the room, and the fray. It was rare for her to criticise her husband, but she felt strongly about bad language.
 
         Elias shuffled his socked feet. Somewhere outside there was sun to be found, and the quietness of a Saturday afternoon, and an empty alley in which to kick a can. But his mother had caught sight of the ruined plumbing. ‘Heavenly stars!’ she exclaimed, turning to Elias. ‘Run upstairs and get Vladimir the Carpenter. He knows a thing or two about pipes.’
 
         ‘We don’t need no Vladimir,’ protested his father.
 
         ‘Any Vladimir,’ corrected his mother. ‘Karl Elias, go!’
         
 
         ‘Do as your mother says.’ His father looked both grumpy and relieved. ‘What do I know? I’m only a cobbler.’
 
         Mr Eliasberg’s self-pity had seeped into everyday life like strong bitter tea, and it was even stronger on the days when letters arrived from Uncle Georgii. George was the lucky one, the brave one, the one who’d sailed for the United States in time to escape violence, upheaval and poverty under the guise of opportunity for all. Occasionally Elias retrieved one of Uncle George’s letters from the bin, where it lay buried under potato peelings and tealeaves. ‘Exciting experiments … in the field of …’ He deciphered the blurred violet words with difficulty. ‘Working with an eminent scientist … by the name of —’ But the flimsy paper disintegrated in his hand.
 
         On these black-letter days, his father would disappear, like Mephistopheles, through a trapdoor in the kitchen floor and into the bowels of the building, where he laboured on fine boots for the city’s most beautiful ladies. Moody tappings shook the foundations of daily existence, making Elias’s desk shudder and his neat sums wobble. Concentrating, he held his tongue between his teeth so that when his father suddenly shouted he jumped and tasted his own blood.
         
 
         ‘Why will Karl Elias not come and help his poor father?’ Most of Mr Eliasberg’s questions started with ‘Why’ and revolved around his son. Why was Karl Elias so silent? Why did he spend so much time at the library?
 
         Elias had his own question that he phrased equally repetitively, but silently, for fear of receiving a lashing. ‘Why,’ he shouted inside his own defiant head, ‘do you always address me in the third person?’ At times his voice rang so loudly inside his skull that his ears could hear nothing except his own protest.
 
         It was strange but true. Every time his father used his name in this unthinking way, a small part of Elias was slivered away. By the time he was eleven, he felt almost invisible. When he was twelve, he learnt, by listening through his bedroom door, that he might indeed be a spectre sooner rather than later. For the doctor told his weeping mother that her son couldn’t be expected to live past fourteen years of age. Tuberculosis would carry him off.
 
         After the doctor left the house, Mrs Eliasberg sank to the floor outside the bedroom door. Elias knew this, for by now he was adept at interpreting what, in theatrical circles, were called ‘noises off’. First the rustle of skirts. Then the creaking of floorboards on the landing. And, finally, a puff of air from crushed lungs. As he stood barely two feet away from his mother, separated from her grief by a panelled wooden door, he felt curiously optimistic — more alive, in fact, than he had for a long time. Was it true his demise might actually leave a small dent in someone else’s heart?
 
         But it was by checking in at the living-room door later that evening that he received the really useful piece of information, the one that kept him alive, sending defiant blood between his heart and his brain, shrinking the swelling on his neck. For his parents were discussing what they might sell to raise the money to send him to a sanatorium where his blood would be cleansed and his life saved.
 
         ‘It must be a substantial sum,’ stressed his tearful mother. Once again her skirts rustled, but this time, obviously, she was swivelling to assess the items of furniture in the room. ‘What about the bookshelf?
 
         ‘The only piece of good furniture my parents left me?’ queried Mr Eliasberg. ‘The only good piece they ever owned?’ The familiar contempt weighed down his voice. Having sprung from the loins of men who’d all worked in shoeing — first equine, then human — he’d never forgiven any of them. Grandfather, father, uncles, cousins, all were blamed for apprenticing him to a craft which they saw as honourable and he saw as a stigma. ‘No,’ he said. ‘The bookshelf stays.’ Elias heard him lean on it with a possessive elbow (squeak of cloth on polished oak) and then kick it (crack of leather on wood).
         
 
         ‘What about the table? And all four chairs?’ Already Mrs Eliasberg sounded defeated by the potential cost of saving her only son.
 
         ‘Where do you propose we eat? In the gutter?’
 
         A pause. On his side of the door, Elias wiped a film of sweat from his forehead and shifted from one weak leg to the other.
 
         ‘How about the best china?’ His father sounded a little brighter.
 
         Now it was Karl’s mother who demurred. The tea set was dear to her heart, the only possession in which she could take pride when entertaining. For some minutes Elias listened to his parents tipping the scales back and forth: the value of his health against various household items. His feet burned with cold, and his face burned with an emotion impossible to define. As he dragged his way back to bed, he felt a new strength in his limbs, and he clenched his hands under the chilly sheet.
 
         ‘I will live!’ he declared, spitting over the side of the bed into a basin, staring at the bubbling mix of blood and saliva. Then, propped up against his lumpy pillow, he wrote a list headed ‘Karl Illyich Eliasberg’s Ten Commandments’. They included:
 
         
            Surviving, to prove them all wrong 
            
 
            Not becoming a Shoemaker or any other kind of tradesman 
            
 
            Never valuing Material Possessions over Art or Life
            

         
 
         During the following months Elias recovered, thus achieving the first of his commandments. ‘Inexplicable,’ exclaimed the doctor. ‘A miracle.’ He sounded almost annoyed: predicting bad news and then being robbed of the outcome can leave one feeling faintly ridiculous.
 
         Though never strong, Elias proceeded to grow steadily upwards and increasingly inwards. He refused point blank to learn the shoe trade (thereby achieving his second commandment). To kneel in the dust of life, dealing with objects that came in contact with the base earth — this was not for him! He considered becoming a pilot — ‘A pilot?’ queried his mother in alarm — and a general, until he realised he disapproved of organised killing, whatever the cause.
         
 
         And then one Sunday, after performing a solo in a youth-choir concert, he was approached by a distinguished grey-haired man. Did Karl Eliasberg play an instrument, asked the man, as well as sing? Yes, Elias did; the neighbour across the landing owned a piano and she’d taught him for many years.
 
         ‘Would you mind playing something?’ asked the grey-haired man, with just the right mix of authority and diffidence.
 
         The dilapidated church echoed like a cave as Elias walked, with booming uncertain steps, to the piano. He started with a Bach prelude, which was all he could remember under duress. The notes fell starkly and too loudly into all that empty space. They seemed like stones hurled off a cliff, some flying in arcs, others aimed more deftly — but as they piled up together they achieved their own amassed validity. He started his favourite Beethoven sonata with more confidence. Boom, boom-be-boom! The low bass notes spread out impressively, while his right hand lifted the melody higher and higher towards the roof.
         
 
         When the final repeated chords had dissolved, the grey-haired man applauded. It was a reaction that seemed incongruous in a church, even a disused one, but Elias flushed with pleasure. He couldn’t remember the last time someone had listened to him so attentively, nor the last time he’d been praised. After the grey-haired man had asked several questions — where did Elias live, what was his age, how was his father’s financial situation? — he asked the most significant question of all. Was Karl interested in trying for a scholarship for the Conservatoire?
 
         Elias was taken aback, but as his father had developed pneumonia and was unable to work, and his mother had begun serving pancakes consisting mainly of coffee grounds — ‘Yes!’ he said. ‘I’d be most interested.’ At the very least, a scholarship would entitle him to extra grocery rations. At best, it would set him free.

      

      
    

  
    
      
         
         
 
         
            An almost inescapable legacy
            

         
 
         During his first two terms at the Conservatoire, Elias noticed his father’s cheeks becoming hollow and heard the breath rattling in his lungs. Instead of pity, he felt hatred. His contempt for his dying father grew with every new technique he learned and with every conversation he had with fellow students.
         
 
         His father had taught him nothing, prepared him for nothing. He hadn’t shown Elias how to act around artists, nor coached him in the art of conversation. He’d sung neither hymns nor gypsy tunes, lullabies nor operas. He’d never even been to the opera. He hadn’t owned a decent suit, had never knotted a casual scarf around the throat like Professor Steinberg, nor worn an expensive jacket so carelessly that it ended up a nonchalant second skin.
         
 
         Even Eliasberg’s highly honed skills of observation were not enough to save him. When he wore a long fur coat to the end-of-term recital — as he’d heard the famous Professor Glazunov had, when performing for Artur Schnabel and other esteemed visitors from the West — laughter started up at the back of the auditorium. It didn’t stop until he’d finished all three of his chosen Etudes, an interminable journey, at the end of which no recognisable vestige of Chopin remained.
 
         Stumbling from the stage, he locked himself in one of the rehearsal rooms on the first floor. When the coast was clear, he crept back down to the empty auditorium and lay down in the wings behind the curtains, which smelt of mothballs, pressing his hot face against the cold floor.
 
         After some time he heard footsteps on the stage.
 
         ‘Extraordinary decision to wear that coat.’ It was Professor Steinberg. ‘Shoulders, arms, spine, all restricted. Whatever possessed him?’
         
 
         ‘Pretensions, I suppose.’ Professor Ferkelman pushed in the piano stool with a screech. ‘He’s completely out of his depth.’
 
         ‘Socially, you mean?’ Steinberg’s voice grew more distant. ‘His work’s certainly up to scratch.’
 
         ‘His own worst enemy.’ Ferkelman’s voice, too, was further away. ‘Tries too hard to fit in … stands apart.’
 
         When Elias finally reached home, he found his father sleeping. He stood over the bed, looking down at the diminished figure that had once — strange to remember! — represented authority. The body jutted through the threadbare sheet: haunches like a withered fox, a sharp march of ribs, one wasted arm lying across a rasping chest.
 
         ‘You’ve given me nothing but disadvantage,’ he said in a low voice. ‘You’ve taught me only what I don’t want to become. You have bestowed on me all the disadvantages of a narrow-minded, straight-laced upbringing. A life of endless scales and five-finger exercises, with no higher goal.’
 
         He put his face close to his father’s, staring at the sunken cheeks and the stubble pushing through the yellow skin. The camphor fumes and the stuffy darkness made him as breathless as his dying father. ‘You pretended to be creative, but you were nothing but a craftsman,’ he said, backing away from the bed. ‘You were born and will die a bootmaker.’
 
         That night he lay awake for a long time, hearing tomcats shrieking in the alleys and the monotonous trolley cars rattling by. Where did he belong? Not here in this family with its wafer-thin layer of culture, nor in the corridors of the Conservatoire, among those who referred to Mussorgsky as casually as the latest football scores and somehow knew the right time to discuss each.
 
         Where do I fit in? He tossed and turned on the mattress. Being neither educated nor ignorant, he had ended up in no-man’s land, where rules couldn’t help him nor background support him. ‘I am an outsider,’ he whispered. ‘I am outside.’
         
 
         The sharp embarrassment of the afternoon, the guilt at not doing justice to Chopin, the needling pain of the professors’ comments: these seeped out of him like black ink and disappeared into the darkness. Nothing could comfort him, apart from the chilly austere knowledge that he was other, and therefore less likely to be tainted or influenced.
         
 
         Not until he saw the first dirty streaks of dawn over the railway station did he know what to do. ‘The dilettantes were right to fear,’ he said slowly. What he intended to achieve could not be bought by the wealthy or pulled down by philistines; it existed above social status and scorn. It was the only untouchable thing — and the only way to become untouchable.
         
 
         When he emerged, bleary-eyed, from his room, his mother was in the hallway, her eyes and nose streaming. His father had died. Karl Elias was the new head of the family.
 
         He stood there impassively, feeling her body shake against his. Should he announce his new-found resolve? It seemed neither the time nor place. But as he stared over his mother’s head, he saw a clear-cut future before him.
 
         The road to professionalism wasn’t easy. He attended classes on days when the air inside the Conservatoire felt too cold to breathe, or when Professor Steinberg turned up an hour late and all the other students had left, grumbling. Stubbornly, he sat on, playing two hands of a four-handed transcription to keep himself warm. Occasionally he was joined by Dmitri Shostakovich, who took the melodic part as a matter of course, playing fast, loudly and with flair. Rather than looking at the sheet music, he seemed to look past it, into a cavernous place behind the written notes that Elias could only guess at.
 
         ‘A professional?’ repeated Shostakovich, on one of the rare occasions when they exchanged more than a basic greeting. ‘Of course! I’ve been a professional since I began playing. Since the age of nine.’ He buttoned his thin coat around his thin torso and marched away to the library. Elias watched him go with an odd feeling in his stomach: an envy so strong it almost amounted to anger.
 
         When Elias was knocked from his bicycle, cracking three vertebrae and suffering nerve damage to the third and fourth fingers of his left hand, his mother wept for days. His brilliant career as an instrumentalist was over! He was washed up before he had begun! Elias had no time to lament; he was too preoccupied with recovering, and then he was too busy reassessing his career. After lying on his back for three and a half weeks, he limped into Professor Ferkelman’s office, and emerged an hour later with a new major.
 
         Some would consider it making the best of a bad situation but, looking back, Elias saw it as a turning point. Standing on the podium was like facing the world alone, which was, after all, what he was used to. Years later, stepping in front of the Leningrad Radio Orchestra for his first rehearsal, he wished with equal measures of scorn and regret that his father could see him. The grinding years of hardship, apprenticeship and the utmost loneliness had paid off. He was a real conductor, with his own musicians. The orchestra stretched before him, a sea of restless movements and indistinct noise. When he tapped the side of his music stand with his brand new baton, he felt as if the small noise might shatter his body.
         

      

      
    

  
    
      
         
         
 
         
            Night watch
            

         
 
         Unsettled by the news of the German evacuation, exhausted from teaching, Shostakovich was unable to sleep. He twisted over and over in his bed until he was wound tightly in the sheet like an Egyptian mummy.
         
 
         The treachery of the body! On nights like these he wanted Nina, her long toes twined in his and her cool rounded stomach against his back. He bitterly resented her — for not being there, and for making him need her.
 
         The clock on the mantelpiece struck two. Two and a half minutes later came the tinny chime from the church on Kovenskiy Pereulok, and one minute later a more commanding clang from Kazan Cathedral. He threw the pillow off his head and onto the floor. Why in God’s name was it impossible for Russians to fix anything? For three years, since the night of Maxim’s birth when he’d first noticed it, these clocks had been predictably out of time.
 
         ‘I’m bored.’ He spoke to the whispering dust on the floorboards, to the creaking springs of the wedding bed given to him by his mother (an attempt to prove she didn’t mind her son marrying a most unsuitable girl). ‘Bored, so bored, at our petty and predictable human ways.’
 
         Somewhere in the house a door slammed. He stiffened and watched the branches tap at the window. Who could be up and about at this time, except composers and drunkards? He knew he was watched — for all he knew, Stalin’s men were watching right now, crouched in one of the buildings opposite. For some years he’d kept a bag in a cupboard on the landing: two clean undershirts, a toothbrush and razor, pencils and score paper. ‘I won’t let them have the satisfaction of a public removal,’ he vowed to Nina. ‘I won’t have my children remembering their father being forcibly taken from his home.’
         
 
         The knife-edge danger of being public property, the possibility of falling from grace at any time — these were constant fears. The stifling irritation of daily existence was another problem altogether.
 
         ‘There’s nothing new under the sun,’ he’d complained recently to Nina.
 
         ‘You’re always saying you need a monotonous existence to work properly.’ Annoyingly, Nina had the abilities of a court lawyer, reproducing his most sweeping pronouncements as evidence against him.
 
         He shrugged away his own words. ‘It’s not healthy, being able to predict what will happen.’
 
         ‘What will happen?’ she asked, mocking him slightly.
 
         ‘I will crank out another movement of a piano quartet, my students will surprise me with their stupidity. Maxim will learn a few more words, Galina will learn another way of tricking her grandmother at cards. Hitler will continue his march. Churchill will continue to be exasperated by Roosevelt. Stalin will stick his head more deeply in the sand.’
 
         But in the past few days the heaviness had become altogether more than this. On the surface, life proceeded at its usual pace, but Shostakovich felt as if some menace lay clenched under the city, ready to uncoil and spring.
 
         Was that a rat scrabbling in the wall beside the bed? He thought he felt something run across his face — rasping claws, a dragging leathery slither, a foul breath mixing with his — and he shivered. His insomnia was like a plague; already the fever was starting in his joints. He dipped his finger in a glass of water and smoothed the moisture over his hot eyelids. ‘Sleep now,’ he said, as if he were talking to Maxim.
 
         But his mind was stretched as tightly as rope. Out of nowhere came Herr Lehmann, the German diplomat who had fled the city, marching with his family along a wide road. Legs bent in perfect unison, swinging out and back, joined by a single note — was it a repeated C? — which moved their limbs like strings on puppets. Their feet pointed straight ahead, never deviating from the black-ink markings on the road. (Five parallel markings: now it was recognisable as a musical stave.) The Lehmanns moved unerringly forward, turning only their heads as they peered from side to side, searching for their home country.
 
         A pattern started up in his head, rising and falling in regular peaks. ‘C to G,’ he muttered. ‘C to G.’ Trapped in an endlessly repeated progression, he could neither struggle awake nor escape, and he was filled with dread. ‘Steady,’ he mumbled. ‘Focus on what you know.’ But the white moulded ceiling, the mantelpiece clock, the glass of water: all had vanished. Thudding boots shook the bed, and he saw the machine-like movement of a hundred bodies, flashing teeth, the sun glancing off the curve of an eagle’s beak. Through the din emerged Sollertinsky’s mocking voice. ‘Don’t you understand? The Germans are evacuating.’
         
 
         Helplessly, Shostakovich watched the lines of people marching away. When one of the women turned, he thought he knew her. ‘Nina?’ But as she began striding back towards him, her face blurred and coarsened. ‘You remember me,’ she hissed. ‘They call me Lady Macbeth of Mtsensk.’ And she leapt at him, and her hands were around his throat, and he choked and screamed — and woke.
 
         Sweat lay thickly on his body, the sheet was wet through. He pulled on his trousers and coat, and shuffled towards the piano. At last the room was silent, and the strange low light of the night sun showed nothing but empty corners. He bent over the piano, resting his forehead on the wood, then laid his hands on the keys.
 
         The repeated nightmare pattern was still there, absorbed in his fingers. He picked it out with his left hand and grasped a pencil with his right. Seizing a new sheet of paper, he licked the tip of the pencil and began to write. Halting yet unerring — it was like following a sunken road, covered for centuries by soil and grass, that was slowly revealing itself.
 
         God, he was tired. Damn Sollertinsky and his unsettling news. Damn Nina for being neither goddess nor whore nor mother figure, but some mixture of the three, making him worship her, lust for her and need her. Damn the tyrannical, homely, grounding ties of family. And above all damn himself and all his neurotic, unavoidable tricks that had to be fought through before he could begin composing. More than anything he wanted to sleep, but the marching notes were clustering in his veins.
 
         Only when a dog barked — three, four, five times — did he look up. The light filtering through the trees was bright gold. The bed was a tangled mess of sheets and pillows washed up against the wall. Morning was here. Throwing off his coat, he crashed across the mattress and fell into sleep.

      

      
    

  
    
      
         
         
 
         
            In Sollertinsky’s office
            

         
 
         Late afternoon, and the dust motes were swirling in the sunlight. Sollertinsky’s meeting with an attractive student was about to end — though not as pleasantly as he would have liked.
         
 
         ‘I’m afraid,’ he said reluctantly, ‘that I really cannot alter your grade.’ He watched as Lydia’s huge eyes began to brim with tears. ‘Of course, had I the power to make such a decision single-handedly, I would be delighted to do so.’ This was true: Lydia’s presence in class was a joy. She sat in the front row, looking at him as if his lectures were enthralling; her sweaters were so tight it was difficult to imagine how she wrestled them on each morning. ‘Delighted,’ he repeated, tearing his gaze away from her breasts, which were rising and falling in delectable distress.
 
         ‘So,’ gulped Lydia, ‘I am stuck with a — with a —’ She seemed unable to voice the grade scribbled on her paper, and she bowed her head so that Sollertinsky could see the nape of her neck tapering into the depths of her astounding jumper.
 
         ‘Remember, there’s always next term! If you spend the summer studying, that might make all the difference.’ Although he tried to sound encouraging, he doubted whether she would be allowed back to the Conservatoire. For someone so pretty, she was remarkably untalented.
 
         ‘Forgive me.’ She raised a streaky, doe-like face. ‘I shouldn’t cry in front of a lecturer, especially such an important one as you.’
 
         ‘Oh come,’ said Sollertinsky. ‘I’ve seen plenty of students cry in my time. There’s nothing wrong with tears.’
 
         ‘You’re very kind.’ Lydia’s voice was as trembling and luminous as the dust dancing in the air behind her. ‘I’m afraid I must look a mess.’
         
 
         ‘Not at all. Many women are at their most beautiful after crying. Their faces have a newly washed look, a kind of purity.’
 
         For the past ten minutes, he had been thinking longingly of the brandy stowed behind his leather-bound copies of Beethoven’s orchestral works. Now, as Lydia gave a small but radiant smile, he was no longer sure if he wanted her to leave. There was a short, anticipatory silence, during which he became uncomfortably aware of his second wife’s scrutiny from the photo frame on his desk.
 
         He cleared his throat self-consciously. ‘Will that be all?’ He sounded like a grocer wrapping up spring greens for a favoured customer. ‘Anything else I can help you with?’ Not, of course, that he had helped her at all — nor, on this fine Monday afternoon, had his concentration been aided by her tearful face and delicious body. He walked to the window, casually turning his wife’s photograph away so her steely gaze was trained on the Dictionary of Musicology rather than himself.
         
 
         ‘Nothing else,’ said Lydia, showing little sign of vacating her chair.
 
         Sollertinsky kept his back turned. Below him students were spilling out onto the Conservatoire steps. In the street, mothers and children walked hand in hand; a tram clattered past, swaying on its domino-tracks. The light was so bright that, when he turned back to Lydia, for a second he could see nothing at all.
         
 
         ‘I hear that you’re good friends with Mr Shostakovich.’ Lydia’s voice filtered into his dazzled vision. ‘And that there will be a performance of his Sixth Symphony in a fortnight?’ She stopped, her desire for a ticket — and perhaps something more — hanging in the air.
 
         ‘I’ll see what I can do.’ But he spoke automatically. He’d just noticed a line of smoke creeping under his door, rising in a spiral against the panelled walls like a snake lured by a charmer’s flute. ‘I meant to say,’ he corrected himself, ‘although I’d like to offer you one of my tickets, it isn’t de rigueur, considering my position at the school, and your —’ Just in time, he stopped himself from saying considerable allure.
         
 
         The strong tar-smoke was familiar. Reluctantly, he held out a hand to Lydia. ‘Allow me to see you out.’
 
         As she paused beside him, she pushed her shiny hair behind one ear, and he caught the tempting scent of rosewater and skin. Nonetheless, he opened the door, and Lydia stepped out onto the landing, keeping her eyes fixed on his face so that she failed to see the figure sitting at the top of the stairs. ‘Oh!’ she cried, almost falling.
 
         ‘Careful now!’ The man grabbed her shapely ankle with one hand, while plumes of smoke poured from his loosely rolled cigarette. Lydia coughed. ‘Excuse me!’ she said, sounding genuinely flustered. ‘I didn’t know it was you. That is, I didn’t see you!’ With a flurry of hair and heels, she departed rapidly, less femme fatale than embarrassed teenager.
         
 
         Sollertinsky watched her disappear down the curved stairwell before he spoke. ‘Dmitri Shostakovich,’ he said, holding out both hands. ‘You may not be as comely as my last visitor but you’re welcome all the same.’
 
         Grasping the stair rail, Shostakovich pulled himself to his feet and picked up his books. ‘It’s about time you finished your tête à tête. Did you want your old friend to die of chain smoking?’ A pile of grainy butts lay in a bottle top on the floor.
         
 
         ‘You smell like a bonfire,’ said Sollertinsky. ‘Care to come in for a spot of Beethoven?’
 
         ‘Absolutely!’ Shostakovich followed him back into the office. ‘Did you fail that girl?’
 
         ‘I had no choice. Fortunately for her, her looks will compensate for her astounding lack of brains. Once she gives up this musical nonsense, she’ll find a husband who — the lucky sod — will keep her in clover for the rest of her life. But now, on to more important matters.’ He reached behind Beethoven’s Second Symphony and extracted the brandy bottle. ‘To whom shall we toast? Pretty girls with large — ahem — I mean, pretty girls with little brain?’
 
         Shostakovich swirled the brown liquid in his glass.
 
         ‘You prefer to drink to something worthier?’ queried Sollertinsky.
 
         ‘Yes. To sleep!’ Shostakovich swallowed the brandy in one gulp and held out his glass for more.
 
         Sollertinsky tilted the bottle with careless finesse. ‘What have you been doing to yourself, my friend? I thought the Romances on Verses were wed and put to bed?’
         
 
         ‘Nowhere near.’ Shostakovich’s eyes were red-rimmed. ‘They went cold on me. Now I’m onto something else altogether.’ He lay back in his chair. ‘A kind of march, I think.’
 
         Sollertinsky groaned. ‘Not a march. Well, I have to support you, whatever nonsense you’re up to. But whatever will Mravinsky say?’
 
         ‘I don’t care what Mravinsky says.’ Shostakovich looked mutinous. ‘Let him stick his baton where the sun doesn’t shine. Anyway, I might not let him near it — whatever it is, whenever it is finished.’
         
 
         His words held no truth: everyone knew that Yevgeny Mravinsky, at the helm of the Leningrad Philharmonic Orchestra, was the only conductor Shostakovich trusted, and it had been this way for the past three years, ever since their roaring battles over the Fifth Symphony, when Shostakovich had sat stony-faced in the fourth row, refusing to offer suggestions, and Mravinsky sat at the piano, thumping out every melody at the wrong speed until he’d finally provoked Shostakovich into action. By the fifth rehearsal, metronome markings had been written into the score and a firm friendship had developed, cemented by Mravinsky’s being awarded the All-Union Competition for Conductors with Shostakovich’s symphony.
         
 
         ‘Anyway,’ added Shostakovich, in a kind of protestation, ‘there was a march in the Fifth! At least, the hint of a march. And I haven’t done one since.’
 
         ‘So you’re entitled to a march. Whatever lights your fire. But I fear for your domestic harmony. I don’t expect your mood will be improved by working on a march.’
 
         Shostakovich swigged another mouthful of brandy. ‘I don’t know what’s wrong with me. Some kind of foreboding.’ He looked sombrely into his glass. ‘What will we do if the rumours are true and the Germans are planning to double-cross us?’
 
         Sollertinsky walked back to the window. ‘I don’t know. At any rate, we’ll be told what to do — or it will be “suggested” to us. Since when did we have what’s commonly called a choice?’
 
         Shostakovich joined him at the windowsill, gazing out at the crowded pavements, the bustling women with their baskets, the buildings throwing long shadows across the streets. ‘What will be, will be. But I promise you, I won’t leave Leningrad willingly.’ Sighing, he suddenly became practical. ‘I promised Nina I’d be home before Maxim’s bedtime. What’s the time?’
 
         ‘Twenty-five past six,’ said Sollertinsky, without looking at his watch.
 
         ‘Damn! Are you sure?’
 
         ‘I’d bet my monthly salary on it.’ Sollertinsky pointed to a figure rushing across the square. ‘Karl Eliasberg. He always hurries but he’s never late. As regular as a Swiss metronome and twice as reliable. Do you know, I bumped into him last week and he dropped a score of Mahler! Rather incongruous for an old stick insect like Elias — but apparently he has a passion for the music.’
 
         ‘What?’ Shostakovich was picking up his books, and dropping them again, and knocking papers off Sollertinsky’s desk, and finishing his third brandy.
 
         ‘Mahler,’ repeated Sollertinsky. ‘Elias must know there’s no hope of performing that German music — not now, possibly never again. Still, he seems almost as obsessed with it as you are.’
         
 
         ‘I can’t think about Mahler right now, nor Karl What’s-his-name-Berg. I absolutely must get home.’
 
         ‘Calm down! I’ll see you out!’ Sollertinsky placed the nearly empty brandy bottle back in its hiding place. ‘Cheers, Ludwig. Don’t drink it all in our absence.’
 
         As they were leaving the office, they heard a door slam and quick footsteps on the landing above. Shostakovich peered up the stairwell. ‘Hello there! Many thanks for the other night!’
 
         ‘You’re welcome! It would have been less of a party without you.’ It was Nikolai.
 
         ‘Party? What party?’ queried Sollertinsky. ‘Could there possibly have been a party in Leningrad to which I was not invited?’
 
         ‘Sollertinsky missed a delectable performance, did he not?’ Shostakovich started down the stairs beside Nikolai. ‘A beautiful young cellist. Played like an angel.’
 
         ‘Who?’ Sollertinsky pricked up his ears like a hunting dog. ‘Does the angel attend the Conservatoire?’
 
         ‘She’s a little too young for that,’ said Nikolai.
 
         ‘And a little too young for you, Sollertinsky,’ said Shostakovich.
         
 
         ‘It’s my daughter.’ Nikolai relented. ‘The occasion for the party was her ninth birthday.’
 
         ‘You spoil all the fun, Nikolai,’ said Shostakovich, striding ahead across the marble foyer. ‘Here was Sollertinsky, anticipating a new quarry.’
 
         ‘Please.’ Sollertinsky looked injured. ‘I’m a married man with two children.’
 
         ‘In that case,’ said Shostakovich, ‘I wonder why you are never required at home for bedtime stories? Here I am, about to run for a tram that I’ll miss, forcing me to sprint alongside it as I did for most of my youth, being too weak to push into a crowded car, and in spite of sprinting I’ll be late, Maxim will already be in bed, Nina will be angry, I’ll slam a door, Maxim will cry, and I’ll wonder why, in heaven’s name, does my married friend Ivan Sollertinsky never suffer such a scenario?’
         
 
         Sollertinsky gave an elaborate shrug. ‘When she met me, my wife sensed that I had excellent genes. In this matter, at least, I didn’t let her down. What more can I say? You, on the other hand, promise too much and you can’t always deliver.’
 
         ‘Oh, I can deliver.’ Shostakovich set his jaw determinedly. ‘I always deliver, I promise you that.’
         
 
         ‘You look done in,’ said Nikolai. ‘Go home to that family of yours and have an early night.’
 
         Shostakovich gripped his hand. ‘I meant what I said the other night. About Sonya. She’s got a bright future ahead of her and you must take care of that at all costs.’ He peered across the square. ‘Not a tram in sight. Damn. I won’t get home in time to prevent Maxim conducting.’
 
         ‘What?’ exclaimed Sollertinsky. ‘Your son has started conducting?’
 
         ‘With anything he can lay his hands on. Pencils, knitting needles — he must be discouraged. I’ll never consent to having a conductor in the family.’
 
         Nikolai watched Shostakovich set off at a jog across the square. He turned to Sollertinsky. ‘Is he serious?’
 
         ‘Alas, I fear he is. At least half serious. His dislike for the baton-wielding race is rivalled only by his despising of orchestras. And the profession of teaching, of course.’
 
         Suddenly Shostakovich, already some distance away, stopped and turned. ‘Football!’ he called.
 
         Nikolai shielded his eyes against the sun. ‘What’s that?’
 
         ‘Football! Tickets! Get some for next week?’
 
         Nikolai waved. ‘I’ll take care of it!’
 
         ‘Plebeian pastime,’ said Sollertinsky pleasantly. ‘Don’t know what you see in it. Fancy a drink?’
 
         ‘Maybe one,’ said Nikolai. ‘Then I’ve got to get home.’
 
         ‘Don’t tell me. Parental duties.’
 
         ‘The very same,’ agreed Nikolai.

      

      
    

  
    
      
         
         

         
            The first fight
            

         
   
         The orchestra was at its worst when the weather was hot. The rehearsal-room windows were too small and too high up to let in more than a trickle of air. Today, before the musicians had even started playing, sweat was running down their faces and painting large wet patches under their arms. Those who were already warming up were pausing, mid-arpeggio, to scrabble for handkerchiefs or flap sheets of music in front of their faces.
         

         Elias stepped onto the low platform and began straightening his score. It didn’t matter how many hundreds of rehearsals he had taken over the past decade. In the moments between entering the room and the sounding of the first note, he felt like an impostor, about to be sent, red-faced, back to music school.
         

         ‘Good morning,’ he called over the messy riffs of violins, and flutes emitting single repeated notes like ships entering a channel, and the low hum of gossip about who was sleeping with whom and which government official had been seen at the opera drinking champagne with the new young star of the Kirov. ‘Only sixteen!’ he heard. ‘Young enough to be his granddaughter.’ There were hoots of laughter, and the shrill rise and fall of a clarinet playing a passage that had nothing to do with what they were currently rehearsing.

         ‘I trust you’re well?’ he said to nobody in particular. His voice was overly careful, and he despised himself for it. Apparently when Mravinsky walked into a rehearsal room an instant silence fell.

         ‘Let’s start with the second movement,’ he said, rapping repeatedly on his stand until he’d gained a mutinous hush. But even once the musicians started playing, his control was flimsy. He’d kept his jacket on to make himself feel more authoritative; this was a mistake. Whenever he raised or lowered his arms, drops of sweat ran like mice inside his shirt-sleeves.
         

         Outside the trams rumbled by, shaking the floor: a reminder that the whole of Leningrad was built on waterways and over unstable marshes. The orchestra felt similarly unstable, lagging a quarter and sometimes half a count behind. Soon Elias’s arms were trembling with the effort.

         ‘Crisper articulation!’ he ordered. ‘Make it more extrovert.’ Each time he swallowed he could taste the fried egg he’d had for breakfast, mixed with the sour bile of insecurity. ‘Pay attention!’

         But the players’ eyes remained fixed on the music. The strings turned the melodies to mush, the brass was coarse, the woodwind as shrill as a wife long out of love with her husband.

         Finally Elias stopped them and marched to the piano. ‘At bar one hundred and thirteen, you must pick up the pace. Or have you lost your collective memory, so you no longer know the meaning of poco più mosso?’ Setting the metronome going, he picked out the melody with his right hand. ‘Hear that? More like a dance, less like a bloody funeral procession.’ Leaving the metronome on, he returned to the podium. Down in the street a dog began to bark, and it continued barking against the beat. Laughter started up in the strings, and spread through the ranks.
         

         The only thing to be grateful for was that no outsider was witnessing the debacle. ‘We’ll take it from the start of the oboe solo.’ Elias tried to sound assertive. ‘Bar one hundred and sixty, please.’

         The strings began obediently enough, hacking out a ragged accompaniment. But from the woodwind section — nothing. Elias glanced down at the score, half-hoping it was he who’d made a mistake. The notes clustered mockingly on the stave, but there was no corresponding sound. The violas and cellos sawed on, minus a soloist.

         Now, more than ever, the ground seemed to be shaking under his feet. He grabbed the sides of his stand to steady himself. ‘For God’s sake, stop!’ he shouted, so loudly the orchestra instantly halted. For the first time that day real silence fell, as taut as a soap bubble — and as fragile.

         Elias wiped his forehead with his handkerchief, and forced himself to look up.

         He could hardly believe what he saw. Alexander was lying back in his chair with his eyes closed. He held his oboe loosely across his body, and the way he was reclining meant his pelvis was tilted towards the ceiling in a half-insolent, half-indifferent gesture.
         

         ‘You!’ Elias had never spoken with such rage. The other musicians straightened in their chairs.

         Slowly, ostentatiously, Alexander opened his eyes.

         ‘You deliberately missed your entrance.’ Elias tried to ignore the fact that his legs were shaking. ‘Are you going to grace us with your genius, or should I give your solo to someone more dedicated?’

         Alexander waved a languid hand. His freckled face was pale, and his eyelashes were almost invisible against his pink lids. ‘I’m hung over. After all, it’s midsummer, and I am a reveller. At midsummer, those who have friends revel and those who don’t —’ He paused in a theatrical way. ‘Suffice to say, this morning I have other things on my mind than dry professional concerns. Last night I had wine in my veins. And in my bed …’ Lasciviously, he licked the reed of his oboe. ‘I don’t mean to make you envious. Truly, I’m sorry that my flesh is weaker than yours and my life is more varied.’

         Elias dropped his eyes to the score. The notes blurred into a sickening black mass. ‘I don’t care how much you’ve drunk. Nor how many teenage whores have been in your bed in the name of midsummer revelry. What you do in your free time is your own business, but what you do in rehearsal is not. If Leningrad weren’t so sorely lacking in oboists, I’d remove you at once for not being up to the mark.’

         Alexander sat up, flushing pink around his nostrils. ‘I’m the best!’ he hissed. ‘How dare you talk to me in that way?’

         With his hands behind his back, Elias drove the point of his baton into his palm. ‘You’re not the best.’ His voice was like a whip; he wanted to hurt as much as he was hurting, and he ground the baton deeper into his hand. ‘None of you is the best,’ he said, staring around with hatred. ‘You’re second-best, the lot of you. If you weren’t, you’d be playing for Mravinsky. This is an orchestra of losers, myself included. We’re nothing but understudies and reserves, sitting on the bench of life, hoping to be called to action. In the meantime we butcher the music that grants us a livelihood! We kill the music we’re supposed to love!’ He stopped, aware of a tiny movement from old Petrov, the concertmaster. Glancing down, he saw bright beads of blood falling onto the scratched floor.

         ‘You’re all excused from rehearsal. Anyone who is late on Monday will be permanently dismissed.’ He stood stiffly, hands behind his back, and watched the players shuffle out the door. No one looked at him as they passed.

         Only Alexander paused, so close that Elias could see the sweat on his heavy eyelids. ‘You can’t sack us.’ Vodka fumes leaked from the pores of his skin. ‘You’re not in charge of appointments; you don’t even have the power to choose the repertoire. Everyone knows you’re nothing but a puppet to the committee.’
         

         Elias wanted nothing more than to punch him, to smash the bridge of his sneering, arrogant nose. For a second Alexander’s face disappeared in a streaming mess of blood, his eyes purple slits, his cheekbones sagging, his teeth splintering. ‘You’re ridiculous.’ Elias looked away dismissively. ‘You’re nothing but a fish.’

         ‘A what?’ Alexander lurched. ‘A fish?’
         

         ‘You heard me. You’re a big fish in a small pond. An oboist in a second-rate orchestra in a cold swampy city that’s been forgotten by the rest of the world. No one will remember you or thank you for what you’ve done. Do you think we’re the ones who make history? We’re simply ciphers. These men —’ He smacked his hand down on the score, leaving a smear of blood on the page. ‘They’re the ones who’ll be invoked long after their bones lie in the grave. Tchaikovsky, Sibelius, Prokofiev, Shostakovich — these men are the ones who will be revered for what they’ve given the world. Your sweat, your aching back, your blistered fingers: do you think anyone cares? You’re not a god, Alexander, however you strut and preen. No one will make pilgrimages to your altar. You will die as you’ve lived — a mediocre musician, and an arsehole of the first degree. In that, at least, you excel.’
         

         Alexander dropped his mute with a clang, and Elias watched him scrabbling on the floor with a loathing so strong he felt it would rot his guts. Would that I could mute you, he thought, wrapping his handkerchief tightly around his bleeding hand. Would that, in the middle of your tirades, I could shove that mute so far down your throat that you gag.
         

         He said nothing more, simply watched, as if from a great distance, the figure of the oboist weaving away from him. At the door Alexander stumbled, spat, then disappeared.

         Elias looked at the globule of spit lying on the floor. Elongated, fizzing with bubbles, it looked like some malevolent living organism. He wiped it up with his blood-stained handkerchief and threw the ruined cloth into the bin by the door.

         In the dressing room, only old Petrov remained, sitting straight-backed in a chair, combing his fingers through his wispy beard. Elias nodded to him and began packing up. His hands were trembling so badly he couldn’t even bundle the shuffled edges of the unbound score inside his briefcase.
         

         ‘I heard what you said to the Principal Oboe,’ said Petrov finally. He always spoke of the other musicians like this — Third Cellist, Fifth Bass — as if by doing so he could exert control, if not over the individuals, at least over his own emotional responses to them.

         ‘Did you?’ Elias went on straightening the score.

         ‘I was listening at the door,’ admitted Petrov. ‘There are times when the concertmaster needs to know what’s going on. For professional reasons.’

         ‘I suppose so. But this problem is more personal than professional, I fear.’

         ‘You’re right. Your pedantry annoys the Oboist. Intensely.’

         Elias gave a short bark of laughter.

         ‘Let’s say exactitude,’ modified Petrov. ‘The Oboist doesn’t like being pulled up on detail. Regardless of that, whether he likes you or not, you’re the one in control. I approve of what you said to him.’

         ‘It’s so ludicrous!’ Elias sank into a chair. ‘He insists on fighting these battles, day after day, while half of the world is engaged in real war. Mothers sending their sons to face the bayonets, tanks crushing bodies into the mud — who knows where it will end? But as long as Alexander’s precious Leningrad is safe, as long as he can strut the streets, and ride half-price on the trams, and jump the queue in the movie theatre because everyone knows his foxish face, then Alexander is happy!’

         ‘But not, perhaps, for much longer.’ A small tear squeezed out of the corner of Petrov’s rheumy eye. ‘Better to be prepared for the worst than be tripped and thrown down a mine-shaft when you least expect it. I’ll say this for you, you strike me as someone who’s never avoided walking on the dark side of the street.’ His hand strayed to his jacket pocket. ‘Care for a drink?’

         ‘No, thank you. I never drink during the day.’

         ‘Very wise.’ Petrov swilled from the flask and wiped his mouth with his sleeve. ‘Everyone should have rules of personal conduct. That way, when one breaks them, it feels like a special occasion.’ He heaved himself to his feet. ‘If it’s any consolation, it’s common knowledge why the Principal Oboe is being such a bastard at the moment — although it’s no excuse.’

         ‘It’s plain and simple.’ Elias shrugged. ‘Alexander hates me. He’s always hated me, and he will hate me to the grave.’

         Petrov looked surprised, and his thin arms floated out slightly from his sides. ‘I thought you knew! The Oboe is in love with the Second Flute, hence he’s strutting like a wild cock. Once she snares him, he’ll become a regular chanticleer. You’ll see.’
         

         Left alone at last, Elias laid his head on the cracked table and cried. His tears, unlike Petrov’s, were no involuntary leaking from eyes weakened by poor nutrition and reading badly copied scores in half-light. They were tears of exhaustion, and of loneliness deeper than a well. I’m nearly forty years old, he cried inside his head, and I’ve never known what it is to be happy. I’m nearly forty, and I have never loved.
         

         When he raised his head, the buttery light had slid across the wall: how much time had he lost in self-pity? He reached for his handkerchief before remembering it was in the bin, covered in his own blood and another man’s spit. He dragged his sleeve across his wet face. ‘Idiot. Fool. Blubbering like a woman.’

         His father had never cried — at least, not in front of Elias. Perhaps that explained the guilt that lay so heavily inside him? He stared at his reflection in his highly polished briefcase. The small dents in the leather made his face look battered; his cheekbone was caved in on one side and his left eye disappeared into his hair. And suddenly he was back in the hallway of the old Dimitrovsky Pereulok apartment, hearing his mother screaming so hysterically that the hair rose on the back of his neck. His grandfather was being carried in from the street by strangers, his head lolling, his neck bent at a strange angle. The men passed so close to Elias that he could have touched his grandfather’s bleeding face. There was a gaping hole where his nose should have been, bones gleamed through the flesh, and his eyes were two black swollen welts. ‘He was attacked near the station,’ said one of the men.

         Mr Eliasberg appeared, to stare impassively at the wrecked body of his father. ‘We found him in a pool of blood,’ explained the unknown man, and Elias’s shrieking mother was led away to the kitchen by a neighbour while his father ordered that the body be carried into the back room. (The ‘body’! As if it were no one he knew!). And then the door of the back room slammed, leaving Elias alone in the hallway. Kneeling, he put his fingers in the pools of blood, and he was still crouched there when his dry-eyed father reappeared. ‘What the hell are you doing?’ he barked. Elias looked up at him with bloodied lips, for he’d heard that if you tasted the blood of someone you admired you absorbed their attributes.

         He remembered the taste as if it were only yesterday. His grandfather’s blood had tasted of metal, like the railings of the Pantelimonov Bridge that he walked over every day to the market — there was no trace of courage and bravado in it. Instead, it had sent terror into him. He imagined its darkness spreading through his guts, poisoning his stomach, seeping into his brain and eventually driving him mad.
         

         ‘Is Grandfather dead?’ he’d quavered. Death had never been explained to him, but he knew that it had entered their house. ‘Go outside and play,’ ordered Mr Eliasberg, roughly wiping his son’s hands with an old workshop cloth. And Elias had gone to sit on the front steps with fingers that smelt of boot polish and were stained brown instead of red.

         No, his father hadn’t cried, not even on seeing the broken body of his own father, a victim of random violence. When Elias asked him timidly why he hadn’t shed tears, his father had shrugged. ‘Tears?’ He sounded as if he didn’t fully understand the word. ‘You can’t bring back the past, nor change the present, with tears. What use are tears?’

         What use indeed? thought Elias. Why cry over a row with an oboist, when all it had done was make him late?
         

         Outside the light was as bright as snow. He stood at the top of the steps for a moment, dazzled, before setting off blindly. Wham! He collided with a dark shape racing up the steps towards him. His briefcase flew out of his hand and hit the ground, the clasp burst open, and pages of Tchaikovsky soared through the air.
         

         ‘Oh, hell!’ He looked despairingly at his score, pages scattering like butterflies. ‘Bloody, bloody hell!’

         ‘Hell, indeed.’ The newcomer was none other than Dmitri Shostakovich. ‘Please forgive me! I was in such a hurry, I failed to see you.’ He ran back down onto the pavement and began gathering up great handfuls of paper, oblivious to the fact that he was blocking passers-by.

         ‘No matter.’ Elias tried to sound light-hearted. ‘The music is in no more of a mess than it was in the hands of my orchestra.’

         Shostakovich gave a crack of laughter. ‘Oh, it’s you!’ he said, as if he hadn’t been aware of Elias’s identity until now. ‘It’s the conductor, Karl —’ He paused, pulled out a large handkerchief and sneezed heartily.

         Please, thought Elias, with a disproportionate desperation. Please don’t forget my name, not today.
         

         ‘Karl Eliasberg!’ Shostakovich removed his spectacles and wiped his eyes. ‘Eliasberg, the radio-master!’ He bent down to tug at a page pinned under the boot of a stout woman at the tram-stop. ‘If you please! Kindly release the music of one of the world’s greatest composers. His work does not belong under your heel.’ Wiping the dusty sole-mark off the page, he handed a messy sheaf of paper to Elias. ‘Here. I hope that constitutes an entire symphony.’
         

         Elias took the tattered bundle and tried to speak, but his tongue refused to work.

         Shostakovich coughed. ‘I’m in rather a hurry, as you may have noticed from my hasty arrival. I’m simply dashing in to pick up some tickets left for me by Nikolai Nikolayev.’

         ‘Nikolai —’ stuttered Elias, glancing over his shoulder. ‘He is no longer — that is, I was the last —’

         ‘Yes, yes,’ said Shostakovich, slightly impatiently. ‘But he was recording here earlier today. I’m hoping — though not expecting, as Nikolai’s mind is as cloudy as a March morning — that he’s remembered to leave my tickets with the doorman. Tomorrow is a most important match. And if I miss it I will be most annoyed.’

         ‘M-m-match?’ Elias could have bitten his tongue out.

         ‘Football, of course.’ Shostakovich stared up at the glinting windows. ‘Not just one game, but two.’ With alarming rapidity, his attention switched back to Elias. ‘I don’t suppose you want to come, do you? Zenith is playing the Moscow Locomotives. Dementiyev has been drafted in from the Dynamos and he’s in top form!’

         ‘It’s d-d-difficult,’ said Elias.

         ‘Difficult? The game’s right here in Leningrad! Half an hour’s journey at most.’

         ‘It’s my mother. She’s a semi-invalid. It can be a bore, but as her only son —’

         ‘You are a Zenith supporter, I hope?’
         

         ‘Certainly,’ said Elias in an uncertain voice. ‘That is, I don’t know much about the sport but, were I to support anybody, it would be Zenith. If I ever made it to a match, I would be Dement … Dementi … that man’s biggest fan.’

         Shostakovich nodded. ‘Zenith is the absolute best. One night when my wife was away, I invited the whole team to my home for supper. We had a tremendous time. One of them even knew how to play guitar.’

         ‘Is that so?’ Elias managed a small laugh. ‘Remarkable!’ He was trembling slightly. This might be his only chance to speak to Shostakovich on such intimate terms; he must do it now, yet it felt as risky as sticking his hand into a fire. ‘Will you permit me to say something I’ve long wanted to say? I wish to t-t-t—’ But at this point his tongue seized up altogether, and he was eleven years old again, standing before his father who was shouting at him for stuttering like a ninny.
         

         Shostakovich blew his nose, as if allowing Elias time to recover. Seconds dragged by. ‘You wished to tell me —?’

         ‘S-s-imply to s-s-say —’ He bit the inside of his cheek; blood welled inside his mouth. ‘Your Quintet! The power of your Quintet. The beauty! To capture such passion in such a restrained form. It is quite miraculous.’

         ‘Oh! Thank you! Thank you, indeed, for such praise.’ Shostakovich bent his head — perhaps in gratitude? — yet he sounded as if he wished he were somewhere else.

         Now that his tongue was working, Elias couldn’t stop. ‘Your performance in the Moscow concert was miraculous. I travelled there overnight simply to hear you play. What a performance! So long since you’d played the piano, let alone one of your own works, but no one could rival you. Not Lev Oborin, not Sviatoslav Richter! Even if they’d rehearsed for a month of Sundays, if they’d slept with the score under their pillows — not even then could they know the notes as intimately as you. From where I sat, it seemed that the notes were pouring out, impromptu, from somewhere inside you.’ He stopped for breath, feeling immense relief.
         

         What had he expected to see on Shostakovich’s face? Recognition? An acknowledgement that the second-rate radio-master, Mr Eliasberg, was worthy of sharing the secrets of a great composer? What, he asked himself bitterly, did you expect? For somewhere in the middle of his outpouring, it seemed, Shostakovich had stopped listening. He was glancing into the street, then up at the blank windows of the Radio Hall; he was shading his eyes, shuffling his feet, rummaging in his pocket. He hadn’t listened. And when he looked at Elias the sun glinted off his glasses and Elias was shut out. Blinded, winded, wounded. Alone again.
         

         ‘You really must excuse me.’ Shostakovich spoke from behind his shield of glass. ‘I’ll be in terrible trouble if I’m not home soon. Once again, I apologise for —’ he stared at the dirty score in Elias’s arms — ‘for that.’

         Abruptly he turned on his heel and was gone.

      

      
    

  
    
      
         
         
 
         
            At the fish market
            

         
 
         Elias made his way down Nevsky Prospect, trying not to think of anything at all. ‘I hate him,’ he muttered over and over again. ‘I hate him.’ His sweaty palm slipped on the handle of the briefcase, now filled with a crumpled mess of pages that he’d have to smooth out and press under heavy books once he’d put his mother to bed.
         
 
         He’d reached the crowded marketplace of Gostiny Dvor before his breathing returned to normal. Entering the Clock Line, he pushed through a mass of people, not looking at faces. ‘An arrogant human cannonball,’ he mumbled, experiencing again the moment of collision, the wind knocked out of him, the briefcase flying from his hand. ‘I hate him. An arrogant son of a bitch who happened to have been born with a gift. I hate him.’
         
 
         ‘You want to buy?’ Someone was pressing closely to his side: wrinkled face, glazed eyes, toothless open mouth.
 
         ‘I hate him,’ he said again to the old woman pushing a handle of candles at him.
 
         ‘What’s to hate?’ queried the crone. ‘These are quality candles, damn your eyes.’
 
         Elias shied away. ‘No candles. I’m not here for candles.’ He hurried on, straightening his jacket, attempting to remember that he was a professional working man. But there was a lament inside him: something had been lost. How could he ever listen to the soaring lines of the Quintet with the old appreciation? Even now, though the day was cooling, his cheekbones burned.

         Fish, he thought. Got to buy fish. Don’t cry. Fish.
         

         Turning into the Haymarket, he came face to face with none other than Nina Shostakovich. It took all his willpower not to turn and run. Don’t say it! he thought desperately. Don’t say, I hate your husband!
         

         ‘Mrs Shostakovich.’ He wiped his free hand on his jacket. ‘How do you do?’

         ‘Hello, Mr Eliasberg.’ Nina’s grip was cool and smooth. ‘How are you? I haven’t seen you for a very long time.’

         ‘My mother’s unwell. She’s in what you might call a decline.’

         ‘I’m sorry to hear it.’ A small straight line appeared between Nina’s brows. ‘Is it serious?’

         Elias thought of his mother’s hands pushing him into the kitchen, pulling him away from his work. ‘Let’s say that it’s been serious ever since she decided she no longer wished to cook, clean or queue for food. The decline has already lasted an eternity, it shows no sign of ending, and it often results in me arriving so late at the fish market that there’s nothing left to buy.’

         Nina laughed. ‘You’re not so late. At least, not too late for codfish.’ She grimaced at the dry grey curls protruding from her basket.

         ‘One might say,’ joked Elias a little nervously, ‘that one is never late enough when it comes to codfish.’
         

         ‘Indeed.’ Nina laughed again. ‘Our domestic help, Fenya, often buys cod, and my husband loathes it. On the days when I come myself, I remember there’s often no other option.’

         ‘In these deprived times, codfish is as ubiquitous as the common cold,’ agreed Elias, ‘and seemingly as unavoidable.’

         ‘In fact, I’ve got too much here for one household. You’re welcome to some, if it would help to make you a little more … punctual.’

         Elias stiffened. ‘Punctual?’ He’d heard the jokes told at his expense: how the Conservatoire staff watched from their windows, commenting on how fortunate it was that Leningrad had such a stickler for time, considering the unreliable reputation of the civic clock keepers. It was said that Ivan Sollertinsky wouldn’t start gathering up his lecture notes until Elias appeared around the corner of the press building, and that he departed for his 9 a.m. class at the precise moment Elias’s coat-tails disappeared behind the Pushkin fountain.

         But there was no gleam of humour in Nina’s brown eyes. She looked as calm as she had in the days when Yelena Konstantinovskaya had usurped her place at Shostakovich’s side, causing opera-goers to stare and housewives to gossip on their doorsteps. ‘I’ll get some extra paper from the vendor for you,’ she offered.
         

         ‘Thank you! But no, thank you!’ As always, Elias became flustered in the face of kindness. ‘However hungry she is, my mother won’t touch codfish. Anything dried creates mayhem with her gums. It gets —’ he stuck his finger in his mouth to demonstrate — ‘schtuck in the holsh.’

         ‘Well, one evening when there’s something a little tastier than cod on our table, you and your mother must come for supper. I’m sure my husband would like to hear more about where you studied.’

         ‘Most kind of you.’ Elias flushed. ‘In fact, I studied at the Conservatoire here in Leningrad. With your husband.’

         Nina’s eyebrows shot up. ‘Is that so? He often talks about his fellow students from that time, but I’ve never heard him mention you. Surely you didn’t study under Maximilian Steinberg?’

         ‘Rimsky-Korsakov’s son-in-law? Indeed I did. A little conservative in his methods, but a fine teacher.’

         ‘I don’t remember you being at the reunion party for Maximilian’s students. Were you there last year, in our Bolshaya Pushkarskaya apartment?’

         ‘Ah, no.’ He shuffled his feet and looked over the heads of the shoppers with a desperate nonchalance. ‘I must s-s-s- … I must confess, I didn’t have the pleasure of attending that party.’
         

         ‘I hope you were invited. I thought Dmitri had extended invitations to all his ex-classmates. If you were overlooked, I offer my belated but most sincere apologies.’

         ‘Overlooked?’ echoed Elias vaguely. ‘Perhaps I was. Or perhaps I received the invitation but had a particularly busy work schedule at that time. Now I come to think of it —’ He clapped his hand to his head in what he hoped was a convincing way. ‘Mother was ill. Yes, that was it. She had a mild dose of pneumonia last summer.’

         ‘The party wasn’t in the summer, it was in the autumn.’ Nina looked slightly annoyed, although certainly not at Elias. ‘Well, you must come for supper soon. I’ll invite you myself. But now I must get home to my husband. He’s in bed with a bad head-cold.’

         ‘But I’ve just —’ Elias’s mouth fell open. Don’t stand there catching flies! he heard his father shout, and he flinched, waiting for a ringing slap on the ear.
         

         ‘Yes?’ enquired Nina.

         ‘Are you sure he has a cold?’

         ‘Having Dmitri cooped up in the apartment is no daydream, I assure you,’ said Nina tartly. ‘He’s a nightmare when he’s ill and a nightmare when he’s working on something new, and at present we’re putting up with both. The problem is he doesn’t know how to rest. At times I think he’ll work himself to death.’
         

         ‘The burden of genius,’ said Elias in a low voice. ‘The world will never realise how much it owes them.’

         ‘You think Dmitri is a genius?’ Nina sighed. ‘Time will tell. In private he’s no different from anyone else, apart from being a little more short-tempered and a little less talkative —’ She broke off, waving over the heads of the nearby women haggling over lace. ‘Nina Bronnikova!’
         

         A slim dark woman emerged from the jostling crowds. Nina Shostakovich kissed her on both cheeks, and turned to Elias. ‘May I introduce Miss Nina Bronnikova, a dancer with the Kirov. This is Mr Eliasberg, who leads our Radio Orchestra. Perhaps you already know each other?’

         ‘I don’t believe so.’ Nina Bronnikova’s black hair gleamed in the late sunlight. She stepped aside for a stall-holder, moving with a sinuous grace that reminded Elias of a fish. Eel! Dinner! Mother! Shopping! His thoughts were a jumble. There was an angel in the Haymarket! What did one say when introduced to a beautiful angel in a black shawl? But the moment for saying anything had long gone.
         

         ‘We were just discussing my husband,’ said Nina Shostakovich. ‘Mr Eliasberg tells me he is a genius.’

         ‘Most of Russia would agree.’ Nina Bronnikova smiled. There was a tiny scar above her mouth, running parallel to her lips.

         ‘Most of Russia doesn’t have to brew tea for a genius with a head cold. Nor explain to a genius why he has to eat codfish four nights in a row. Nor prevent him from attending a football match tomorrow, at which he will shout himself hoarse.’

         Elias felt it was time he said something. ‘Oh, of course! Football!’ He’d intended to sound authoritative, but his voice came out more like a croak.

         Nina Shostakovich and Nina Bronnikova swivelled, in beautiful unison, to look at him. ‘You’re a football fan?’

         Elias cleared his throat. ‘The word “fan” might be overstating it. But I do take an interest. The game tomorrow is shaping up to be a good one.’

         ‘Are you a Zenith supporter like most of the men I know?’ Nina Bronnikova’s expression was unreadable as the sun blazed behind her.

         ‘Indeed! I never miss a home match, as long as my work schedule permits.’
         

         ‘Is that so?’ Her voice emerged, cool and direct, from the heart of the fiery glare.

         ‘The Moscow Locomotives don’t stand a chance.’ A new confidence flooded through him. ‘Dementiyev is the one to watch at present.’

         Nina Bronnikova pulled her shawl around her shoulders. ‘How sad! It’s now a definitive truth. When it comes to the brutal sport of football, Ivan Sollertinsky is the only man in the world with his senses about him.’

         Nina Shostakovich laughed. ‘And that’s despite the fact Dmitri wasted a considerable portion of his youth attempting to persuade Ivan that football is an art.’

         Elias flushed. ‘I suppose I’d better get on, or there’ll be no supper tonight.’ But as he stepped back, he stumbled against the stall behind him, put out a hand to steady himself, and felt it sink into a rubbery mass of cheap caviar. ‘Oh, hell,’ he said for the second time that afternoon. ‘Well, goodbye! Please don’t feel obliged to shake hands.’ He tried to laugh. ‘You may have already heard that I’m a bit of a cold fish.’

         Nevertheless, the two Ninas shook his hand politely before walking away together. Nina Shostakovich’s feet pointed straight ahead, as if plotting the most direct route home to her husband, and Nina Bronnikova’s toes turned outwards, her shining head tilted to catch what her friend was saying. Elias also strained to hear over the cries of the fishmongers. ‘Nikolai Nikolayev?’ he heard distantly. ‘Yes, a wonderful man. Tragically widowed. Devoted to his daughter.’ It sounded like a recommendation for a job — or an epitaph.

         He began wiping his hands clean with some old sacking. ‘Here lies Nikolai, a man devoted to his daughter,’ he recited. ‘Here lies Shostakovich, devoted to work, fame and football. Here lies Eliasberg —’ He prised a fish egg from under his fingernail. ‘Here lies Karl Elias —’ But he couldn’t finish his own epitaph. What was he devoted to?

         ‘Are you going to buy some of this, now you’ve put your mucky hands in it?’ The stall-holder stood behind the box of caviar, his arms folded.

         ‘I might as well,’ shrugged Elias. ‘Everything for sale these days tastes like rubber. I suppose your fish roe is no worse than anything else.’

         The fisherman scooped up some of the tough yellow balls. ‘You shouldn’t worry.’ His leather skull cap was so tight it pushed his eyebrows low over his eyes, and he peered at Elias through a mass of grey hairs.

         ‘Worry about what?’ Elias felt worried about everything: his career, his mother, the hatred of his colleagues, the probability of dying alone — ‘I’m sorry, what did you say? I’m a little distracted today.’
         

         The fishmonger thrust a damp parcel at him. ‘That girl. The black-haired one. She has the same effect on everyone. I’ve seen it before. Even the best man turns into a blundering idiot — you didn’t stand a chance.’
         

         ‘Thanks,’ said Elias, without rancour.

         ‘No offence. It’s just that she’s a real looker, and a ballet dancer into the bargain.’

         ‘Yes, I know she’s a dancer. That explains the good legs.’ His stomach lurched with surprise. What was he doing discussing women’s legs with a fishmonger?

         ‘An odd coincidence,’ said the fishmonger, ‘considering Pyotr Dementiyev’s nickname.’

         ‘Who? What nickname?’

         ‘Your Zenith footballer.’ The fishmonger started pouring the unsold roe into a sack. ‘He’s so quick on his feet, they call him The Ballerina. Tell the girl that, next time you see her. It might get you a head start with her.’

         Elias watched the river of yellow roe disappearing into the dark sacking mouth. ‘I won’t be seeing her again. I don’t move in those sorts of circles.’

         ‘What d’you do, then?’ The man swung the sack onto the cart behind him.

         ‘I’m a conductor,’ mumbled Elias.

         ‘Trams? Or buses? Must get a bit tiring, that.’

         ‘Tiring? It’s exhausting,’ said Elias in a heartfelt voice. ‘Although most people think it simply involves waving your arms about.’ He gestured with the squishy package. ‘Thanks for the supper.’

         ‘Nice that you dropped in on my stall, so to speak.’ The man cackled and shoved an extra parcel at Elias. ‘Take this. On the house. Can’t get rid of it.’

         ‘Cod!’ said Elias weakly. ‘Thank you very much.’

         In fact, he meant it. Somehow this cancelled out other things: Alexander and the fight, the collision with Shostakovich, and the realisation that he didn’t know what could possibly be written about him after his death.

         ‘My mother will be delighted,’ he said. 

      

      
    

  
    
      
         
         
 
         
            The turning point
            

         
 
         Nikolai had woken feeling out of sorts. His throat was sore and his eyes smarted. He sat by the open window, a half-drunk cup of coffee in his hand and a half-written pile of reports beside him, listening with half his attention to the Gessen children tormenting a stray dog in the alleyway below. So I am half a person still, he thought. After so many years, I’m still living in a half-hearted way. Was it this that made his stomach clench? Or the fact that he’d slept badly, with images of war seeping into his dreams?
         
 
         ‘Hold it down!’ The orders drifted up from the alleyway. ‘Tie the string around its tail.’ Nikolai sighed, pushed his reading glasses up on his forehead, and lit a cigarette. Was it a universal instinct, this attacking of the vulnerable and the weak? Recently he’d tried to curb his obsessive reading of the newspapers, his compulsive listening to the radio. It was impossible to ascertain what, exactly, was happening in Europe, but one war was much like another: the toll on ordinary people, the burning and looting, the casual atrocities. It would be easier to stop hunting for facts, but he couldn’t disengage. Avoiding looking the world in the face as he’d done for so long had brought him nothing but pain; now he’d become addicted to knowledge. ‘To be apprised of the worst,’ he told himself, ‘is to be prepared for the worst.’ Yet he wasn’t sure if he fully believed this.
 
         Today there was an ache behind his eyes that took him back to those floating white days with the coffin open in the front room and the baby crying in the back one, while he wanted only to dive into the anonymous city, leaving the mess of his life behind him. And now the whole world was in a mess. Down in the alleyway the dog yelped frantically, and he was about to shout at the Gessens to leave it alone when Tanya arrived, with bread under her arm.
         
 
         Nikolai started. He’d hoped to tidy up before she arrived, although he knew this was ridiculous, a misplaced sense of courtesy like trimming his beard before going to the barber. ‘Breakfast?’ he said, in answer to her query. ‘Thanks, but I’ve already eaten.’
 
         ‘You’ve eaten nothing.’ There were two days of dirty dishes stacked on the sideboard, but Tanya was practised at assessing domestic chaos and was perfectly able to see that not one of the plates had been used that morning. ‘You’re not starting up all that nonsense again, are you?’
 
         ‘Starting a cold, perhaps.’ Nikolai coughed. ‘My throat’s a bit sore.’
 
         ‘You smoke too much.’ Tanya removed the ashtray from the windowsill and the cigarette from his hand. ‘No wonder your voice sounds like gravel under the wheels of a cart.’
 
         A great howling rose up from the alleyway, and Sonya came flying out of her room. ‘What are those Gessen pig-dogs doing?’ She leaned so far out the window that Nikolai, alarmed, grabbed hold of her dress.
 
         ‘Stop it, you kids!’ she shouted. ‘Leave the dog alone or I’ll tie tin cans to your own sorry arses!’
 
         ‘That’s enough!’ Tanya pulled Sonya inside and slammed the window. ‘The entire neighbourhood doesn’t need to hear you cursing.’
 
         ‘I don’t care.’ Sonya crossed her arms. ‘I won’t tolerate cruelty to minors or animals.’
 
         At the sight of her stern, incongruously rosy face, Nikolai’s stomach gave another lurch. He gripped the edge of the table, watching his scolding sister-in-law and his small angry daughter. What was wrong with him today?
 
         The ensuing silence was broken only by the sawing sound of Tanya slicing up hard rye bread. Sonya’s cheeks were puffed out; she looked as if she might explode. Nikolai crossed the room in a semblance of nonchalance and struck a few chords on the piano.
 
         Still no one spoke. He picked his way through a Boccherini minuet. Each note, even those imperfectly executed, fell like a small pickaxe, chipping away at the frosty atmosphere, easing the pressure. Once he’d finished the tune, he addressed Tanya’s formidable back. ‘I thought I might take Sonya to Daimishche tomorrow. This city heat is enervating.’
 
         ‘Daimishche?’ Sonya, who’d been slouching in a chair, sat upright. ‘Oh yes, let’s go to the dacha!’
 
         ‘You could bring back some butter,’ grunted Tanya. ‘Can’t get it for love or money in town.’
         
 
         But already Sonya’s face was clouding over again. ‘I ought to stay here. I must protect the neighbourhood from those Gessen children.’
 
         ‘I’ll have a word to them,’ promised Nikolai. ‘I’ll tell them no more tin cans and no more tails. Then will you come to the country?’
 
         ‘Oh, definitely!’ Sonya hopped towards him. ‘I’m a Daimishche rabbit!’ She banged into the table, knocking Nikolai’s reports onto the floor. As she bent to pick them up, Nikolai did the same, and their heads bumped together with a resounding crack.
 
         ‘Shit!’ said Nikolai.
 
         ‘Papa!’ Sonya drew back. ‘You always tell me not to use that word.’
 
         ‘Neither you should,’ said Nikolai, examining his glasses. ‘Except in dire circumstances, such as when you’ve nearly broken your spectacles and you still have fifty-five reports to write. Or —’ Catching sight of a note sticking out of the papers, he snatched it up and groaned. ‘Or if you’ve promised to deliver football tickets to a famously irascible colleague and have forgotten to do so!’ He reached for his jacket and found the tickets still in his pocket. ‘I’ll have to call him right away. God knows how we’ll manage to meet at the stadium in all the crush.’
 
         ‘Stadium?’ Sonya, surreptitiously slurping his cold coffee, put down the cup with a clatter. ‘You’re going to the football? With Mr Shostakovich? Oh, couldn’t I come?’
 
         ‘Football isn’t a game for children,’ said Tanya, standing with a spatula in her hand. ‘Especially for hooligans who broadcast bad language through the whole neighbourhood.’
 
         ‘Oh, go fry yourself!’ said Sonya.
 
         ‘Sonya!’ said Nikolai sharply.
 
         Sonya bolted for her room, slamming the door so hard that the half-full coffee cup fell off the table and onto the divan.
         
 
         ‘Blast!’ Tanya frowned. ‘Excuse my language. I don’t know what’s come over me today.’
 
         ‘Midsummer madness?’ suggested Nikolai, going to the kitchen for a cloth.
 
         ‘I’ll clean that up,’ said Tanya. ‘You concentrate on getting Mr Shostakovich’s tickets to him and Sonya out of her room.’
 
         ‘I don’t know which task will be more difficult,’ said Nikolai ruefully.
 
         
            [image: ] 
            

         
 
         Shostakovich sat drumming his fingers, waiting for Nikolai to call. He could, of course, have telephoned, but there were some things it was wiser for a man not to do the day after his wife had returned from market to find water pouring from the sink, cushions on the floor, two children running amok, and a husband who, though left at home slightly ill and fully in charge, was nowhere to be seen. He flinched at the memory. Racing up the stairs sweaty and empty-handed (damn Nikolai’s sieve-like memory; damn the radio conductor and his unbound score; damn the Leningrad trolley cars and their unfailing lateness). Hearing, even from the landing, Nina’s voice cracking out commands — Galina, fetch the mop! Maxim, pick up the cushions! — and, in an even sharper voice, Where, exactly, did your father go?
         
 
         Hovering in the stairwell, he’d imagined only too clearly what would have happened on Nina’s return: the bedroom door flung open, and his wife’s outraged expression at the empty bed and the untouched dandelion tea.
 
         ‘Well?’ she’d repeated to the children. ‘Did your father say where he was going?’
 
         ‘Say you don’t know,’ murmured Shostakovich, peering in the keyhole. ‘Remember what I told you.’
 
         ‘Papa went … to the Radio Hall,’ stammered Galina.
 
         Goddamn it! Shostakovich smacked the wall with his hand. Why couldn’t his children tell a small white lie for the sake of domestic peace?
 
         ‘Really?’ Nina had said icily. ‘And did he say why he had to go there?’
         
 
         There was a short silence as Galina realised she’d put her small patent-leather foot in her mouth. ‘No.’ She was almost certainly shaking her head. No, she didn’t know why Papa had rushed off to the Radio Hall when he was ill and supposed to be resting.
 
         ‘Maxim!’ Nina’s voice was even sharper. ‘Why did your father leave you to flood the bathroom and demolish the living room?’
 
         ‘Foot!’ piped Maxim, sounding frightened. (This was fully understandable: Shostakovich’s own palms were sweating.) ‘Foot, foot —’
 
         ‘Football? He went to pick up football tickets?’
 
         Shostakovich had never seen a volcano but it seemed an appropriate image for this moment: shaking, shuddering, great burning streams of lava and ash pouring forth. Gloomily he realised that a pall would hang over the domestic landscape for some time.
 
         ‘That’s right!’ Galina and Maxim spoke in unison. ‘Football!’
 
         It had taken all his courage to walk into the apartment, spreading his empty hands as if returning without tickets somehow made him less guilty. It had better be a good game, he thought now, staring at the silent phone. A bloody good game to compensate for the trials of yesterday evening. He could still hear the clashing of pans, the roaring crash as Nina poured a box of cutlery onto the table in front of him. ‘You want your dinner?’ She dumped down a pile of plates with such force that the bottom one smashed into long white shards. ‘Here’s your dinner, you poor sick man.’ He’d received a leaking paper parcel on his lap. ‘Cod!’ he said, coughing. ‘Thank you very much.’
         
 
         At last! The phone was ringing. Nina stood at the bookshelf, ostensibly searching for a textbook, her back rigid. ‘I’ll get it,’ he said, snatching up the receiver as she disappeared into the bedroom, slamming the door.
 
         ‘I’m so sorry.’ It was Nikolai at last, apologising profusely. ‘Truly sorry. My bad memory seems to be getting worse. Senility lurks just around the corner.’
 
         He never made excuses, simply admitted to the mistakes he’d made — a trait that Shostakovich, master of excuses, admired and envied. Why can’t I be bolder and more honest? he thought. More like other people? He hadn’t done a stroke of work on the new piece for several days, and the guilt and unease were becoming severe. ‘Tell me you have the tickets,’ he said, cutting through Nikolai’s apologies, ‘and all will be forgiven. To be honest, I’m eager not only to see Zenith in action but also to escape —’ he glanced at the bedroom door and lowered his voice — ‘the domestic madhouse.’
         
 
         ‘You too?’ Nikolai laughed. ‘Perhaps it’s the summer solstice. You have my sympathy, and very soon you will have your tickets. Where shall we meet?’
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         Sonya softened sufficiently to open her door a crack and say goodbye.
         
 
         ‘I’m sorry I don’t have a spare ticket for you,’ said Nikolai, realising he had spent a good part of the morning apologising.
 
         ‘You would have taken a cursing hooligan with you?’ She still looked a little dangerous, her chin lifted in a challenging way.
 
         ‘I’m always happy to have an extra hooligan with me,’ he assured her. ‘The more hooligans, the merrier.’
 
         ‘Even if there were a spare ticket, I’d be too busy to come to the stadium. See the tasks waiting for me?’ She stepped slightly to one side, displaying teetering stacks of books all over the floor. ‘When you get back, my library will be arranged in alphabetical order.’
         
 
         Nikolai looked suitably impressed. ‘And your toys?’ he asked, peering at the piles of fur and porcelain.
 
         ‘They’ll be housed in the cubbyholes I used to keep my shoes in. I’m putting them under the bed.’
 
         ‘You’re putting your toys out of sight?’ He felt a little disturbed at this. ‘Won’t you miss them when you go to sleep?’
 
         ‘They need sleep, too. These white nights are really wearing them out.’ She gave him a kiss. ‘Be careful at the match. I’ll see you when you get home.’
 
         As he stepped out into the street, the pain behind his eyes crashed in again, far worse this time. The sun turned the windows into blinding mirrors, and he put his hand over his eyes and swayed. The sound of a radio drifted from the window of the basement.
 
         Out of habit, he strained to listen. Over the last few days he’d heard rumours that only added to his unease. But he must hurry. Shostakovich would be waiting. Running his finger under his collar, checking for the tenth time that the tickets were in his breast pocket, he forced himself to walk away.
 
         From the end of Donskaya Street, he could see the small dark figure of Shostakovich pacing about in his usual manner, circling his favourite bench.
 
         ‘I’m so sorry!’ he called, as soon as he was in earshot.
 
         But, far from looking annoyed, Shostakovich’s eyes were bright with anticipation. ‘I feel like a truant!’ His cowlick fell over his forehead, and his face was tinged with pink. ‘I shouldn’t really be here.’
 
         ‘Trouble at home?’
 
         But Shostakovich appeared to have forgotten whatever it was that had made him sound so cowed on the phone. ‘No,’ he said, waving his hand, ‘simply that I have a whole stack of composition papers to grade, and I’ve promised Venyamin Fleishman that I’ll look over his working notes before next week.’
 
         ‘Fleishman? Is that the skinny blond boy that every female in the Conservatoire is in love with?’
 
         Shostakovich nodded. ‘Not that he notices the girls falling at his feet. Poor innocent that he is.’ For a second, he looked almost wolfish and his eyes glittered; it was easy to see why many of the wealthiest and most beautiful women in Leningrad had fallen under his spell. ‘He’s enormously talented but overly modest, and sorely lacking in confidence. So I’ve got him started on an opera, based on a Chekhov story I gave him.’
         
 
         ‘Chekhov! Then I hope you’ll also teach him the writer’s riposte to critics.’
 
         ‘When you’re served coffee, don’t try to find beer in it! Yes, he’ll need to develop a thick skin with the Leningrad vultures descending on him. Nevertheless, “Rothschild’s Violin”! It’s the perfect framework for an opera.’ Shostakovich looked torn, as if he wanted to rush back home and immediately begin lecturing his promising student on his favourite writer.
         
 
         Nikolai glanced up at the sun, already high above them. He thrust the tickets under Shostakovich’s nose. ‘There are times when it’s imperative not to work. And today is one of them.’
 
         ‘You’re right. We mustn’t be late! Come along.’ Shostakovich set a cracking pace as they rounded the corner into Mandelstam Street. ‘The highlight of the football season awaits!’
 
         ‘Speaking of seasons,’ said Nikolai slightly breathlessly, ‘I’m curious to see what Eliasberg will make of his orchestra this year. I overheard the beginning of their rehearsal yesterday and it sounded like a dog’s dinner.’
 
         ‘Eliasberg?’ Shostakovich’s eyes were fixed on the high green roof of the stadium. ‘Oh, the radio conductor? I don’t really know his work. Mravinsky is quite enough for me to handle.’ He shaded his eyes, peering at the main entrance ahead of them. ‘What’s going on there? It looks like chaos.’
 
         ‘Dmitri! Nikolai!’ The shout came from behind. It was Sollertinsky, sprinting towards them, his large jacket flying out like a cape.
 
         ‘What the hell —?’ Shostakovich stared. ‘Sollertinsky, running?’
         
 
         Gravel flew from Sollertinsky’s feet. His breath came in great rasps, audible even from some distance away.
 
         ‘Changed your mind?’ called Shostakovich. ‘Realised at last that Zenith is worth sprinting for?’
 
         But Nikolai seized his arm, his heart hammering as though he were the one running. ‘I fear — oh, God, I fear the worst.’
 
         Then Sollertinsky had reached them, sweat pouring down his face. He bent double, struggling for his breath. ‘I — followed — you,’ he gasped. ‘Knew — you — were — coming — here.’
 
         Shostakovich stiffened. ‘What is it?’
 
         Sollertinsky’s chest heaved as he straightened up and stood to attention. ‘It’s just been announced. Hitler has attacked. Russia is at war with Germany.’  
         

      

      
    

  
    
      
         
         

         
            PART II
     
            Summer 1941
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            The Cossack and the dead boy
            

         
 
         When Dmitri Shostakovich was eleven, back in 1917, he’d seen a boy killed right in front of him. The city had become a mess, a bad and dangerous place, and his mother had tried to keep him home as much as possible. But for the past year attending music classes had become a routine, and he liked routines: they were the only way to make progress. What he didn’t like, however, was the director of the music school.
         
  
         ‘He treats me with a total lack of respect,’ he complained to Mariya, as she sat on her mattress combing her hair.
 
         ‘You’re eleven years old.’ Mariya was fourteen, and annoyingly aware of her superior age. ‘Mr Gliasser is a grown-up and an expert. You should listen to him.’
 
         ‘He may be fully grown, but I don’t believe he is an expert.’ Dmitri snatched the saucer of warm candle wax from Mariya, who was preparing to rub it through her hair. (Her inherited frizzy hair was only one of a list of teenage grievances against her mother, Sofia Vasiliyevna Shostakovich.)
 
         One by one, Dmitri stuck his fingers into the molten wax and held up their white tips. ‘Gliasser plays Bach like a moron. Like a machine. Even on my worst days, I play Bach better than that old man.’
 
         Mariya grabbed the saucer back. ‘He’s better than my teacher. He has a great reputation.’
 
         ‘He had a reputation,’ corrected Dmitri, ‘forty or fifty years ago. He relies too much on the past. It’s always Fux this, Bellermann that and Yavorsky the other. He takes his music from text books. That’s a dead-end.’ He marched over to the piano in the corner of the room. ‘I was playing the opening to my Chopin Prelude like this —’ With sticky wax fingertips, he began picking out the B Flat Minor Prelude. ‘And he said if I continued that way I would fail my exam. Then he told me to play like this!’ Sitting up straight on the stool, he shut his eyes so as to better remember Gliasser’s pious expression, and felt his body transform into his teacher’s. His arms became stiff, his fingers turned to wood and, on the pedals, his feet shrivelled to those of a seventy-year-old. Because this was a special knack of his, the keys also changed under his touch, as if responding to a different person.
         
 
         ‘You shouldn’t mock your elders.’ But Mariya was laughing, sounding less annoyingly adult and more like herself.
 
         The door crashed open and Dmitri swivelled on his stool, though his hands continued pounding through the Chopin.
 
         ‘Dmitri, what on earth are you doing?’ His mother was in the doorway, her arms folded, her eyebrows lowered. ‘That’s no way to treat Chopin.’
 
         ‘I’m being Gliasser, Mother.’
 
         ‘He’s being precocious,’ said Mariya, turning traitor once more, and kicking the incriminating saucer of wax behind a chair.
 
         ‘You’re lucky to have such a teacher,’ scolded Sofia Shostakovich over her son’s mechanical playing. ‘Your father and I don’t make these sacrifices for you to mock your elders and betters.’
 
         ‘Exactly what I said.’ Mariya wandered to the window, hoping for a glimpse of Goga Rimsky-Korsakov, who was sixteen and handsome.
 
         Dmitri stopped playing and began peeling the wax coating off his fingers. ‘Gliasser is a dinosaur. He’s the past, and I’m the future. I’ll give him until next June to prove his merit.’ He looked up to see his mother’s mouth fall open, like a frog waiting for flies. ‘What’s wrong? I’m only speaking the truth.’ He pushed the stool back with a loud squeak. ‘Don’t worry. Gliasser has a perfectly wonderful Bechstein, and I won’t give that up in a hurry.’
 
         So he went on attending lessons throughout the long winter, as the streets of Petrograd descended into chaos. By February, his father was lying ill in the small room at the back of the apartment.
 
         ‘Just a little throat trouble,’ his mother told Zoya, who wanted to hear one of her father’s gypsy songs. ‘But there isn’t enough air in his lungs for singing.’
 
         Conditions were bad enough inside; outside, the frozen streets were being set alight, and shop fronts smashed so the pavements glittered with glass and ice.
         
 
         ‘Don’t go to class, Dmitri.’ Sofia Shostakovich was mending Mariya’s tights, which were more holes than wool. ‘Stay home today.’
 
         Dmitri placed his books on the table with a determined thud. His mother was a fine pianist and a good teacher, but she was an amateur. Already it was clear — she didn’t understand what was needed to get to the top. The only way you could improve at something was to do it every single day. And as heartily as he despised dusty old Gliasser, at present there was no better option. ‘It’s cold today!’ he said, bending to put on his overshoes. This was not simply small talk; his fingers could barely work his feet into the stiff rubber.
 
         ‘Didn’t you hear me?’ His mother’s voice was more definite, catching at his ankles, hobbling him before he could make it out the door. ‘You’re too young to understand. There are changes afoot. It’s dangerous out there. The city’s no longer safe to walk in.’
 
         ‘I won’t walk, I’ll run.’ He avoided her gaze. ‘I’ll run straight to school. How else can I become the b — breadwinner?’ He’d nearly said ‘the best pianist in Petrograd’, but he realised that naked ambition wasn’t the best way to win over his mother. With a gravely ill husband and three hungry children, Sofia Shostakovich’s fear of the financial future seemed his most likely ally.
 
         Zoya ran out of the back room, her creamy cheeks mottled like marble. ‘Da won’t tell me a story, either! No songs, no stories. What’s wrong with him?’ She collapsed on the floor and pushed her face into the folds of her mother’s skirt.
 
         Dmitri felt suffocated. He wanted nothing more than to turn his back on it all, to race out into the chilly stairwell and breathe air uncluttered by family ties. He stood scraping his foot against the shoe rack. ‘Da will get better,’ he said to no one in particular. The metallic scraping was almost the same pitch as a cello’s A string. He felt a brief lifting of his heart, like the waft of air when a heavy winter curtain is raised. Scrape, scrape. Yes, definitely an A. If he experimented with tempo, this could be a possible beginning for —
         
 
         But Zoya had started to cry, and his mother dropped Mariya’s stockings in a jumble of loose threads. ‘It’s just the cold winter we’re having,’ she said soothingly. ‘The cold factory Da’s been working in. Once the spring comes, he’ll improve.’
 
         Dmitri forced himself to step towards his crying sister and his lying mother; then he stopped, wavering towards the back bedroom. The door was half-open and he peered inside. There was a brown blanket nailed up over the window — his mother’s attempt at keeping in the meagre warmth from the burzhuika, and keeping out the minus-twenty-degree breath of the world outside. The light was muddy and dull. And there, as if at the bottom of a dirty pond, lay his father, his thin shoulder hunched under a thin blanket, his head barely visible. His breath sounded like a saw labouring through wood, producing much noise with little effect.
         
 
         ‘Father?’ But Dmitri’s voice had almost entirely deserted him. He tried again. ‘Father?’
 
         His father didn’t seem to have heard. Dmitri backed away into the main room and seized up his books. ‘See you tonight,’ he said quickly, and with shameful relief he stepped onto the landing.
 
         He banged and jumped his way down the stairs, taking two at a time. It’s all right, he reassured himself. If you’re going to become a professional, nothing must get in your way: not faintheartedness, nor politeness. Not family illness, nor pity. At the front door he looked out at a familiar desolation. Charred metal girders lay crossed over each other like bones in a charnel house. Along the street a car burned dully, the flames muffled by falling snow. From the direction of the city came shouting, the blowing of whistles and bursts of gunfire. Neither looting nor rioting must put you off, he said, pulling his furry hat over his ears, nor political protests. These things mustn’t sway you.
         
 
         His mother was right — he didn’t really understand what was happening, but he knew that people were fed up with being hungry, with queuing at bakeries for hours and camping outside butchers’ shops to get scraps of offal fit for dogs. Petrograders had reached the end of their tether, as Mariya would say — reduced to eating mouldy bread, no longer remembering the taste of butter or eggs! His stomach rumbled; all he’d eaten was half a cup of watery porridge. His mother had watched him shovelling it into his mouth, while Mariya frowned into her bowl and Zoya screwed up her face. ‘Your father will soon be back at work,’ she’d said. ‘This unsettled time will soon be over.’
 
         ‘Soon we’ll be dead of starvation,’ muttered Mariya, whose kindly teacher at the Conservatoire sometimes gave her extra bread, which she brought home to break into five pieces.
 
         Turning up his collar, hooking his leather book-strap over his shoulder, Dmitri set off. He wasn’t sure how much longer classes would continue; there was a looseness, a nervousness in the air that affected even the orderly regime at the Conservatoire. As he rounded the corner into Nevsky Prospect, he stopped and gasped. Before him was a wall of backs. The street was filled from one side to the other with people pushing slowly forward, looking more like one heaving body than separate human beings. He hesitated and then darted into the ranks, ducking under elbows. Twice, right beside him, he saw revolvers clasped in large reddened hands.
         

         He straightened up, took a gulp of icy air. ‘What’s happening?’ he asked the woman next to him. ‘Please, tell me what’s happening.’

         ‘This is the day!’ She barely glanced at him. ‘Today we’re going to break them!’

         At the edge of the pushing crowd, a window splintered into a shower of glass. The people roared in response.

         Up ahead, three shots rang out. The woman grabbed Dmitri, her rough fingers gripping his neck. Saliva hung from her lips; her mouth was a dark cavern, her teeth broken and blackened. ‘Go home! Children should have no part in this.’

         He shrank away, suddenly scared of her frenzied excitement. ‘Let me go!’ He wrenched free of her hands, and ran, twisting through the crowd — but he made his way towards the front, rather than retreating.

         When he saw the teenage boy fall, he felt as if he, too, was falling. He was so close! Close enough to see the stubble on the boy’s chin, to smell his sweat and hear him shout in a cracked voice, ‘Bread for the workers!’ But the Cossack was looming before them. The sabre swung high, glinting against the grey rain of snowflakes — then it carved through the air like the downwards stroke of a violin bow, masterful, precise, perfect.

         Cleaved through the shoulders and neck, the boy fell without a sound. Blood leapt from his mouth, staining his teeth. Within seconds, the crowd was swarming around him, hiding his body from view. But already Dmitri was racing away through the screaming women and the cursing soldiers, dodging the boys with slingshots and the girls hysterical with fear.

         When he stopped, he was in an empty alley. He crouched behind a stack of crates and pressed his head against the rotting planks. Hiding there, he could hear the heavy beat of a drum. Where was it coming from? It was some minutes before he realised it was the thump of his own horror-struck heart. He lay against the wall of wood, and the high keen of what sounded like a flute came from his own mouth.
         

         He stayed there until the cold struck through his overshoes and socks, driving upwards through his legs. Pulling himself upright, he found that he could barely move. He wiped his cheeks and pulled his hat back down on his head, then peered out from the alley to plot an alternative route. Composition class might still be on, in spite of the chaos that had descended on Petrograd. He glanced back towards Nevsky Prospect, to where smoke was smudging the sky. ‘This year or next year, or in ten years’ time,’ he promised the dead boy, ‘I’ll write down your story in music. You’ll have your Funeral March. I won’t forget.’

      

      
    

  
    
      
         
         

         
            Trying to lie
            

         
   
         Elias was bored. Part of him marvelled at this: how could he be in a city so galvanised into action, yet feel so stultified? On the outskirts of Leningrad, ditches had been dug; in the city, bunkers were being built and guns mounted on rooftops. That morning he’d passed a dozen men digging around the base of a large statue, while others laboured along, ant-like, carrying planks of wood. Were they building a protective wooden shelter for the statue? Did they expect looting — or bombs? Elias, too intimidated to ask, had simply skirted around them and rushed on his way. Already, he felt like a shirker and a fool.
         

         Here he sat, in the familiar low-ceilinged room, listening to his mother’s droning voice, while fear was seeping from the open drains, swamping the marketplaces and the drinking halls. All the same, he felt his face would split from yawning, that his eyes would grow bloodshot from the pressure of his boredom.

         ‘I’ve always been afraid of June. Everything bad happens in June.’ His mother rocked in her chair, which wasn’t intended for this purpose; its legs thumped unevenly on the floor. ‘Your Uncle Peter died in June, and your Aunt Ester also. Your dear father avoided a June death by a mere twenty-four hours. And now — now we have a June war on our hands!’ She rocked so vigorously at this latest grievance, she nearly toppled backwards.

         ‘Mother,’ said Elias, ‘I don’t know if it has escaped your notice, but your chair has no rockers.’ And you, he felt like adding, are completely off yours. Did she really believe that Hitler and his Luftwaffe were acting in accordance with her calendar of superstition?
         

         His mother ignored him. ‘I’ve always felt nervous on entering June. I hold my breath until it is over. The trouble started, of course, when they adopted the Gregorian calendar. All that to-ing and fro-ing, mucking about with dates and names. It wasn’t good for stability.’

         ‘Yes, Mother, let’s blame Lenin. He’s a convenient scapegoat for so many things — why not this mess into the bargain?’

         ‘Karl! No Russian person can be blamed for this war! How can you say such a thing.’ She looked as if she’d like to scrub out his mouth with soap, just as she had done when he was eight and he’d called his aunt a greedy pig for scoffing the weekly cake ration in one sitting.

         ‘We have to stop this bickering.’ He took a deep breath. ‘There’s no knowing what the future holds. But, naturally, I’m concerned about you. On my way home from work, I made some enquiries about the new evacuation policy. They say —’ He forced himself to go on. ‘Apparently there may be trains to transport the elderly out of Leningrad as early as next week.’

         It was suddenly quiet, so quiet he could hear the cartilage creak in his tired neck. ‘It’s for the best,’ he said. ‘Surely you can see that.’

         His mother looked both stricken and mutinous. He got up and tried to put his arms around her. It was a long time since he’d been so close to her; her body felt like an unevenly stuffed mattress, her shoulders slumped, her torso heavy. The smell of her damp wrinkled skin made him weak with remorse and fear.

         ‘I refuse to leave you.’ She clutched him tightly. ‘We should stay together at all costs. We’re family.’

         ‘We’re part of a wider family now.’ Even to his own ears, Elias sounded like a propaganda poster. ‘We’re all citizens of Leningrad, and we must draw on that united strength.’

         His mother looked at him as if he were mad. ‘We have nobody but each other, you stupid boy! Nothing but this!’ She gestured at the faded blind, the shelves bending under piles of scores, the motley collection of china. ‘This is our home, and I don’t want to leave it. I won’t.’

         Elias had never been able to stop himself from voicing unwelcome facts. (‘How will you snare a wife if you can’t pay compliments?’ his mother had asked more than once.) ‘It may not look like home for much longer,’ he said.

         ‘What do you mean?’

         ‘Our city’s in a vulnerable position. If the Germans attack from the west and the Finns from the north-east, we’ll not only be cut off but also locked in. In effect, we’ll be trapped in our own homes. What comfort will china plates be to you then?’
         

         ‘But our army’s so strong,’ quavered his mother. ‘Surely our men will stop the Germans and keep our possessions safe?’ She glanced nervously at the door as if, at any moment, Nazi soldiers might burst in and carry off the cabinet Elias’s father had made to display his finest samples of boots.

         Elias walked to the shelves and pretended to search for a book. He couldn’t bear to look at his mother’s expression any longer. He sensed that, whatever happened in the months ahead, the time would come when he would be haunted by her face.

         ‘Maybe they will keep us safe,’ he said, clearing his throat. This was as close to a lie as he could come.

      

      
    

  
    
      
         
         
 
         
            Brandy, talk and the twelfth of July
            

         
 
         The air was layered with cigarette smoke and subdued conversation. Shostakovich sat staring at a long scratch on the tabletop. ‘I can’t believe they turned me down. How could they?’
         
 
         ‘Because,’ suggested Sollertinsky, ‘they don’t want one of Russia’s most talented sons shot to pieces?’
 
         ‘Simply because of my eyesight!’ muttered Shostakovich. Removing his glasses, he peered at the headline of Sollertinsky’s Pravda. The characters were unruly, sliding to the edge of his vision. ‘Ev —’ he muttered. ‘Ac —’ But it was like trying to catch smoke rings. As soon as he shoved his spectacles back on his nose, the letters sprang into neat legible rows. Evacuation Planned for Leningrad’s Children and Elderly.
         
 
         He tossed the paper aside. ‘With half the city gone, the other half will be needed to fight. I’m going to reapply. They can’t be idiotic enough to refuse me twice.’
 
         ‘It’s you who’s being idiotic,’ contradicted Sollertinsky. ‘What good will it do letting you run about with a gun? You couldn’t hit an omnibus from ten feet, let alone a German. Let those citizens fit for the army do their job, and we’ll do ours. There’s plenty for cultural men to do in times of strife.’ He took a large swig of brandy, and Shostakovich knew what was coming: the tale of how Sollertinsky had once watched a grand piano — ‘a first-rate Koch’ — dragged from a bourgeois household and hoisted onto a lorry. ‘Whereupon I, not a day over fourteen, was also hoisted aboard,’ reminisced Sollertinsky, ‘to be joined by an eighteen-year-old songstress called Ludmila. Then all three of us — the singing beauty, the piano and myself — were driven to military headquarters where we performed our hearts out, thus donating our cultural knowledge to raise the morale of Mother Russia.’
         
 
         A smattering of applause came from the nearby tables, and glasses clinked. Shostakovich, despite his familiarity with the story, joined in the toast. ‘To the well-endowed Ludmila and the mighty arm of the artist.’
 
         ‘To Ludmila,’ echoed Sollertinsky, misty-eyed. ‘Magnificent in more than the voice department.’ He gestured to the barman for another bottle. ‘We have a lot to discuss,’ he said, as if an excuse were needed.
 
         ‘And you’ve made your point.’ Shostakovich tilted defiantly on his chair. ‘Nonetheless, I’m not convinced that artists can’t be men of action. Look at Venyamin Fleishman. He’s already been accepted into the guard of the Kuibyshev District.’
 
         ‘Fleishman isn’t a proven talent,’ shrugged Sollertinsky. ‘He’s still a student. He’s had nothing published and nothing performed. Moreover, Fleishman doesn’t wear prescription spectacles.’
 
         ‘He’s already set down the beginnings of a first-rate opera. One day Rothchild’s Violin will be heard in the best concert halls in the world.’
         
 
         ‘And one day you’ll acknowledge the facts. You’re too blind for the battlefield, and I’m too fat.’
 
         Shostakovich laughed reluctantly. ‘Regardless of facts, I’m going back for another try. I’ve already made a second appointment for an eye test.’
 
         ‘I expected nothing less of you.’ Sollertinsky sloshed more brandy in his glass. ‘Your extreme pigheadedness warrants a new toast.’
 
         ‘As if you need an excuse! You toast as readily as a dog farts.’ It was a poor joke, and unnecessarily sharp. But for some reason he was struggling to keep up with the flow of witticisms. As familiar as it was to be sitting at his usual table, bantering with his old friend, it felt somehow wrong.
 
         ‘Feeling under the weather? Your wits seem a little dull.’ Sollertinsky, in spite of numerous brandies, seemed to sense his friend’s mood.
 
         ‘The advantage is yours,’ replied Shostakovich. ‘You have all the time in the world to sharpen your wits, for you do little else.’ Again, he sounded more acerbic than he intended. But the sight of Sollertinsky cracking jokes, apparently disregarding the mounting chaos in the streets, made him envious — and also afraid. Did he really want to push his way out onto a violent and bloody battlefront?
 
         Sollertinsky chose to disregard the insult. He dug Shostakovich in the ribs and gestured out the window. ‘Look there.’
 
         It was Karl Eliasberg, walking across the cobbled square with his pigskin briefcase clasped in his hand. As if sensing he was being watched, he quickened his pace, throwing his legs out in front of him in an almost military style.
         
 
         ‘They say,’ mused Sollertinsky, ‘that Eliasberg has walked the same way every day of his life.’
 
         ‘What, to the Radio Hall?’
 
         ‘He’s walked the same way since the day he was born,’ cackled Sollertinsky. ‘With his head up his arse!’
 
         Suddenly the door flew open so violently that the windows shook and the lunchtime drinkers looked up in alarm. There, framed against the light, was a young man with a scrubby beard. His cheeks were flushed and his eyes startlingly blue.
 
         ‘Who’s that?’ Shostakovich felt alarmed.
 
         ‘I’ve got no idea,’ said Sollertinsky, frozen in mid-laugh, the bottle poised in his hand.
 
         ‘It has begun.’ The young man’s voice was harsh, the death-croak of a raven. ‘It’s all over for us.’
 
         Sollertinsky put the bottle down with a crash, and an arc of brandy flew in the air. ‘What’s happened?’
 
         ‘The Volchov pocket has been smashed,’ announced the young man. ‘General Vlasov is captured. The Germans are advancing towards the Luga River, and in a couple of days they will be not seventy miles from our gates. We are doomed.’

      

      
    

  
    
      
         
         

         
            The truth about Nina Varzar
            

         
 
         Once, Shostakovich had walked along a street into the setting sun and thought he was walking into the end of his life. The low orange dazzle of light, the silhouettes of the lamp-posts: these seemed so strange that, in those moments, he could conceive of nothing beyond them. But his feet had gone on rising and falling, just like the sun. And soon the world settled back into its usual patterns, alternating between the mundane and the dramatic.
         
 
         He remembered that evening more as if he’d dreamt it than lived it. He thought of it with the fierce longing of a soldier, hands clenched, thinking of safety and home. For a second, the world had opened up to him. He could have stepped through and been rid of it all, the constant demands of the body and the never-ending pressure to succeed. The pressure to be the best, to play Chopin’s third Ballade more tenderly and Beethoven’s Appassionata more brilliantly than either had ever been played — and then to remain at the piano, long after the audience had gone, composing a work to put both Chopin and Beethoven in the shade.
 
         His dream had been one of escape. And it wasn’t until he met Nina that he could say, quite truthfully, he was glad he hadn’t disappeared on that unearthly evening. Glad that the sun had been pressed below the horizon and he’d been restored to the ordinary streets of Leningrad, a little out of breath, out of sorts, relieved, disappointed, resentful.
 
         The things that first struck him about Nina Varzar were her ferocious intelligence and her lack of deference. How tired he was, already, of deference! Tired of searching for truth behind every face, of standing in concert-hall foyers and listening to a chorus of approval from his acquaintances — Dmitri Dmitriyevich! Allow me to pay my respects!
         
 
         Behind Nina’s pale face there was nothing but a seeming indifference for his reputation. She discussed other men’s music but not his, offered opinions on others while remaining oblivious to what they thought of her. After the pretty mincing girls who usually gathered around him, laughing too loudly at his jokes, stifling him and breathing his air, Shostakovich found her irresistible. Towards the end of the party, a little drunk, he’d drawn her behind the Steinbergs’ curtains and kissed her. The clash of her slightly crooked teeth against his! The heat of her breath! Even now, many years later, he felt lustful at the memory. The velvety dark, the chilly windowpane, the keen blade of Nina’s intelligence: these things convinced him that he was a man first and foremost, and a composer second. The relief of shedding the official mask had brought tears to his eyes. After they returned to the crowded room, he’d excused himself and had gone to the bathroom to wipe his spectacles with slightly trembling hands.
 
         When she’d finally agreed to marry him, as the spring rain ran down the window, her ‘Yes’ had the clarity of an oboe. Turning his head on the pillow, he heard their future. There it was, mapped out in a series of arpeggios, rising and falling with stormy certainty.
 
         ‘Dmitri?’ she’d said. ‘What are you thinking?’ But he couldn’t explain, could only mutter how happy he was, while the wild music merged with the rain. Once the fights began — with plates flung against walls and the servants hiding in the kitchen — the sounds were more like clashing cymbals and snare drums.
 
         ‘Just because you’re a talented composer,’ Nina would say, throwing on her coat, ‘doesn’t mean you’re a talented husband. Just because you’re beloved by the people doesn’t mean you’re loveable.’ She’d storm off to find her own place in the laboratory lit by yellow flickering lights. Often she stayed away all night, working alongside colleagues who talked about physics rather than ranting about domestic mess or excessive noise. Returning in the morning, she’d refuse to speak to him. His throat would ache and his eyes smart with the effort of remaining silent and retaining his pride.
 
         After their long separation, before the children were born, there were nights when he no longer expected to hear her key in the door. He didn’t even try for sleep. Instead, he sat up miserably over his orchestration, drumming his pencil on the desk to fill up the silence. He could no longer hear what he wrote. The lines were sullen before they reached the stave, refusing to speak separately or work together. In bars of rest, he waited without hope for her footsteps.
         
 
         ‘I can’t live without you,’ he said, having lurked outside the laboratory building for two hours, waiting for her to leave work. This was the truth — for how could a man live without sleep, and how could a composer continue without sound? His reflection in the glass laboratory door was a mess: his eyes were red-rimmed from wasted working nights, and from mornings spent awake on a lonely mattress.
 
         Nina looked at him with no sign of softening. ‘I’ll come back to you, but only on my terms.’
 
         The sheet-ice in his head cracked and he could hear again. The soft rain dented the ground, the leather soles of his shoes squelched. ‘I can work again!’ he said with relief. And then it seemed wholly right, as he stood there in his sodden coat, that he and Nina should be together for the rest of their lives.
 
         The rages continued, of course. He’d never known such fights. Doors slammed, windows fell like guillotines. Nina was fiercely combative, could freeze him like the hardest frost and burn him with a look. More than once, as payback for her temporary desertions, he disappeared for a night of drinking. ‘Nina is a gift,’ said Sollertinsky, even while encouraging him into vodka-induced disarray. ‘You should be more careful of her.’ Shostakovich, losing count of the drinks he’d had, would slump over the table, hoping she was missing him.
 
         Today, walking through a city preparing for a German invasion, he wondered how to break the news to Nina. He felt guilty, as if his negligence alone had permitted the breaking of the defence lines. Had he been too preoccupied with his work to keep an eye on the bigger things? Now that he’d raised his eyes from his music, it was too late. The enemy was inexorably advancing, and the surface of everyday life was tearing apart.
 
         The brandy sloshed uneasily in his stomach. He hoped the caretaker of their building had already alerted the residents to the news, or that Fenya had heard it at the market. He didn’t want to be the one to announce it.
 
         As soon as he shuffled in the door, it was clear that Nina knew. She sat at the long scrubbed table, sewing an ear back on Maxim’s teddy bear. ‘An early casualty of war,’ she said, in lieu of a greeting. ‘To be precise, a tug-of-war.’ Her hand was quite steady.
 
         ‘Nothing’s certain yet.’ Shostakovich inhaled as he kissed her forehead, so she wouldn’t smell the brandy on his breath. ‘Look at what our  tanks did at Pskov. Everyone says the Germans are underprepared for  our strength.’ Anxiously, he rolled a pencil between his palms. ‘We could  push them back. We could still crush them.’
         
 
         Nina re-threaded her needle. ‘There may be a chance that we can all  get out. There’s talk of evacuating prominent citizens and their families,  perhaps to Tashkent.’

         He dug the pencil into the table and felt the lead snap deep inside the  wood. ‘No. Absolutely not. I won’t desert. I couldn’t live with myself.’

         ‘Allow me to help you.’ She looked up sharply. ‘Rather than thinking  in terms of desertion, think of it as saving your children’s lives.’

         When he opened his hand, the pencil fell away in two halves. ‘Nina,’  he said. ‘The only woman I’ve ever known who stands up to me.’ He  returned to her end of the table and kissed her on the mouth. Her lips  were as warm and full as they’d been on that first night, but her hands  stayed in position like a surgeon’s, the silver needle in her right hand  and her left hand on the head of the wounded bear.

         ‘You’ve been drinking.’ She spoke into his mouth. ‘And you haven’t  slept with me for weeks. Not even in the same room.’

         The combination of accusation and desire was too much; he drew  back. He wanted her desperately, but he needed to work.

         Galina ran into the room. ‘Can we eat? I’m starving!’

         ‘Yes, it’s lunchtime.’ Nina started tidying away her sewing.

         ‘Papa!’ Maxim ran in circles around him. ‘Look!’ He dived under the  table, and a moment later emerged with a gas mask over his face.

         Shostakovich stepped back. ‘Where the hell did you get that?’ His son  looked horrifying, a tiny body swaying under an enormous bovine head.  ‘Take it off. Take it off now! It’s not a toy.’

         ‘They’re issuing them at military headquarters,’ said Nina. ‘Eugene  used our ID cards. He managed to get one for everybody in the building.  It’s better to be prepared.’

         ‘There’s one for you, too, Papa.’ Like a dog wanting to please its master,  Galina brought over an armful of heavy rubber masks.

         ‘Put them back in the box, Galina,’ said Nina. ‘You heard what your  father said; they’re not play-things.’

         Straight-backed with disappointment, Galina walked away again, her  long braid swinging like the pendulum of a clock. ‘Don’t shove, Maxim.  Be careful. They are not toys.’

         ‘Nottoys,’ repeated Maxim. ‘Nottoys.’

         As they chattered on — ‘The breathing holes should face the left. No, not like that!’ — Shostakovich stopped listening to their words and heard the counterpoint in their voices. Was it two violins, or a violin and viola? The first line soared away and fell back: a yearning for distance, a desire for intimacy, until, for one perfect second, both strands became one —
         
 
         ‘What did you say?’ he said, startled.

         His children stood in front of him, and beside them was his wife, a ladle in her hand. All three faces displayed a similar exasperation. For a second, he had no idea who they were.

         ‘Mama was asking if you’d like some cabbage soup.’ Galina spoke slowly and deliberately, as if he were deaf.

         ‘Galina asked if you’d teach her some more sonata after lunch,’ said Nina.

         ‘Maxim ask if he can go to Grandma,’ chirped Maxim.

         Shostakovich felt a tightening in his chest. ‘Sorry! I just drifted away for a minute. Thinking about something else.’

         ‘Obviously,’ said Nina. ‘Soup?’

         ‘No soup, no thanks,’ he babbled. ‘You know how I feel about lunch before work. Not good for the mental faculties.’

         ‘Sonata?’ queried Galina, without much hope.

         ‘Grandma!’ demanded Maxim, going red in the face.

         Shostakovich took a deep breath. ‘I’ve got an excellent idea. Why don’t we ask Fenya to take you to Grandma’s this afternoon? Then Grandma can help Galina with the sonata. She’s a far better teacher than I am.’ Masterfully done! he heard Sollertinsky say wryly.
         

         Galina’s shoulders drooped. ‘I wanted you.’

         ‘A brilliant plan.’ Nina clashed glasses about on the table. ‘Flawed by the fact that Fenya hasn’t been coming to us for over a week. Nor will she be returning in the foreseeable future.’

         ‘She’s been … drafted?’

         ‘The city’s forming a female construction brigade. Fenya will have more important things to do than cook for us.’

         ‘Poor Fenya! She’ll be worn to the bone!’ Shostakovich sounded shocked. Don’t lie, you’re envious! laughed Sollertinsky. You want a piece of the action yourself!
         

         ‘I expect digging ditches is no more strenuous than visiting your mother,’ said Nina, tying a napkin round Maxim’s neck.

         Shostakovich backed away towards his workroom. The warmth in the kitchen, the babble and the steam, the information, accusations —
         

         ‘I have to work,’ he said faintly. And then defiantly, ‘I must work. I have work to do.’

         Without waiting for a reaction, he closed the door and marched to his desk. Once there, he sat for a minute, staring at the compositions waiting to be graded. In despair, he laid his head on the pile. When would life stop getting in the way of music? The scribbled lines of his students’ notations stretched before his eyes like undisciplined soldiers. 

      

      
    

  
    
      
         
         
 
         
            The horseman
            

         
 
         ‘I won’t go,’ said Sonya.
         
 
         It was mid-morning and a breeze was blowing, lifting the leaves on the plane trees so their silver undersides flashed like the bellies of trout. There was a similar nervous quality to the sunlight; it slipped down the gleaming onion-shaped domes as if, for today at least, it wanted to go unnoticed.
 
         It was barely ten minutes since they’d left the house, but already Nikolai could feel sweat running between his shoulder blades. He stepped aside to avoid a line of female factory workers pushing laden handcarts towards the outskirts of the city. They kept their eyes trained on the ground, anticipating bumps in the cobblestones; their sleeves were rolled up to reveal muscular arms. The rumbling wheels drowned out the rest of what Sonya was saying, but Nikolai could see her lips forming words that were definitely defiant.
 
         Finally the procession of carts reached the other side of the square and the racket died away. But now Sonya wouldn’t move at all. She stood like a donkey, feet braced on the stained stones. ‘I’m telling you, I won’t go,’ she said, stamping her foot. Nikolai had never seen anyone do this except on the stage, and he was surprised at the level of rage it conveyed. There was nothing remotely theatrical about it; it was as if Sonya’s white-hot anger needed an outlet and had conducted itself, like lightning, through the nearest object.
 
         ‘Sonya, it’s not for you to decide.’ He sounded sterner than he’d expected, considering his sorry state: streaked shirt, dripping hair and sinking heart. ‘You’re a child, and children don’t make decisions on such matters. It’s already been decided for you by —’ He hesitated. ‘By the officials of Leningrad. By the Chief of Staff, and the Chief of the General Staff, and the leaders of the army, and the leader of the Party — and, well, just all the important people you can imagine.’ He hoped he sounded sufficiently authoritative to stop further argument. If he let it slip that, even before the announcement of planned evacuations, he’d decided to send Sonya out of the city to her cousins, he’d be lost. ‘Pskov!’ she would exclaim in horror. ‘Pskov is just a little town! Mama would never have wanted me to go there. They don’t even have their own ballet company.’
         
 
         Sonya said nothing. She stuck out her bottom lip.
 
         ‘It won’t be for long,’ urged Nikolai. Why was it that parental lies came so easily, when children were rigorously trained to tell the truth? ‘It mightn’t be for long,’ he corrected himself. ‘You have to remember that Leningrad may not be safe to live in for a while.’
 
         ‘I don’t care! Do you think I’m a sissy? I suppose Gessen One blabbed to you about me rescuing that baby blackbird.’
 
         ‘I never listen to the Gessens, from One to Five. You know that.’ He put his arms around her, but it was like hugging a small unyielding tree.
 
         ‘What about Aunt Tanya?’ challenged Sonya. ‘Are the generals sending her away, too?’
 
         ‘Aunt Tanya is needed here.’
 
         ‘For what? Cleaning? I can clean. Why don’t you send Aunt Tanya off to Pskov instead of me?’
 
         ‘Tanya isn’t cleaning,’ sighed Nikolai. ‘She won’t even be helping us out any more. She’s going to work with some other women, building blockades.’
 
         ‘Blockades? What are they?’
 
         ‘Obstacles to keep the German tanks out.’ Supposedly, he added to himself. He’d seen the small forest of concrete pyramids sitting in the fields to the south-west of the city, backed by spindly wooden fences. If the Panzers got that far, they’d roll through with little more than a bump. ‘Can’t we walk while we talk?’ he pleaded. ‘I have to be at the hospital by twelve.’
         
 
         ‘All right.’ But Sonya looked stern. Clearly, the battle was far from over.
 
         They walked along the Moyka Canal in silence, but everywhere around them was shouting, hammering, the falling of timber, the constant clatter of wheels. The entire city was an anthill of activity, its citizens marching out in lines to dig and build. The energy infected Nikolai — not with a desire to be part of the action, but simply to believe it wasn’t all in vain. Leningrad, city of vapours and mist, built by dogged dreamers who’d balanced stone towers and gilt domes on top of quaking marshes! Foolhardy. He slapped his feet harder as he walked. Foolhardy and foolish. This had been a doomed city long before Hitler had set his sights on it.
         
 
         Sonya led the way over the Antonenko Bridge. She walked in a perfectly straight line but the parting in her hair was crooked, zigzagging to the left and the right. As if aware of Nikolai’s gaze, she spun around. ‘Can’t you walk a bit faster? If you’re going to be on time, we’ve only got four minutes to visit the Horseman and leave again.’
 
         ‘Perhaps your watch is fast? By my calculations we have at least five and a half minutes to spare.’
 
         Sonya ignored his half-hearted joke. She passed St Isaac’s Cathedral without a sideways glance, though normally she liked to walk up the steps and scrape her feet on the small iron oxen by the door. But when they reached their destination she gave a gasp. ‘The Horseman!’
 
         In front of them was the familiar bronze statue of Peter the Great. He sat astride his huge rearing horse, face averted from the city he’d founded, eyes fixed eternally on a far horizon. His sword had a greenish hue towards the hilt, but its tip was bright from the touch of many hands and the bent fetlock of his horse had been stroked to gold.
 
         ‘What are they doing?’ Sonya spoke in a half-whisper.
 
         The Czar and his horse stood as high as ever, but scurrying around the base, hacking away at the earth, were men and women with shovels and pickaxes. They’d driven poles into the ground, and were hammering a wooden platform on top of them. Immediately below the rearing horse stood an officer of the Home Guard. In spite of his shining brass buttons and his wide chest, he appeared puny, insignificant, as if he might be crushed by the giant hooves.
 
         ‘They’re putting a shelter around the Horseman.’ Nikolai stared at the bent backs and straining forearms, the jolt of shoulders when a shovel hit rock.
 
         ‘So that the Germans can’t hurt him?’ Sonya’s hand crept into his. ‘What would they do? Steal him?’
 
         ‘Maybe. Or smash him up.’
 
         Suddenly a pile of wood tipped off the platform and slid, with a roar, all the way down to the bottom of the earth mound.
         
 
         ‘Incompetent fools!’ shouted the officer, hitting the statue with his whip. Wham! Wham! The strokes rang out over the grunting and hammering. ‘How the hell can we keep out the Germans with clumsy bastards like you as defence?’
         
 
         ‘He doesn’t need to hit the horse!’ said Sonya indignantly.
 
         ‘Nor abuse the men like that.’ Nikolai had just realised who the officer was: Vladimir Lisin who, many years earlier, had married a friend from Nikolai’s student days. Just three months after her wedding, Anya Lisin had pushed her way out onto the attic windowsill, balanced there for a second, then hurled herself into the street. Her skull had cracked, her delicate ribcage smashed, but her disappointed heart had gone on beating for several hours afterwards, as if rebuking the brutish Lisin for as long as possible.
 
         ‘We should get on,’ he said abruptly.
 
         But already Lisin was slithering down the dirt mountain, his spurred heels digging into the ground. For a second it seemed his cold gaze would pass over them, then he gave a start of recognition. ‘Nikolai Nikolayev? Am I right?’
 
         ‘You are.’ Nikolai’s throat clenched with dislike. ‘But we’re just on our way.’
 
         ‘To —?’ asked Lisin, as if it were his job to oversee the movements of every citizen in Leningrad.
 
         ‘Papa has a hospital appointment,’ announced Sonya. ‘We mustn’t be late.’
 
         ‘A worthy attitude.’ Lisin slapped his boot with his riding crop. ‘Punctuality wins ground. Lateness loses wars.’ He laughed, revealing crooked and stained teeth.
 
         Sonya stared up at him. ‘My father’s going for his medical examination for the army, and I must go home to pack my bags. I’m leaving Leningrad soon.’ There were bright spots of red on her cheekbones.
 
         ‘You won’t be leaving right away,’ said Nikolai, squeezing her hand. ‘But Sonya is right. We have places to go. Please excuse us.’
 
         ‘How’s your wife?’ Lisin seemed reluctant to return to work. ‘I remember seeing her years ago in a performance by the Leningrad Philharmonic. Tchaikovsky, if my memory serves me right. Such beauty, such talent! Is she still playing?’
 
         ‘My wife is dead.’ It had taken Nikolai four years to say this sentence without hesitation, and five to achieve it without a break in his voice. Now his words sounded as flat and chilly as the flanks of the metal horse.
         
 
         ‘Dead?’ Lisin flushed. ‘I’m sorry to hear that. Such a looker! Such a gorgeous woman, dead!’
 
         Nikolai clenched his right hand in his pocket. He wanted to smash Lisin to the ground, topple him like a tree in front of the labourers he’d been swearing at — and let them cover him over with soil and suffocate him.
 
         ‘My wife was indeed beautiful.’ He spoke as coldly as he dared. ‘As, I believe, was yours. The difference is that my wife was taken from me, whereas yours —’ He paused. ‘Well, of what value is life, when living is a hell?’
 
         ‘How dare you speak to me like that!’ Lisin’s face was florid but his eyes were as pale as a wolf’s. ‘What do you know about my marriage? What do you know?’
         
 
         Several women stopped their digging to listen. Their half-curious, half-blank stares reminded Nikolai of cattle. So this is what we are reduced to, he thought. Before they’ve even marched into our streets, the Germans are reducing us to animals.
         
 
         ‘Come on,’ he said to Sonya. ‘Come away quickly.’
 
         ‘How dare you?’ Lisin was almost screaming. ‘You’ll soon know about living hell, damn you. The Germans will get you! You’ll be punished!’
 
         Nikolai couldn’t remember the last time he’d felt such rage. He spoke loudly over his shoulder, not caring if the staring workers heard. ‘Be careful on whom you wish that fate. Even the Third Reich doesn’t look kindly on men like you.’
 
         Once they reached a small deserted square, he stopped and took a deep breath. ‘That’s a man whom it’s better to stay well clear of. Remember that, Mouse. If you ever see him again, put your head down and walk away.’
 
         ‘Why was he so angry?’ Sonya was breathless. ‘How did his wife die? Did the Germans kill her?’
 
         ‘Nothing like that. The Germans were still our friends back then. Maybe one day —’
 
         ‘When I’m older, I suppose —’
 
         ‘Even I don’t like thinking about it, so I’d rather you didn’t have to.’
 
         ‘He used very nasty language. The Nazis seem to bring out the worst in people. Whatever will happen to Aunt Tanya? She was cross enough before the war.’
 
         ‘In some families,’ explained Nikolai, ‘the eldest child ends up with the lion’s share of the responsibility. Aunt Tanya was a lot older than Mama, so she had to look after everything and do most of the chores. I suppose that’s why she comes across as a bit —’ He had a sudden heart-wrenching vision of Tanya, scarf knotted around her face, driving a pickaxe into rock-hard soil.
         
 
         ‘A bit bossy?’ suggested Sonya.
 
         ‘Efficient,’ modified Nikolai. ‘And now she’s being efficient for the whole of Leningrad.’
 
         ‘God help her, wherever she is now,’ said Sonya cosily.
 
         ‘Sonya!’
 
         ‘What?’ Sonya looked defensive. ‘I’m just saying what Mrs Gessen said about Grandma Gessen.’
 
         ‘Grandma Gessen died of pneumonia. Aunt Tanya is ditch-digging somewhere near the Forelli Hospital. There’s a slight difference.’
 
         ‘I’m sure Mama’s glad to be in the sky right now,’ mused Sonya, ‘rather than down here being ordered about by horrible men.’ She walked in silence for a minute, and then caught Nikolai’s elbow. ‘Oh, no! I have to go straight home! I can’t come to the hospital.’
 
         ‘It’s just up ahead.’ Nikolai pointed past a line of trucks piled with concrete pillars. ‘Anyway, I don’t like you walking on your own.’
 
         ‘But I haven’t done my morning practice yet, and it’s nearly afternoon.’
 
         ‘Is that all?’ He was relieved. ‘Can’t you just add some time onto your afternoon session?’
 
         ‘No, it’s not the same!’ She stepped blindly into the street, narrowly missing an oncoming bicycle
 
         Nikolai pulled her back onto the pavement. Her heart was beating so hard her whole body was shaking. ‘The check-up won’t take long,’ he said, though he suspected this was another lie.
 
         ‘You don’t understand! Morning practice has to be done in the morning, afternoon practice in the afternoon and evening practice after dinner. Otherwise everything goes wrong.’
 
         ‘What goes wrong?’ He began to feel concerned. ‘You mean your playing?’
 
         ‘Not just my playing. Everything!’ She flicked her braids back with desperation. ‘Things will not be … safe.’
 
         Nikolai felt a chill run through him. What did she mean, things would not be —
 
         ‘Greetings, Nikolai Nikolayev and Sonya Nikolayevska!’ Shostakovich stood in front of them, dressed in a jacket and tie, his cowlick slicked back off his forehead. ‘Where might an esteemed violinist and a promising cellist be heading on such a fine day?’
         
 
         ‘Mr Shostakovich!’ In a second Sonya’s anxiety disappeared. ‘Papa’s going for his medical exam, although he’s promised he will try not to fight in the war. And I’m going home to do my practice.’ She fished her key out from her dress, the sunlight catching in the silver chain.
 
         ‘You have your own latch-key!’ Shostakovich recognised the importance of this instantly. ‘When were you entrusted with that?’
 
         ‘Only this week. Aunt Tanya isn’t home any more to let me in. I could have had one for a lot longer, though. I never lose things.’
 
         ‘If more Russians had your responsible nature,’ replied Shostakovich gravely, ‘our country wouldn’t be in this pickle.’ He looked at Nikolai. ‘So you’re volunteering? According to Sollertinsky, there’s no need in the world. You’ll be evacuated before it comes to that. The Philharmonia and the Conservatoire are two of the cultural jewels in our Great Leader’s crown.’ Behind his glasses, his eyes glinted with contempt.
 
         ‘Sollertinsky could be right.’ Nikolai nodded. ‘He always seems to know what decisions are being made behind closed conference doors. All the same, I’m going through with the medical exam as a kind of … superstitious precaution.’ This was as close as he could come to explain his motives, even to himself.
 
         ‘I fully understand. Sometimes intuition is the only voice worth listening to. It’s impossible to know or predict what will happen.’ Shostakovich glanced up at the sky. ‘Although Nina wants us to leave, I feel I have to stay for as long as possible. These are my streets. Leningrad has provided the ground bass to my entire life.’ He took off his glasses and rubbed the lenses on his sleeve. Unmasked, he looked both vulnerable and determined — much as he might have at the age of nineteen, accepting applause for his First Symphony from an enraptured audience.
         
 
         ‘But can you continue to work? In the midst of all this upheaval?’
 
         ‘I’ve finally forced them to take me — a four-eyed bat — into the Home Guard.’ Shostakovich looked satisfied. ‘I intend to hammer and dig and build until there’s no breath left in me. No doubt I’ll still be required to compose rousing tunes for the purpose of raising morale. But twenty-four-hour service is nothing more than I owe. I’d be nothing without Leningrad.’
 
         ‘I suspect the feeling’s mutual. The whole of the city takes pride in your achievements.’
 
         For a second, Shostakovich looked testy. ‘It’s nothing. It’s my job.’ He shuffled his feet. ‘Well, I must be going. There’s no time these days for real conversation. Action — this is how it’ll be from now on. Possibly for a lamentably long time.’
         
 
         ‘I must go, too.’ Sonya pulled up her socks in a decisive manner. ‘My cello’s waiting, and I’ve got a lot of tidying to do.’
 
         ‘Tidying?’ Shostakovich looked approving. ‘We could do with you in our household. Things are too often in a state of chaos, especially now we no longer have our domestic help. I suppose you’re completely quiet when tidying?’
 
         ‘My quietness is one reason that Papa calls me Mouse,’ agreed Sonya. ‘By the way, who’s the bossy one in your household?’
 
         ‘The bossy one?’ Shostakovich considered this. ‘I think you could say that every member of my family is bossy. Myself, certainly, and definitely Mrs Shostakovich — not to mention my mother and Galina. Maxim is probably the least bossy, which is why he’ll make a second-rate conductor. He’s not enough of a dictator to be the best.’
         
 
         ‘He’s three years old,’ laughed Nikolai, clapping Shostakovich on the shoulder. ‘You may yet be spared the agony of having a conductor in the family.’
 
         ‘What’s wrong with conductors?’ enquired Sonya.
 
         ‘Nothing at all,’ said Nikolai. ‘One of Mr Shostakovich’s best friends is a conductor.’
 
         ‘Unfortunately,’ said Shostakovich to Sonya, ‘your father’s telling the truth. May I escort you part of the way home?’
 
         ‘Thank you.’ She tucked her hand under his arm a little primly, more like a grown woman than a nine-year-old girl. ‘I’ll be holding my thumbs all the way home,’ she promised Nikolai, ‘for good luck with your examination.’
 
         ‘Good luck, indeed,’ said Shostakovich. ‘Though I expect you’ll have no problem today. You’ll be pronounced either fit to fight or fit to toil. The difficulty will come later, when they want to remove you from the city altogether, telling you that preserving Leningrad’s culture is more important than preserving Leningrad itself.’
 
         ‘One hurdle at a time. At any rate, such conflicts of duty and conscience have dogged us long before this crisis.’ Nikolai spoke smoothly, but he felt a stab of anger at the way Shostakovich seemed to consider himself exempt from such pressure. Did he really believe the authorities would allow one of Russia’s most esteemed composers to stay behind, digging ditches, while lesser talents were removed to safety?
         
 
         He watched Sonya parade away on the arm of Dmitri Shostakovich, possibly the most famous man she’d ever encounter. The upward tilt of her face suggested that she was engaging in polite conversation, possibly enquiring about Maxim’s extreme shyness, which seemed to prey on her mind, or Galina’s ambition to become a world-class ballerina. But at the corner of Dominkovskaia Street she turned to check that Nikolai was still watching, and raised her free hand in the air to show him that she was holding her thumb for luck.

      

      
    

  
    
      
         
         

         
            The secretive nature of the Elias men
            

         
 
         Elias’s father, although talkative, had been a secretive man. He was a shoemaker who’d hauled himself up by his bootlaces to reach a platform of unshakeable self-satisfaction. If his acquired veneer had chinks in it, if his grammar let him down or his table manners slipped, he refused to acknowledge these things. His armour was one of suppression, hammered out over many years.
         
 
         An accomplished craftsman, he was an artist in one area only: the art of hiding things. Hiding his background, hiding his weaknesses, hiding remorse, nostalgia and grief. By the time Karl was born, Mr Eliasberg was already adept at ignoring anything that revealed the person he’d once been.
 
         Often he strode about the house naked. The more physically open he was, it seemed, the less emotion he felt obliged to reveal. One of his few pleasures was bathing. As late as October, when the sky was leaden, he’d coerce his wife — who didn’t care for swimming — and his son — who couldn’t swim — into providing an unwilling audience. Karl and his mother would sit on their coats, on a carpet of dank leaves, watching as Mr Eliasberg pulled off his over-shirt and trousers and rushed for the water. After interminable splashing, he’d rise up from the weed-filled shallows, his hairy legs streaming and his pendulous balls hanging behind a penis shrivelled with cold. At this point Karl would avert his eyes and begin talking about anything, anything at all, so he didn’t have to look at him.
 
         ‘What’s the problem with Karl Eliasberg? Is he offended by the human body?’
 
         Nearly thirty years later, Elias could still hear the braided emotions in his father’s voice: exhibitionism mixed with self-regard and scorn. It wasn’t the human body that had made his ten-year-old self squirm, simply the fact that it was his father’s body. In full view of his mother! Sitting there on her darned coat, her arms folded against the biting air! The shame of it all had seeped into his soul, just as the chill seeped into his bones.
         
 
         Elias remembered this now, as he stood self-consciously in a makeshift cubicle, his shirt lying limply over the screen and his braces in shameful loops. ‘You can keep your trousers on,’ the doctor had said, before beginning his barrage of tests. Elias had flushed with relief. He couldn’t remember the last time someone else had seen his legs. He stood sucking in his breath, and avoided looking in the mirror that hung on the cloth wall.
 
         The stethoscope felt icy on his left breast. He couldn’t control his shivering, and he knew this wasn’t entirely from the cold.
 
         ‘Try to relax.’ The doctor was well trained in remaining expressionless. ‘We don’t want to push up the heart rate before we’ve recorded it.’
 
         Why, wondered Elias, did he say ‘we’? It wasn’t the doctor who was subjected to indignities, not the doctor who had rough sticks thrust onto his tongue and a light shone in his eyes.
 
         ‘We’re very thin, aren’t we.’
 
         The doctor’s comment buzzed against Elias’s ribs, sounding almost like a reproach. Judgement follows me wherever I go, he thought. Like a tick burrowing into his skin, it was, and had always been, the bane of his life.
         
 
         The doctor continued to move the chilly metal mouth over his chest, murmuring and scribbling on his notepad.
 
         ‘I’m a conductor,’ announced Elias suddenly. He wasn’t sure why he said this — except, perhaps, that he was beginning to find the silence in the screened-off cell acutely embarrassing. But his information turned out to be not irrelevant after all.
 
         The doctor raised his head with interest. If Elias was a conductor, that accounted for the imbalance of muscles between the two sides of the body, particularly in the biceps and triceps. ‘Mind you,’ he added, ‘that fellow Mravinsky is a muscular brute all over.’
 
         ‘Hmmm.’ Now it was Elias’s turn to murmur. Was he supposed to respond to this?
 
         ‘Mravinsky may look angular,’ explained the doctor, ‘but it’s my opinion this has something to do with the length of his head. His skull is extraordinarily long and narrow, and his high forehead adds to the impression of leanness. In fact, he has the chest of a carthorse, and his arms would do a wrestler proud. My wife has quite a passion for him — as, I believe, do most of the women in Leningrad.’
         
 
         Elias’s forced laugh turned into a cough. ‘You’re right. Mravinsky is quite the film star. One stands in awe of his physique, not to mention his technique.’
 
         ‘Some of us are born to lead,’ agreed the doctor, ‘and some to follow. The important thing is to find your place early in life and accept it. Envy does terrible things to the body. I’ve seen people eaten up by it, like some kind of canker.’ He slid his pen into his top pocket with the confidence of a man who has long known his place in life. ‘Are you resident with an orchestra yourself?’
 
         Elias squared his shoulders and tried to forget that his torso was covered with goose bumps. ‘Yes, I am. The Radio Orchestra.’
 
         The doctor appeared unimpressed. ‘I don’t go to concerts often. It’s more my wife’s thing. When we do go, it’s to the Philharmonic, on account of Mravinsky, of course.’
 
         ‘Of course,’ repeated Elias. ‘Why not see the best, especially if it’s a once-a-year occasion?’ He noticed there were small rye crumbs hanging in the doctor’s moustache, as well as what looked like a smear of egg on his shirt.
 
         ‘Music will be taking a back seat for a while,’ said the doctor. ‘Along with most of life’s other little pleasures, I’m afraid.’ Yet he didn’t sound particularly regretful.
 
         Elias began buttoning his shirt. If the doctor were a member of the Radio Orchestra, he would tell him to leave. ‘Your presence is no longer required,’ he would say. ‘You may return only when you can prove your diligence is equal to your calling.’ He felt like informing the doctor that he had a total of a hundred and six musicians in his charge.
 
         ‘I must go.’ The doctor sounded as if he’d lost interest in Elias and his profession which was important only in times of peace. ‘I’ve got another thirty-five men waiting to be examined.’
 
         ‘What now?’ Irrationally, Elias felt abandoned.
 
         ‘Your notes will be assessed, and if possible the results presented to you before you leave the hospital.’
 
         Too late, Elias understood that the shape of his future was scribbled on the sheet in the doctor’s left hand. ‘Could you tell me —?’ he began.
 
         But the doctor was gone, hurrying away to his thirty-five waiting men, or perhaps, en route, to a bowl of cabbage soup in the hospital canteen.
         
 
         Elias sank onto the hard wooden chair, cursing his pride. Why did he always alienate others, however friendly they were? He was so damned quick to take offence, even when none was intended. And now he’d even fastened his shirt wrongly, so the tails hung unevenly over his knees. Mechanically, he began undoing the buttons.
 
         ‘Karl Illyich Eliasberg?’ A stout nurse peered around the screen.
 
         ‘Yes, I am Elias!’ He sprang to his feet, crossing his arms over his bare chest.
 
         She barely looked at him. ‘You’re to wait in the main hallway. The health officers will assess your case and call you when they’ve reached a verdict.’
 
         Clumsily, hastily, he launched himself after her, his tie trailing. ‘Can’t you tell me if I’ve passed?’ He cringed, both at his ingratiating tone and his choice of words. You’re not hoping for top results in a composition exam, you fool! In fact, if he ‘passed’ this test, his only reward would be a rifle in his hands, boots on his feet, and a terror more complete than anything he’d ever experienced.
         
 
         Still, he drifted like a child behind the nurse.
 
         ‘I can’t say.’ Her feet slapped on the cracked floor. ‘But from what I’ve seen and heard —’ she pushed through the door — ‘you’re not fit for much.’ And with that they emerged into a hallway crowded with men, many of whom turned to stare at the formidable-looking nurse pursued by a half-dressed, bespectacled weakling. ‘I can’t say,’ she repeated, scanning the corridor. ‘It’s not my job.’
 
         Elias trudged to the end of the corridor. His head was down, but he was sure all eyes were on him, pitying him. The war had ripped open the small safe world of Leningrad, but nothing else had changed. Keeping his eyes fixed on the ground, he concentrated on small tasks: re-knotting his tie, straightening his collar. Soon the desultory conversation, the roll-call of names and the clash of the swing doors merged into a muddy shade of grey that was close enough to peace.
         
 
         After a long time he heard his name being called. His heart tripped and started up again, out of time. This was it. He forced himself to look up — and saw a bearded face, tired eyes, a slightly grubby collar. It was Nikolai.
 
         ‘I thought it was you at the end of the line! What a surprise!’
 
         Elias let out his breath. ‘Yes, it’s me, I’m afraid.’
 
         ‘Don’t apologise.’ Nikolai shook his damp hand. ‘I’m glad to see someone I know. I can’t tell you what an ordeal my day’s been — even before I reached this hellhole.’
 
         Stupidly, Elias stood pumping Nikolai’s arm as if trying to produce water from a well. He found it hard to let go.
         
 
         ‘Have you had your medical yet?’ Casually, Nikolai extracted his hand from Elias’s grip and wiped it on the seat of his trousers.
 
         ‘Hours ago. At least, I think it was hours. I seem to have lost track of time.’ Was it this that was making him feel so odd? Normally he could estimate the time of day to the nearest minute.
 
         ‘Surely your position will give you exemption from —’ Nikolai looked down the dingy hallway, where men stood leaning on walls or slumped on the floor — ‘from this mayhem and what it will lead to?’
 
         ‘I believe so. For a while, at least. But I’ve heard of others — others who haven’t allowed their positions to protect them. I feel I should follow suit.’ It wasn’t usual for Elias to volunteer information, but today his tongue was behaving as unpredictably as his hands. ‘Our musical colleagues, for example. Some of our most esteemed colleagues have tried not once but several times to pass the medical. I find this … inspirational.’
 
         ‘You’re not talking about Shostakovich, are you?’
 
         ‘Oh, he’s one example,’ said Elias diffidently.
 
         Nikolai frowned. ‘I’m extremely fond of Dmitri, and his music is ground-breaking — but I don’t know if he’s the best person to emulate. He operates entirely within his own moral system, and effects his own self-imposed duties with little thought of the consequences.’
 
         Elias looked up at the high windows, at the swaying cobwebs and the pigeon droppings spattered on the dusty glass. He half-closed his eyes against the sun (he couldn’t see, he didn’t want to see). ‘But Shostakovich has such purpose! He’s someone I ad-ad-admire. Someone I t-t-try to —’
 
         But before his stutter could grow worse, and before Nikolai could voice any other unwelcome opinions, a clerk with a pencil-thin moustache approached them. Mr Eliasberg, he announced, had emphysema of the left lung and had been given a Grade 4 rating, meaning he would not be required for military service in the immediate future.
 
         Elias stammered out thanks to the clerk, and a farewell to Nikolai, and he reeled from the building. The warmth of the late afternoon washed over him; the air felt like silk. He leaned on the stone balustrade until his legs felt strong enough to carry him. Once in the street he proceeded in his usual composed manner, but his bearing was that of a liberated man, and his relief was so profound that he began whistling under his breath. He stopped only when he remembered that, although he felt as if the war was over, the worst was still to come.

      

      
    

  
    
      
         
         

         
            The march
            

         
 
         All day the sky had looked like the ground. In the morning, the clouds lined up in neat undulating rows, like a freshly ploughed field. Later they dispersed, merging into each other so that by mid-afternoon they resembled an endless grey stretch of sand. The world, it seemed, had inverted.
         
 
         Shostakovich — looking up, wiping his hands on his trousers — remembered his first trip to the sea. He’d been five, sickly, wrapped up in rugs. It must have been summer then, as it was now. Through a crack in the cart, he’d seen fields bristling with flax, heard the seed-pods popping, and smelt their honeyed sweetness. When the horse had stopped suddenly — at a gate or a ford — he hadn’t been able to stop his stomach heaving, and a mess of chunky bile dribbled out over the blanket. He’s a bad traveller, someone had said, mopping him up with paper that scratched his chin. Dmitri’s always been the delicate one. The next thing he remembered was being lifted out of the cart, salt air sweeping through his lungs, clearing away the smell of horse-shit and the heavy yellow scent of hay. ‘The sea!’ he’d cried, and he left his rugs lying on the sand and headed towards the vast expanse of ocean. Glittering, unpeopled, it was infinitely more inviting than the cosy dacha behind the dunes, with its rounded rose bushes, a jug of cornflowers on the windowsill and a bubbling pot on the fire.
         
 
         Recently, he felt as if he’d lost sight of the sea. He’d allowed himself once more to be wrapped in rugs (institutional, familial) so he could no longer reach that enormous, necessary loneliness. Loneliness was undoubtedly a vital part of it all, though not always easy to achieve. He  winced as he remembered the previous night (the pain was far sharper  than that of the reddening welts on his hands). ‘I’m working, goddamn  it!’ he’d shouted. ‘Get out of my room!’
         
 
         Nina’s mouth had become smaller and tighter, as if trying to suppress  the drama that always surrounded her husband. ‘Your room! Your home,  your children. Everything is yours until it demands something of you, at  which point you disappear like a snowflake in a fire.’
         

         She was right. He’d recognised this even in the midst of his desperation  to be left alone. How deftly she exposed his character! As neatly as  gutting a fish: no squeamishness or mercy, in with the blade, and there  were his innards, spilled out for the world to see. Yes, he admired her  astuteness — but he wished she’d get the hell out of his working space.

         Slowly, ostentatiously, she gathered up her books, walked from the  room and closed the door.

         Shostakovich watched the door handle; when the latch reached its  resting position, there was a click. The noise both sealed him off and  liberated him.

         ‘Alone at last,’ he said loudly enough for Nina to hear. ‘Finally, alone!’  She understood the reasons for his fierce demands — why, then, did he  always have to fight for his rights?

         And so, with the added pressure of having to prove himself right, he’d  written all night, and had turned up for work with the Home Guard with  heavy eyes and a body that was already intolerably weary.

         ‘You look tired.’ It was Boris Trauberg, the oafish pianist whose  appointment at the Conservatoire had been opposed by both Sollertinsky  and Shostakovich. He’d spent the last twenty minutes poking ineffectually  at the sides of the trench, sweating profusely, making no progress at all.  ‘Little wonder you’re exhausted. Ditch-digging is no occupation for men  like us.’

         Shostakovich spat on a callus on his hand and looked at Boris’s shiny  face. He resented being placed in the same category as a toad, even by  the toad himself. ‘I was working last night. If I look tired, it’s because I  only had a couple of hours’ sleep.’

         ‘Working?’ Boris looked annoyed, as if he’d hoped war would level all  creative differences. ‘Can we expect another hit for the people — a new  national anthem, even?’ He closed his eyes and hummed a few bars of  the Internationale rather badly.

         ‘I believe our leader remains happy with the current version,’ replied Shostakovich. ‘Until he commissions a new one, I’ll continue working on my own compositions. Of which —’ he bowed over his shovel, as if Boris the Toad were worthy of respect — ‘of which I can’t speak for superstitious reasons. I’m sure you understand, from whatever it is you’re working on.’ Knowing that Boris had as much artistic ability as one of Sollertinsky’s pug dogs, he waited with interest for a response.
         
 
         Boris stared suspiciously at him. ‘I’m keeping in practice, if that’s what you’re implying. It would be foolhardy not to. We’ll only be doing this donkey’s work until planes are organised to lift us out of here.’

         ‘I’m surprised you’re in such a hurry to leave the city that’s offered you such great opportunities. After all, your professional career took root in Leningrad’s Conservatoire and your future is flourishing on its soil.’ Greatly helped, he felt like adding, by the fact that you’re a distant cousin of the cultural minister.
         

         ‘But I won’t be leaving the Conservatoire.’ Boris pursed his rubbery lips. ‘At present I am digging for it, and soon I will be evacuated with it.’
         

         ‘The Conservatoire will remain,’ said Shostakovich. ‘Musicians and composers will come and go. But the Conservatoire will live on in its permanence and greatness — exactly, one hopes, as Mother Russia will.’ He spoke as sarcastically as he dared. Opposing the Toad’s appointment had been risky enough, considering the status of his third cousin. Implying that the Red Army might be at a disadvantage — poorly armed and undertrained, lacking in supplies, and especially in expertise after the purge of Tukhachevsky and other experienced generals — well, such an implication might be enough to send Boris bleating to the Kremlin.

         ‘You speak the truth.’ The Toad chose to interpret his words as complimentary. ‘We’re nothing but bricks and mortar in the great wall of national culture.’

         Shostakovich winced. There was no reason in the world to voice such sentiments unless facing a jail sentence or worse. ‘A shabby assortment of bricks,’ he said, glancing at their companions. A few were digging in a desultory way, but most had thrown aside their tools and were sitting in the shade, engaged in earnest discussion. They might as well have been in a lunch restaurant, he thought, or the staffroom of the Conservatoire. The sight of Horowitz waving his puny white arms as if delivering a lecture on nineteenth-century orchestration, and of Possokhov’s skinny ankles protruding from his suit trousers, made his heart sink. Boris was right. These men belonged in concert halls and lecture theatres. As defence workers, they were as useless as babies.

         A young officer strode up beside them. ‘What’s going on here? Why are you wasting time gossiping?’ His voice had only a thin veneer of authority. With his smooth chin and round blue eyes, he looked young enough to be one of their sons. ‘Well?’ he snapped.
         
 
         Boris gave an ingratiating smile. ‘We were discussing Comrade Shostakovich’s musical contribution to this confounded war. He was about to elaborate on his work in progress.’ He glanced sideways at Shostakovich. Now you have to tell me! said his treacherous smirk.
         

         The officer gave a start at Shostakovich’s name and his right arm jerked, as if suppressing a salute. But he’d been trained to overlook individual attributes in favour of the wider causes of Party and Country. ‘We’re not here to talk music. We’re here to dig! The ditch has to reach the hospital walls by evening, and we’ll stay here until it does.’

         Boris ducked his head deferentially, but once the officer’s back was turned, he winked. ‘We may be hollowing out the ground,’ he whispered. ‘But we’re filling in time, if you get my meaning.’ Slithering into the shallow trench, he jabbed at the rock-hard earth with his shovel. A tiny rivulet of soil, not even enough to fill a thimble, ran over his borrowed boot.

         The officer turned back to Shostakovich. He opened his mouth, but any awkward apology was drowned out by a blast of martial music. Around the corner of the Forelli Hospital appeared a long line of men marching in an unsteady way, three abreast. Some were in threadbare uniforms, but most wore their own thick trousers and jackets.

         ‘Volunteers from the Kuibyshev District. Just look at them.’ Again, the officer’s voice was a tangle of emotions: contempt mixed with what sounded like pity.

         Shostakovich stared at the ragged men. ‘They’re scarcely armed! There’s barely one rifle between five of them.’

         The young officer remained silent. Perhaps it was more than his life was worth to comment on the decision to send men to the front line armed with home-made hammers and swords made from melted-down printing presses.

         The volunteers laboured on, their eyes trained straight ahead. As the final rank approached, Shostakovich dropped his shovel and started forward.

         ‘Fleishman? Is that you?’

         The man at the end of the row turned, and a fleeting smile appeared on his face. He raised his arm in greeting but continued to march.

         ‘Fleishman! Stop!’ Shostakovich took a useless step forward. The ditch between them was narrow, but the space was uncrossable: one was a civilian, the other had become a soldier.
         

         ‘I know him!’ he cried, turning to the officer. ‘He was my student.’ Already Fleishman’s thin back was disappearing into the distance, his shoulders squared inside an overly large jacket. ‘One of my more promising students,’ he added. ‘He was writing an opera.’

         ‘Operas won’t win the war.’

         ‘Neither will sending untrained, unarmed boys to the Front.’ Shostakovich was hot with anger. ‘They’ll never come back alive. They’re doomed, every one of them.’

         The officer stiffened. ‘Just dig the bloody ditch. Finished by nightfall, I said!’ He strode over to the men sitting beside the bushes in their incongruous suits and neat leather shoes. Picking up Possokhov’s books, he threw them in the air. The blue covers spread like wings, releasing a few loose pages which the officer stamped into the dust.

         Miserably, Shostakovich bent to his work. His blistered palms felt as if they would bleed.

         Suddenly there was a rush of air beside him. ‘Mr Shostakovich!’ It was Fleishman, his normally pale cheeks blotched with red. ‘I can’t stay — I’ll be court-martialled, or worse.’ His hands were trembling as he shoved a crushed mess of pages at Shostakovich. ‘Could you look after this? It’s not finished, which is why I was taking it with me. I thought I might have time, in the evenings —’ He stopped. ‘But when I saw you here, it seemed as if it was meant to be. Could you take care of it until I get back? Perhaps have a quick look at it?’

         Shostakovich grasped Fleishman’s thin wrists. ‘Of course I will. In the names of Chekhov and Fleishman!’

         Despair swept over Fleishman’s face. ‘I’m sorry the score’s in such a mess. And there’s a dreadful aria in the second act that you’ll probably pull to pieces. Remember it’s in its early stages, and I have a lot of work to do when I … If I —’ He pulled away. ‘I must catch up with the guard.’

         He was gone as quickly as he’d arrived, a gangly figure with patched boots. Shostakovich sank down in the trench, staring at the notes: hundreds of them running over crooked staves, accompanied by scribbled stage directions and crossings-out and over-scorings. It was like looking into someone else’s brain: a mass of information gathered over years of listening and learning, half-followed threads, half-exposed themes.
         

         ‘What’s that you’ve got there?’ Boris sidled up. ‘Rothschild’s Violin. What’s that?’
         

         ‘None of your business.’ Shostakovich spoke curtly, but he felt like crying. ‘Nor should it be mine. Unfortunately, one result of this war is that we’re all forced to do things for which we’re not even remotely qualified.’

         Although the comment wasn’t directed at him, Boris looked offended. ‘We all know you’re a genius, Dmitri, while the rest of us are merely artisans. But how will your precious talent save us when the Germans come marching in, raping our women and smashing the skulls of our children? Will your symphonies stop the bullets that are already flying in the streets of Moscow?’

         Shostakovich removed his glasses, so that Boris’s face became a round pink blur. He wiped the grit out of his eyes. He was about to tell Boris to get back to the only work for which he was fit, grubbing around in the dirt. But as Boris’s voice hammered on, a tinny tune emerged from the insults. Just as he grasped it (a mindlessly repetitive tune, but there was something there) and was trying to memorise it, annoyingly Boris stopped.

         ‘You were saying?’ Shostakovich gazed away in a casual manner. ‘Something about my worthless opera, its neurotic quality, its excessive number of notes? But surely you’re simply quoting the famous Pravda editorial, Comrade. Have you no views of your own?’
         

         The ploy worked. Instantly Boris started up again, his voice chipping away like the pickaxes behind them. ‘Your conceited nature obstructs your music … Your ego is larger than what you write …’ And once more Shostakovich heard the tune.

         Pizzicato, that was it! A pizzicato refrain rising from a melancholic E flat melody like a puppet rising from a heap of toys. Unseen hands pulled on the strings (slowly, relentlessly) until the puppet was marching. The wooden tune spread from the strings to the woodwind, and battled repetitively against the snare drums. ‘Idiotic,’ said Boris’s voice from amid the growing din. ‘Arrogant. Imitative.’

         ‘Exactly!’ The words burst out of Shostakovich. ‘You’re right! The themes of fascism. It will be a fascist march.’ As he put his spectacles back on, the Toad’s face leapt into focus.
         

         ‘What did you say?’ Boris glared. ‘Did you call me a fascist?’

         ‘Not at all, my dear Boris!’ Shostakovich was blazing with excitement. ‘To tell the truth, I’ve never felt more kindly towards you than now. Do you have a pen? I seem to have dropped mine during the digging.’
         

         Boris stuck a hand into his shapeless trousers and drew out the tiny stub of a pencil. ‘Here. But be sure to give it back. It still has some wear in it.’

         ‘Certainly, my good fellow. In such uncertain times, you’re wise to take care of your belongings. One never knows where the next pencil will come from. Perhaps the pencils of the entire nation will be sequestered for fortifications.’

         Boris, looking nonplussed, trailed away, and Shostakovich glanced around for the officer, who was haranguing a respected music historian for sitting against a handcart, reading. Furtively, he scribbled a few lines on the back of Fleishman’s manuscript. True, the pencil was as blunt as Boris’s wit and it wrote as badly as Boris played the piano — but it was enough. He’d captured it!

         He longed for evening, for the slowly creeping ditch to reach the hospital grounds and for the officer to dismiss his incompetent volunteers. As soon as he got home, he would begin writing.

      

      
    

  
    
      
         
         

         
            Counting down 
            

         
   
         Once again, Nikolai was shut out of Sonya’s room. He sat staring at the familiar contours of the door: the crack where Sonya had thrown her overshoe, and the polished handle which warned, Keep out! You’re not wanted here.
         

         He obeyed, though he was desperately aware of each minute ticking away on the kitchen clock. Sixty minutes. Fifty-nine, fifty-eight, fifty-seven. He gnawed at his thumbnail and wiped the blood off on the tablecloth. ‘Sonya! How are you getting on in there?’ He tried for nonchalance, but his voice was ragged.
         

         No sound came from behind the door. Over the past week, Sonya had become increasingly silent, her chatter drying up like a creek-bed in summer. Wordlessly, she’d watched Nikolai chopping onions, scrutinising him so intently that he became flustered.
         

         ‘Do you want to crack the eggs?’ he’d asked. ‘You know I’m useless at that.’

         Her black-pebble eyes were inscrutable in her round face. She shook her head and watched him smash the egg, sticking his thumbs in it, mashing shell into the yolk. ‘You see?’ he pointed out. ‘You should have done it while you had the chance!’

         Peering into the bowl, she’d picked up a fork and extracted the splinters. But still she said nothing.

         They sat down for dinner with the politeness of strangers. Sonya moved carefully about on her chair, positioning it so that the seat was lined up exactly with the edge of the table. Finally seeming satisfied, she gave a small nod. ‘It’s a pity Aunt Tanya couldn’t be here,’ she said, moving her water glass one inch to the right.
         

         ‘She could probably do with a square meal,’ agreed Nikolai. ‘Goodness knows what she’s surviving on. Cabbage and water, I expect.’

         For the past two weeks, Tanya had been working in a fortifications brigade to the south-east of Leningrad, sleeping on straw, working twelve-hour days hacking ditches from the stony ground. The skin on her face had roughened and her hair was harsh, as if her body was taking on the properties of the dry earth. ‘We wash in the stream,’ she said. ‘Sometimes we have to crap in the fields.’ (The Tanya of old would never have undressed in front of other people, nor used a word like ‘crap’. Nikolai had never liked or admired her more.)

         ‘If Auntie were here, she could eat all this.’ Sonya looked at the food on the table with an obvious lack of enthusiasm.

         ‘More potato? You’ll be glad of it tomorrow.’ He regretted the words as soon as they were spoken. Quickly, he dumped another lumpy spoonful onto Sonya’s plate.

         Sonya clicked her tongue, the way her mother used to do when annoyed. ‘Not there!’ She pushed the mash away from her tiny portion of stringy pork. ‘The potato should go there.’
         

         It was then that Nikolai noticed. Sonya had arranged her food in separate portions with clearly delineated edges, ensuring the red beet didn’t bleed into the cucumber, nor the salty cucumber juice seep into the meat. He felt disturbed at the sight. How long had she been doing this? Ever since his medical exam and the vague classification he’d been given (he was fit, he could fight; he was a valued member of the musical elite and therefore not eligible to fight), his head had felt cloudier than ever.

         For dessert there were blueberries, which he’d procured from a secretary at the Conservative in exchange for a ration of sugar. ‘Are you sure, Professor Nikolayev?’ she’d asked. ‘Shouldn’t you be thinking about food that will last? The memory of blueberries won’t be much comfort when the autumn comes.’ Her hand wavered over the twist of sugar, her derision for impractical academics warring with her good heart. ‘Don’t you have a child?’

         ‘I have a daughter,’ said Nikolai. ‘But I’ve provided for her for nine years now, and in spite of my useless ways she’s never gone without bread or potatoes. Blueberries are her favourite, and are now hard to come by. Thank you.’

         ‘Thank my nephew. He’s the one who risks his life getting out to the woods and back through the checkpoints.’ The secretary had headed quickly for the door, before she could be overcome by her better self.
         

         Nikolai piled the berries into Sonya’s favourite cut-glass bowl, and carried them to the table with a professional flourish. ‘For Miss Sonya Nikolayevska! The kitchen was informed that this is your favourite dessert.’

         ‘No, thank you.’ Sonya looked distantly at the bowl. ‘I don’t feel like blueberries.’

         ‘No?’ Nikolai tried to fluff them up with a spoon but instead mashed them to a pulp. ‘Not even berries handpicked from the outskirts of the city and smuggled past many greedy soldiers?’

         ‘Not even then. But thank you all the same.’ Like someone eating in a hotel dining room, Sonya folded her napkin neatly over her smeared cutlery. She surveyed Nikolai’s inept attempts at festivity: a candle wedged in a bottle, a drooping rose filched from a Conservatoire windowsill. ‘I’ll clear away now,’ she said, with a slight frown.

         Once the dishes were done, she suggested that he might like to read while she straightened up the apartment.

         ‘But you straightened up last night,’ he protested. ‘Things couldn’t be straighter.’ This was quite literally true. The high-backed chairs, the rectangular table, the tea trolley with its few pieces of china: everything was positioned at a perfect right angle to the walls. Cushions lay on the sofa in symmetry; curtain-cords were neatly tied. Even Nikolai’s battered music stand stood to attention.

         ‘It’s important to do it every night.’ Sonya patted the end of the sofa as if summoning a dog. ‘Sit here and you’ll be out of the way.’

         He pretended to read the noticeably thinner Pravda while watching Sonya out of the corner of his eye. There was something odd about the way she tackled her tasks, methodically yet somewhat illogically. She dusted each shelf once, then retraced her steps and ran the cloth over them several more times. Cleaning the drinks cabinet, she touched each corner repeatedly, murmuring, ‘Two, four, eight, twelve.’
         

         ‘Darling?’ He tried to sound casual. ‘What are you counting?’

         ‘Nothing. Don’t watch me, watch your newspaper. It’s your job to keep an eye on the war.’

         He looked disparagingly at the editorial. ‘This paper tells us nothing, because apparently we’re supposed to know nothing.’ Nonetheless, he rustled through the paper as ordered. Between rustles, he could hear Sonya’s small concentrated puffs of breath, which nearly made him cry.
         

         When she disappeared to dust the bedrooms, he threw the paper aside. Nothing but unconfirmed Soviet victories on vaguely specified fronts, and governmental exhortations to be vigilant against traitors and spies. Indecision swelled inside him, making it hard to breathe. Was he being responsible — or was he simply wrong? After all, Shostakovich was stubbornly staying on in Leningrad, keeping his children by his side. But when it came to matters of principle, Shostakovich was almost obsessively romantic — a lunatic, according to Tanya, who heard tales from Fenya about the disarray in the Shostakovich household (lamps burning all night, bolted study doors, children running wild in the staircase, and Mrs Shostakovich sleeping on the sofa because her husband needed creative space). Yes, Shostakovich had the certainty of the truly selfish, whereas Nikolai was certain of nothing.

         ‘Certain of nothing,’ he muttered, ‘except that tomorrow I’ll be forced to part with the most precious thing in my life.’

         That night he didn’t sleep at all. Instead, he concentrated fiercely on images: Sonya’s round eyes when she heard about the treasures removed from the Hermitage and shipped to Sverdlovsk (‘A thousand miles away? A million?’); the flush on her cheekbones when she laughed; the wispy arrows of hair at the back of her neck. Her rounded forearms when she played the cello, the dents in her right thumb from the bow, the calluses on her left fingers from the strings. He tried to file the pictures in his head, while knowing this was useless.

         ‘How long will it be?’ he whispered. ‘How long until it’s safe to bring her back?’ The window rattled, the clock clacked on towards morning, and he covered his head with his pillow. But he registered the passing of time in his nervous blood and his quick, uncertain heart.

         The morning was much the same as any other. Sounds that had once been strange — marching boots, blaring loudspeakers, the wail of sirens — were already familiar. They blended with the noises of a more ordinary past — clanging dustbins and barking dogs, and the Gessens arguing in the back yard. The warm smell of porridge spread through the apartment, but it provided little comfort. Soon Sonya pushed away her bowl and disappeared back into her room.

         ‘Make sure we haven’t left anything out of the suitcase,’ called Nikolai through the closed door. ‘Did we remember stockings and mittens? I’m sure you’ll be home before the end of summer, but just in case …’ He looked around for something to do, began pouring leftover milk into a flask, adding water to make it last longer. But his hands were shaking so badly the milk ran down the bottle and over the bench.
         

         He gave up and sat staring at the closed door until the ticking clock could no longer be ignored. ‘Sonya, the train won’t wait! Can I help with anything?’

         ‘I’ll be five minutes.’ Sonya’s voice was distant but very definite.

         Walking softly to the door, he laid his ear against the wood. He could hear her talking — was she saying goodbye to her dolls? Every now and then her voice rose in an enquiry, and then paused as if waiting for an answer. Nervous sweat prickled under Nikolai’s arms. He’d give her sixty seconds, and then he’d go in.

         When the door flew open, he jumped back guiltily. Sonya stood there with her red winter coat around her shoulders. In her right hand she held her small battered suitcase, and in her left was the cello. ‘We’ve got a minute or two to say goodbye to the Gessens,’ she said. ‘It’s only polite, don’t you think?’

         He was so dismayed he could hardly speak. ‘Sonya, you know you can’t take the cello.’

         Her mouth fell open, forming a small shocked circle. ‘But I must! How else can I do my practice?’

         ‘You’re only allowed to take the minimum. Warm clothes, food for the journey, that’s all. Practice isn’t important right now.’

         ‘You’re a musician, how can you say that?’ cried Sonya. ‘Nothing is more important than practising. You sound like a stupid person.’

         Suddenly Nikolai felt furious. ‘Do you think I make the rules for this bloody war? If you carry the cello on the train, it will be taken off you before you’re ten miles out of Leningrad. It’ll be smashed up for firewood, or given to an official as a bribe. How will you feel then?’

         ‘But if I go without the cello, how will Mama find me?’ She swayed in the doorway. ‘I told her that as soon as I reach Pskov, I’ll play, “Song Without Words” so she’ll know exactly where I am.’

         Nikolai’s anger drained away. ‘Mama always knows where you are, with or without the cello. What about before your birthday, before the cello was yours? What about before you even started to play?’

         ‘I won’t go,’ said Sonya, staring at the floor. ‘I won’t go without it.’ Her fingers were stiff and unyielding, gripping so hard to the case that Nikolai had to uncurl them one by one. Glancing desperately at the clock, he shoved the cello inside the bedroom door and picked Sonya up.

         ‘We have to leave now! You’re going to miss the train and it’s your last certain chance to get out.’ He blundered to the door, Sonya’s suitcase banging against his back, and fumbled with the handle.
         

         ‘Put me down.’ She turned her head away on an unnatural angle, as if she couldn’t stand looking at him. ‘Put me down. I’m not a child.’

         
            [image: ] 
            

         

         The train station was chaotic, like an overfull stockyard; on every platform there was a crush of bodies. Women with large busts and loud voices shouted out names. Children with parcels of food dangling from their wrists cried and clung to the railings. Old women hovered protectively beside their piles of belongings.
         

         Nikolai approached the nearest official. ‘Where do the unaccompanied children leave from?’

         The woman glanced at her list. ‘Second platform.’ She wiped a drip off her nose with her sleeve.

         Sonya looked at her with distaste and followed Nikolai to the inner side of the platform, sticking closely to the railings, touching every second bar with her left hand.

         ‘There’s the meeting point,’ he said. ‘I can see it. Hold onto my jacket, now.’ He began forging through the crowd of children; it was like wading through waist-deep water.

         Sonya dragged behind him. ‘You mustn’t —’ she began, but her voice was lost in the blast of a train whistle.

         ‘What did you say, Mouse?’ Nikolai tried not to look at a group of mothers fighting over a dropped packet of food.

         ‘You mustn’t let anyone else touch the cello.’ Although the heat was growing, she looked frozen, her mouth like a small crack across ice.

         ‘Of course I won’t!’ He tried to concentrate on what she was saying, but already he could see children being hoisted onto the train.

         At the end of the last carriage, another woman was ticking her way down a list. ‘Name?’ she rapped out.

         ‘Sonya Nikolayevska,’ said Nikolai, peering at the clipboard, pointing.

         The woman moved the clipboard away. ‘Yes, Number 78. Is she wearing her number?’

         ‘A number! She doesn’t need to wear a number. She’s perfectly capable of speaking for herself.’

         ‘I’m nine years and five weeks old.’ Sonya’s voice rang out over the shrieking and crying. ‘I’ve been able to write my name since I was three.’

         The woman ignored her. ‘They all need numbers or they can’t get on.’
         

         Sonya’s face flared with hope. ‘I don’t have one! Can we go home?’

         Nikolai’s stomach lurched; part of him wanted nothing more. ‘I wasn’t informed about the need to label my child,’ he said, looking directly into the woman’s eyes. ‘In any case, it’s irrelevant. She’s going to be met by her cousins in Pskov.’ Don’t argue with me, he thought, or I’ll snatch that clipboard out of your fat bureaucratic hands and smash it over your head.
         

         Angrily, the woman crossed off Sonya’s name. ‘It’s up to you. If anything happens to Number 78, it won’t be my fault.’

         ‘What will happen to me?’ Sonya grabbed Nikolai’s hand. ‘Will I be bombed? Will I be … killed?’ Her palm was slippery with fear.

         Nikolai was no longer shocked at the anger he felt; it was touch and go whether he’d punch the woman in her officious mouth. Instead, he bent down and smoothed Sonya’s hair off her hot face. ‘Nothing bad will happen to you,’ he assured her. ‘You can take off your coat as soon as you’re on the train. It won’t be long now.’

         Sonya leaned into him for a few seconds, breathing in, breathing out. ‘The Germans will be sent packing,’ she recited, as she and Nikolai had practised, ‘and Leningrad will be peaceful again, and I can come home.’

         ‘Exactly,’ he said, but his stomach was churning with guilt and terror.

         A whistle blew as if signalling the start of a race. Sonya looked nervously over her shoulder. ‘Does that mean I have to get on?’

         ‘I’m afraid so.’ Nikolai’s heart was beating so hard he felt sick. ‘Got your … got your bag?’

         The clipboard woman tapped him on the shoulder. ‘Get her on at once! The train will leave in one minute.’

         Suddenly, Sonya was gripping Nikolai’s arm and tears were streaming down her face. ‘Please, Papa, don’t make me go! I’ll help more around the house, I’ll dig in the fields with Aunt Tanya. Please don’t make me go!’

         ‘My darling. My Mouse.’ Nikolai could hardly speak. ‘But I might be leaving Leningrad myself, you know that. It’s better for us both to be safe, so we can meet up later on.’

         ‘When?’ Sonya was crying so hard that her face and hands were wet, and she clung to Nikolai’s arm as if it were a life-buoy. ‘When?’

         ‘Get her on!’ The woman seized Sonya’s left arm and shook it. ‘Stop crying! Do you want to be left behind?’

         Nikolai tried to free himself from Sonya’s grip, while the woman grasped her around the waist. For a moment the three of them were caught in a bizarre tug-of-war: the woman pulling Sonya backwards, Nikolai pulling away, and Sonya held tight between them.
         

         With the final blast of the whistle, she gave up. Her arms and legs went limp, and the official was left holding a bundle of red coat and jumbled limbs. ‘About time!’ She heaved Sonya up the steps, and handed her and her suitcase to an open-faced woman who drew her back into the crowded corridor. The door slammed, the train screeched.

         Nikolai was shaking all over. Moving to one side, he tried to catch a glimpse of Sonya’s red coat through the slatted windows. A mass of tousled heads and flushed faces — but none of them belonged to Sonya. The train had swallowed her whole.

         He couldn’t wait for the final moment, the grinding, roaring, smoking departure. He turned, trampling on feet. ‘Sorry. Sorry.’ Pushing through the crying women, he made for the exit. Once in the street, he stood with his hands on his knees, gasping for breath.

         On the walk home, it felt as if gashes were opening in the soles of his feet and his strength and endurance were pouring away through them. By the time he reached the apartment, he could hardly stand. He sank down on the living-room floor, then crawled along the wall to Sonya’s door. Turning his head carefully, as if the movement might shake his eyes from their sockets, he looked into the room, and the hairs on his arms stood on end.

         All her possessions had been taken off their shelves and out of their cupboards, and were lying in precise rows on the floor. Overshoes and slippers stood with their toes pointed towards the door, as if awaiting marching orders. Pens, pencils and rulers were arranged in lines like surgical instruments. Dresses and pinafores had been folded and stacked in piles of exactly the same height.

         Nikolai pulled himself up and stumbled into the room. He trod on something soft: the body of a cloth doll, which had fallen forwards out of its line. The hair on its china head had been cut short — so short that patches of naked white porcelain were visible. He turned to the toys ranged against the wall. Every one of Sonya’s treasured dolls had had its hair hacked off. Beside the last shorn doll there was a paper bag with a neatly taped top. In small block letters were the words, ‘HAIR. PLEASE DISPOSE OF.’

         Holding the bag close, as if it contained some last explanatory note, he blundered to the window. The sun struck the bronze weathercock across the street and ricocheted back through the glass. Shielding his eyes, he pulled down the blind so the room was plunged into semi-darkness. He lay down on Sonya’s bed, pulling his knees up to his chest like a dying man.
         

         How could he not have seen what was happening? He remembered incidents from the past weeks. Sonya turning a key several times in the lock, then running back up the stairs to check once more that she’d locked the door. Sonya walking in a crab-like way along a street, touching a fence or a railing every ten yards with one hand. Sonya insisting on crossing the canal at every second bridge, even if it was partially blocked with wood and twisted wire. ‘We can’t get over that,’ Nikolai had objected, looking at the fortifications on the bridge over the Griboydov Canal. ‘We must,’ she’d insisted. ‘We must walk on the other side of the canal for the next two bridges, and then cross back again.’

         He clenched his fist under the pillow, thinking of the large, chaotic Ustvolskaya household in Pskov. Four cousins under the age of ten, rampaging through life, breaking china, bouncing on chairs, throwing belongings in untidy heaps. What would happen to Sonya, with her obsessive rituals and painstaking systems built up to control an uncontrollable world?

         ‘Sonya, forgive me,’ he whispered. ‘Forgive me.’

         Out in the living room, the clock ratcheted on. With every passing minute the pistons of a train hammered out unending circles, carrying her further away from Leningrad, further from her home and her self-made safety. From the street came the frenzied sounds of a city preparing for war; beside the bedroom door lay the long silent body of the cello. Nikolai closed his eyes, but tears slid under his eyelids and ran, hot and heavy, into Sonya’s pillow.

      

      
    

  
    
      
         
         

         
            Into the limelight
            

         
   
         Elias walked the length of Nevsky Prospect without stopping. Heavy tanks rumbled over the patched streets, instructions blared from speakers on the corners of buildings, defence troops poured through the centre of the city. But Elias felt both untouched and untouchable, protected by a brand-new confidence.
         

         Was this how other people felt? If so, it was wonderful! To see the sun glance off the burnished dome of Kazan Cathedral and not wince; to pass a group of men and not look for derision in their eyes. I’m normal, he thought, with a lurch of his heart. Although he tried not to whistle, occasional snatches from the Eroica Symphony escaped from his lips.
         

         After all, it wasn’t as if anyone had died. No one had been snatched from their homes by midnight henchmen or bayoneted in their beds by German soldiers. They were simply being sent to Siberia, which many would see as a lucky escape —
         

         Yet, if he were strictly truthful, he felt like the lucky one. Leningrad seemed to belong to him in a way it never had before. If only his father were alive to see him now, striding the greatest street of Russia’s most cultural city, marching like a man, walking on air all the way to the entrance of the Radio Hall.

         Inside, he found a few orchestra members already in the rehearsal room, their instruments leaning against chairs. They nodded when he entered — but no one seemed to notice the glow that hung about his head, nor to realise that, since they’d last seen him, he’d been transformed into a braver and more engaged human being. Slapping his briefcase down on the desk, flinging his jacket over a chair, he couldn’t wait for a decorous entry into the conversation.
         

         ‘Have you heard the news?’ he blurted.

         ‘What news might that be? Seems as if something important is happening every minute of the day at present.’ Andrei Kholodov was a quiet man whose drooping moustache gave him a permanent air of melancholy, even when smiling. Today, however, he wasn’t smiling. Holding his clarinet close, he related his own news: that his Jewish neighbours had been arrested that morning. ‘Even the children were taken. Do you know what the supposed crime was?’

         Elias bit his lip. This was not the pleasant scene he’d been imagining. ‘What was their crime?’ he asked nervously.

         ‘They’d asked for evacuation permits, fearing what the Nazis might do to them. And now they’ve got it from our own side. Accused of spreading rumours that the Germans will defeat us, so thrown into a cell.’

         Elias’s sense of well-being was leaking out of him. ‘The children as well? I thought all Leningrad children were meant to be removed to safety.’

         ‘The Jews are convenient scapegoats for everyone. Guilty as charged, from the cradle to the grave.’ Kholodov picked up his clarinet and removed the reed, placing it on his tongue as if he no longer wished to talk about the fate of eight-year-old Irene whom he’d recently taught to play the C major scale without squeaking.

         The room was filling up, but the atmosphere was subdued. For a moment Elias considered holding off with his own news. He opened his briefcase, shuffled a few papers about and cleared his throat. But his excitement got the better of him. ‘I also have some news,’ he said loudly. ‘But not about unfortunate Jews or official errors of judgement. My news is about our friend Mravinsky and his Philharmonic Orchestra.’

         Blank faces turned towards him. The only sound was a fly buzzing against the windowpane. ‘The entire Philharmonia is being evacuated to Siberia.’ He tried for a flourishing delivery. ‘Which means that the Radio Orchestra will now be the cultural backbone of Leningrad. We alone will carry the autumn season!’

         The only sound was a scornful laugh from the doorway. Elias stiffened; he didn’t need to look around.

         ‘You consider that a privilege?’ Alexander swayed into the room. It was not yet midday but the vodka fumes were unmistakable. ‘We’ll be cornered like rats! Left behind in Leningrad to play morale-raising music while Mravinsky and his band twiddle their thumbs elsewhere, ready to replace us when we’ve been slaughtered in the streets. What a wonderful privilege!’
         

         Elias tried to remain calm. ‘We’ve been understudies for ten years. Do you really wish to remain that way? To remain a second-rate, unknown windbag for the rest of your miserable life?’ A titter ran around the room, and Elias flushed with gratification. Normally, such laughter was at his expense. ‘Siberia would once have been just the place for you,’ he added. ‘At least you’d have learned about hard work, had you been in a labour camp.’

         There was more laughter at this.

         Alexander sneered. ‘You don’t care what will happen to us. You care only about your career. Achieving fame because of a German invasion? You’re no better than a Nazi collaborator!’

         ‘A labour camp would be too good for you.’ Elias spoke through clenched teeth. ‘For now, whether or not it’s pleasant, you’re condemned to work for me.’

         The ensuing silence was broken only by the persistent buzzing against glass. Elias strode to the window and flung it open. A cacophony of hammering and clattering rose up and poured into the room. ‘Listen to that!’ He turned to face the orchestra. ‘We’re at war with the Germans; we shouldn’t be waging war among ourselves. Until we’re called on to fight, we’ll do the job for which we’re trained. We’re not children in a playground, nor animals scrapping in a cage. We’re professional musicians, and we will play like professionals until we no longer have lips, lungs or arms with which to do so.’ Glancing out the window again, he saw the roof of the Alexandrinsky Theatre bristling with guns that pointed to the sky like accusing fingers. He slammed the window shut and spoke into the newly sealed silence. ‘Do you understand?’

         In a corner of the room, a small patter began, spreading and growing like rain. The back-desk violinists were tapping their bows on their music stands, and Ilya Fomenko joined in with his drumsticks. The woodwind section began stamping their feet. Soon the whole room was applauding. Only Alexander stood, mute and red-faced, by the wall.

         ‘I’d like to start with the first movement of the 1812,’ said Elias. ‘Please get out your scores.’ As he waited, he caught sight of himself in the large mirror. How strange! His face appeared as pale and impassive as ever — but inside he felt as if he were singing.
         

      

      
    

  
    
      
         
         

         
            Meetings and partings
            

         
   
         Sollertinsky was throwing a huge farewell party. ‘A valedictory romp,’ he explained. ‘Plenty of food, no speeches and definitely no tears.’ The location was to be his favourite restaurant, the Chvanova on Bolshoy Prospect, whose baby quails in tarragon and whiteheart-cherry sauce were unsurpassed.
         

         Nina voiced reservations, as she so often did these days. The only thing about which she seemed wholehearted was nagging Shostakovich to leave Leningrad. ‘It doesn’t seem right, partying in the midst of all this uncertainty. Does it seem right to you?’

         ‘No, definitely not right.’ Shostakovich was slicking down his hair with one hand and making corrections to his score with the other. ‘The Boris-tune should start with the cellos and spread upwards, not vice versa.’

         Nina rolled her eyes. ‘I’ll talk to myself.’

         Shostakovich leaned low over the desk, only to be blinded by his unruly hair. ‘Damn it! Do I have to cut off this cowlick to keep it out of my way? Now look! Hair oil all over the bass.’

         Nina swept over with a small pot of pomade. ‘Stand still now.’ In a second, the tuft of hair lay shiny and flat to the right of Shostakovich’s irritated brow. ‘You could always try parting it closer to the middle,’ she suggested, deftly blotting the oil off the score.

         Shostakovich looked at her shoulders, white and smooth under the cream lace straps of her slip. Through the thin cotton, the steps of her spine led temptingly, distractingly downwards. ‘My hair doesn’t work with a centre part,’ he muttered. ‘I look like a peasant.’
         

         She was holding out the score, looking at the small spots of oil but not seeing what lay beneath — the swell of an E flat ascent, a drum beat as dark and constant as the sea. ‘That’s better.’ Her nipples were also visible through her slip; suddenly, he longed to touch them, feel them harden under his fingers.

         But already she was back on the other side of the room, sorting through her jewellery box. ‘You should hurry. You promised to read to Galina before we leave.’

         ‘Do we have to go?’ He felt pulled in two directions: the score for his march on his left, his curvaceous wife on his right.

         ‘Your work will still be here when you get home. Sollertinsky, on the other hand, will soon be in Siberia.’ But a secretive smile flicked over Nina’s lips, as if she sensed what her husband was thinking about her, and she fastened the topaz necklace around her throat with an air of confidence.

         The pavements of Leningrad had become like an army training ground, cluttered with rolls of wire, old mattresses and mounds of rubble. By the time they got to the Petrogradsky district, the hem of Nina’s dress was flecked with dirt. ‘Sollertinsky will be too merry to notice how we look,’ said Shostakovich, brushing off his shoes at the restaurant door.

         Inside, glittering light played on the gleaming heads of the cultural elite. Sollertinsky stood in the centre of the room. ‘Welcome!’ he cried, ploughing towards them, shaking off the beautiful clinging Kirov girls as if they were gnats. ‘Nina Shostakovich, as stunning as ever, in spite of our troubled times! And even my old friend Dmitri’s looking smart — though he might have cleaned the mud off his shoes before entering the finest eating establishment in Russia.’

         ‘Look at yourself,’ retorted Shostakovich. ‘I wonder why the Philharmonia Committee appointed an artistic director who doesn’t know how to knot a tie correctly.’
         

         ‘At least I’m wearing one.’ Sollertinsky peered down at the loose spindly knot under his chin. ‘Whatever will I do without you, Dmitri? You’re the only one who dares to criticise me. Well, this may be our last supper, so make the most of it! The sevruga here is exquisite.’

         The three of them threaded through bare-shouldered women in rustling silk and men with starched white collars. Clouds of perfume wafted up Shostakovich’s nose, making him sneeze. He stood with his back to a pillar, watching Nina circle the table, nodding and laughing. She appeared absorbed, but occasionally she raised her eyes, checking that he was still close by. Had she been this way when they’d first met — watchful, a little wary? Impossible to remember. There had been so much work over the years, so much necessary concentration; he’d simply toiled on, hoping that every time he raised his head from his work she’d still be there.
         

         Thinking of his failings as a husband and a father aroused the usual guilt. I wouldn’t want to be married to me. Turning abruptly, he collided with the woman beside him. ‘Forgive me.’ He reached out to steady her. It was Nina Bronnikova, nearly as tall as he was — and as beautiful as when she’d first joined the Kirov Ballet Company.
         

         ‘My fault.’ Her hair was coiled high on her head, emphasising her cheekbones and the slightly melancholic fall of her mouth. ‘I shouldn’t be loitering behind pillars! But I’m not in a partying mood, and I have very little to chat about.’

         ‘That’s hardly surprising. The extramarital activities of the intelligentsia are less absorbing when one is listening for the sound of the Luftwaffe.’
         

         She shrugged. ‘I never listened to gossip, even before the war began.’

         ‘Nor I. Gossip distracts one from working. It’s a good reason to avoid parties such as this.’ He stared across the room. It had been a mistake to come. Had he learnt nothing from toiling through six symphonies and an opera? From struggling with sonatas and concertos, quartets and quintets, song-cycles, ballet scores and film scores? How did he manage to forget, every single time, that the initial stages of a work demanded constant attention?

         ‘Speaking of work,’ asked Nina Bronnikova, ‘when will you be going?’

         ‘I must stay for a while, at least.’ Shostakovich took a gulp of his vodka. ‘Sollertinsky is my best friend. And it was quite an effort for my wife to get me here.’

         Nina Bronnikova laughed. ‘I wasn’t referring to the party, but to evacuation plans. The Kirov is leaving within a week.’

         He took another swallow of vodka; already its effects were making him feel stronger. ‘I’m not going. I intend to stay in Leningrad as long as possible. If the Luftwaffe attacks, the fire brigade will need extra volunteers.’

         ‘You’ll stay and fire-watch?’ She looked surprised. ‘Are you allowed to do that?’

         ‘At first they refused to let me dig ditches. Now I’ve been digging ditches for three weeks. If incendiaries start to fall, how can they refuse another set of hands?’
         

         ‘You have rather famous hands.’

         ‘I’ve got a will of my own, even if my hands and my mind are claimed by the State.’ For once he didn’t glance over his shoulder to see who might be listening. ‘Besides, as long as I continue providing tunes for their infernal brass bands, they have no grounds for complaint.’

         ‘I hope my husband isn’t depressing you.’ His wife appeared at his side, glancing at him to check he was all right but addressing Nina Bronnikova. ‘He finds the initial stages of anything difficult — although once a party warms up, he becomes its life and soul.’

         ‘Far from depressing me, he’s inspired me! Choosing to stay in Leningrad, with the Germans at our very gates, displays a sense of duty most of us couldn’t hope to possess.’

         ‘Duty?’ Nina Shostakovich’s eyes narrowed. ‘I can’t help thinking that “duty” has become the most overused word in our society, not to mention a defence of any number of atrocities. Is it one’s duty to remain in an increasingly dangerous situation — or rather to remove one’s children to safety? Duty to one’s country also necessitates safeguarding its future.’

         ‘We don’t know if it is any safer,’ said Shostakovich loudly, ‘to send children out of the city. Look at the disaster that happened in June! Children put on trains, sent directly into the path of the enemy and brought back again.’

         ‘The issue isn’t only about evacuating the children,’ replied his wife sharply. ‘It’s also about safeguarding yourself, so your children can grow up with a father.’

         How swiftly the conversation had shifted from the impersonal to the personal! He felt the same longing to escape as he had when a boy. Now, too old to run and too civilised to withdraw, he said nothing and stared down into his glass.

         ‘It’s a many-sided debate,’ said Nina Bronnikova diplomatically. ‘Not only has the war thrown our streets into disarray, it’s forcing moral dilemmas upon us. Even this party —’ she gestured at the platters laden with wild boar, whole fish and golden melon — ‘feels like the last gasp of the Roman Empire. A wilful denial of what is to come.’

         ‘Yes, it seems paradoxical to enjoy such a feast,’ said Nina Shostakovich, ‘when the bread queues are becoming longer by the day.’

         ‘Our country is built on such paradoxes!’ Sollertinsky had arrived to join the fray. ‘Contradiction lies at Russia’s heart, and always has. Refusing the privileged cards we’ve been dealt won’t help those who are less fortunate.’ He looked dishevelled, with sweat on his brow and his sleeves rolled up, but he spoke seriously. ‘Take our friend Dmitri. Think of the music that would never have been written if he hadn’t been willing to compromise. To duck for cover when necessary, strut when commanded, and steer the fine line between integrity and common sense.’
         

         ‘You’re overstating the case.’ Shostakovich shook his head. ‘I’m just doing what I was born to do.’

         ‘You’re too modest.’ Sollertinsky’s hazel eyes glinted. ‘All I’m saying is that nothing is black and white, not even — or especially not — in times of war.’

         Shostakovich sighed. Although he was feeling a little more sociable thanks to the vodka, he wished to God all this talk of war and his work would stop, and that he could go home and get on with his march.

         Sollertinsky laughed. ‘Look at you, standing here with the two most beautiful women in Leningrad! You might at least have the grace to look happy about it.’

         ‘No offence,’ shrugged Shostakovich. ‘But half my mind is in my work and the other half in the trenches.’

         ‘No wonder you’re more dim-witted than usual. Gogol wrote of a man without a nose, we’re talking to a man without a mind!’ Sollertinsky gave him a bear-hug. ‘You great dolt. I’m not accustomed to missing anything, except my wedding anniversaries and the occasional tram — but, by God, I’ll miss you.’

         
            [image: ] 
            

         

         Arriving late — his mother had been particularly difficult to get into bed — Elias paused in the doorway. For once, this wasn’t for fear of socialising with more educated, elegant Leningraders. Tonight he stopped simply to experience his new sense of self. With his feet planted firmly on the red carpet and his chest swelling, he surveyed the room.
         

         ‘Good evening, sir.’ The restaurateur was also scanning the room, albeit with a more professional eye. ‘Welcome back. We haven’t seen you in our establishment for some time.’

         Not long ago, Elias would have found the man’s impressive moustache and air of impatience intimidating. ‘It’s good to be back,’ he replied. In fact, he’d never ventured here in his life. How many times had he walked past the gilt-handled doors and longed to sweep through the crimson curtain, like one of those confident white-shirted men with beautiful women on their arms!
         

         ‘Champagne?’ The restaurateur gestured to a waiter hovering nearby.

         ‘I’m not —’ began Elias, but already a chilled glass was in his hand. ‘Well, all right.’ Usually he mistrusted champagne, both for its instant effects of gaiety and its almost immediate after-effects (a throbbing headache and gnawing pains in the stomach). But tonight everything was different.

         ‘Your friends are on the far side of the room.’ The restaurateur gestured discreetly with his head.

         ‘Thank you.’ A little bewildered, Elias glanced across the crowded restaurant to see who his friends might be. There on the carpeted podium was a grand piano, and gathered around it, like an unholy triumvirate, were Sollertinsky, Mravinsky and Dmitri Shostakovich.

         He felt the sudden inconvenient need to be honest. ‘To be precise, they are not —’ But the restaurateur was darting away to reprimand a waiter, and Elias, taking a deep breath, stepped down to join the party. He swallowed another mouthful of champagne for courage and stationed himself beside a table laden with food. From here, through the dark-suited backs and the silk-clad shoulders, he could just make out Sollertinsky’s leonine head. And Mravinsky’s cool smile — and Shostakovich’s face, lit up with mirth, his huge glasses glinting.

         Your friends. Wasn’t that what the restaurateur had said? Your friends are over there. How would they react were he to step onto the podium, shake hands, and lean on the piano beside them? No. He gripped his glass. He couldn’t do it.
         

         ‘It’s Mr Eliasberg, isn’t it?’ Suddenly there she was, not two feet away from him. Her eyes were as large and dark as he remembered, and her neck as slim. The swell of her breasts (sometimes, lying in bed, he’d taunted himself with the memory) provided a pleasing contrast with her narrow ribcage.

         Very carefully, he set down his glass and extended his hand.

         ‘Do you remember me?’ Nina Bronnikova smiled. ‘I met you in the Haymarket back in June. On the very day, I believe, before this nightmare of a war officially began.’

         ‘R-r-remember you? How could one possibly n-n-not remember you!’

         ‘Oh, thank you!’ She flushed slightly. ‘Of course, if you dance for the Kirov, fielding compliments is part of the job, and not always a welcome one. But what you just said — well, it’s the most heartfelt I’ve ever heard.’
         

         ‘I’m sorry if I was blunt. My mother’s always telling me to become more practised at paying compliments. I’ve never had what the storybooks call a silver tongue.’

         ‘Silver tongues can hide tarnished hearts,’ said Nina Bronnikova.

         He remembered this from the fish market: the unpretentious simplicity with which she gave her opinions. Her eyes were almost almond-shaped, slanting up at the outer corners … but he shouldn’t stare. He should say something. Why couldn’t he be more like other men — more like Shostakovich, for instance? Women seemed to hang on the composer’s every word, whereas he —

         Say something! he shouted inside his babbling head. Anything!
         

         ‘Are you,’ he stammered out, ‘still dancing?’

         She gave a slight frown, and his heart plummeted. Had she been sacked from the Kirov? Received the dreaded summons, been called up before Zagorsky for some imaginary transgression against the State? But surely the outbreak of war had stopped all that, at least for the time being! Flustered, he opened his mouth to apologise.

         ‘Unfortunately,’ said Nina, ‘my Achilles tendon’s troubling me. Even after several weeks of rest, it still hasn’t come right. It’s extremely disappointing.’

         Relief at not offending her, gratitude that she hadn’t incurred official censure, pleasure at her devotion to her work — all these rendered Elias joyful and thoughtless, and he drained his champagne glass recklessly. ‘Is that all? I imagined something much worse.’

         ‘Well, it’s bad enough.’ Now she did look offended. ‘Don’t you realise how hard it is to get medical services these days? All the doctors are examining recruits to be sent to the front, or piecing them back together when they’re brought home on stretchers. A weak Achilles tendon isn’t a top medical priority in Leningrad at present.’

         ‘I didn’t mean to belittle your injury,’ he assured her. ‘Believe me, I know what it’s like to be prevented from working. Aspiring to be the best, yet not having the means to achieve it.’ He spoke with an acute awareness of the men on the podium behind him: Sollertinsky, as bold as brass, and cleverer than anyone around him; Mravinsky tilting on a chair with the carelessness of the chosen; Shostakovich gesturing with long-fingered hands that created a magic Elias could never come close to.

         ‘You’re right, of course,’ nodded Nina. ‘A personal injury is nothing compared to what’s unfolding around us. It’s just that work is my last refuge, and not having it is almost unbearable. Without it, there’s nothing to block out all this chaos. Dug-up gardens, sirens, memories of the past — not to mention the fear of what’s going to happen to us all.’
         

         ‘I understand,’ said Elias croakily. ‘I use work in the same way myself.’ He was fearful of admitting the full extent of his fierce working habits. How, sitting up with a score, he’d ignore his mother’s calls because he couldn’t bear to be pulled away again. The way he blocked his ears and scribbled on more determinedly than ever, copying out the fifty-nine motifs of Elektra and a list of its different keys. ‘Saved by Strauss,’ he would murmur when he finally surfaced — only to find that, when he crept to the door to check on his mother, his relief was overtaken by guilt.
         

         He stared at Nina Bronnikova. ‘You shouldn’t talk to me. I’m no good. I’m nothing but a lowly beetle.’

         But the music had grown louder. Shostakovich’s composition assistant, Izrail Finkelshtein, had been hoisted onto the podium and was pounding out a wild improvised polka.

         ‘What did you say?’ Nina leaned closer, wafting a faint scent of lilac towards him.

         But the moment for confidences was gone. Something closed inside Elias as decisively as a door slamming shut in a wind. ‘Simply,’ he lied, ‘that I don’t know many people.’

         ‘What about your orchestra? Aren’t they here?’

         ‘A few are here.’ He looked around. ‘But we’ve been depleted in the last few weeks. Some of my musicians have gone to the Front; others are exhausted from twelve-hour days of ditch-digging. We’re not as fortunate as the Philharmonic. We’re not considered national treasures.’

         ‘Can you continue rehearsing?’ Nina looked concerned. ‘You must be anxious with the autumn season ahead.’

         Elias glanced down, his eyes smarting. No one — no one at all — had asked how he felt at the sight of his orchestra splintering before his eyes. ‘I’m filled with anxiety,’ he admitted. ‘My soloists are under par, concentration is low. Our rehearsals sound like those of a shoddy provincial brass band. Yet in six weeks we are scheduled to broadcast Tchaikovsky’s Fifth to Britain!’ He looked down at his empty glass. ‘Can I fetch you a drink?’

         But now someone else was beside Nina, touching her on the shoulder. It was Nikolai.
         

         ‘Hello!’ Nina’s smile was radiant. ‘I thought you’d changed your mind about coming!’

         Elias’s stomach lurched with a feeling so unfamiliar it bewildered him. Sketching a half-hearted wave at Nikolai, he looked around for another bottle of something — anything at all — though he knew he’d end up regretting it.

         Nikolai looked exhausted, his forehead more lined than ever, his beard more wispy. ‘I thought about staying home, but this may be the last gathering of Leningrad culture for some time. How could I forgive myself for not farewelling my friends?’

         Quickly Elias sloshed vodka into three tumblers. ‘A toast to departing friends. By the end of the month you’ll both be gone, and I will remain. But distance has little effect on faithful hearts and minds!’ He’d never spoken so boldly, and with such effusiveness.

         Nikolai raised his glass, and then emptied it as if barely aware of what he was drinking.

         ‘The sentiment’s true, but not the facts,’ said Nina Bronnikova. ‘I’m also staying behind.’

         ‘You’re staying?’ Elias’s giddy heart leapt.

         ‘I decided months ago that whatever happened I would stay in Leningrad. The Kirov’s like my family, but Leningrad is my home. Once the company leaves, I’ll be free to work with the other women.’

         ‘Are you sure that’s wise?’ asked Nikolai. ‘Quite apart from the fact that the authorities won’t like it, who knows what’s going to happen here? Novgorod has already been captured; the Luga line has crumbled and is retreating. If the Germans continue to advance, and if they link up with the Finns — well, Leningrad will be completely surrounded.’

         ‘Who can say if we’re any better off fleeing to Tashkent?’ said Nina. ‘Or anywhere, for that matter. Hitler seems to be some kind of madman, and he won’t stop until he’s marched across the face of the world.’

         ‘I wouldn’t talk like that, even here,’ said Elias. ‘My lead clarinettist has neighbours who —’ At the memory of Kholodov’s stricken face, he felt his new confidence faltering. ‘Please excuse me.’ He shoved his empty glass into his pocket and hurried away.

         Behind the heavy bathroom door, he found a cool white silence. He stood motionless for a moment, staring at his reflection in the mirror, then pulled out a comb and tried to tidy his hair. ‘You’re a mess,’ he said to himself in a severe but slightly slurred voice.
         

         ‘Pardon?’ An old man shuffled up beside him. ‘What did you say?’

         ‘I said, it’s quite a press! I’ve never seen the place so full.’ That’s because, the sober part of his mind added, you’ve never been here before.
         

         ‘A press indeed.’ Meticulously, the old man washed and dried his hands. ‘Sollertinsky always draws the crowds. If he weren’t a musicologist, he’d make a successful ringmaster.’ He peered at Elias. ‘It’s Mr Eliasberg, isn’t it? Conductor of the Radio Orchestra?’ He held out a chapped hand. ‘I’m Professor Lopatkina from the Conservatoire.’

         ‘How do you do?’ Elias made a conscious effort to focus. ‘I’ve seen you about, of course. Nice to meet you at last.’ Once the professor had politely bid him good evening and he was alone again, he continued to stare into the mirror. Somewhere behind his high forehead and thin cheeks hovered the face of his father: larger, heavier, but with a similarly determined jaw. ‘You may look a mess,’ he said to his wavering reflection, ‘but you belong. For tonight, at least, you’re one of them.’

         
            [image: ] 
            

         

         Shostakovich was feeling happier. He’d eaten some excellent hare seasoned with thyme, and had lost count of the vodkas he’d drunk during a rousing discussion of Stravinsky’s musical merits versus his personal flaws. In addition, Prokofiev had been seen slouching from the restaurant, his face like a wet morning in March. ‘Problems with his wife,’ said Sollertinsky with a knowing nod. ‘They say he’s been dipping his fingers in the neighbouring jam jar.’
         

         ‘All the better for Lina Prokofiev,’ said Shostakovich. ‘Who wants to be married to a goose?’ It had been more than six years, but it was hard to forget Prokofiev nosing through the score of Lady Macbeth, pronouncing it entertaining but a trifle demented.
         

         ‘Now that your wife’s left the party,’ warned Sollertinsky, ‘I trust you’re not considering following in Prokofiev’s wandering footsteps.’

         ‘Assuredly not. Those days are over. Even that beauty —’ He nodded at Nina Bronnikova, who was talking to Nikolai. ‘Even she couldn’t tempt me. No, indeed.’ He shook his head, feeling virtuous, secure, even happy. Happy! How could this be possible, with his best friend about to travel in one direction and other friends in another, and poor young Fleishman … But he couldn’t think of this, not tonight. Leaping off the podium, he landed heavily on the toes of the Radio Orchestra conductor.
         

         ‘Oh, I do beg your pardon!’ he said. ‘It seems I’m destined to keep bumping into you — quite literally.’ The conductor (What was his name? Always, it slipped away!) looked different tonight: his shoulders were squarer and his gaze more direct.
         

         ‘Perhaps,’ replied the conductor with a half-smile, ‘I’m fated to stand at the feet of the great. And sometimes under them!’

         ‘If it isn’t Karl Eliasberg!’ interrupted Sollertinsky. ‘Just the man we need. Mravinsky is insisting that when he invests a performance with emotion a sophisticated audience responds accordingly. As an experienced conductor yourself, what’s your opinion?’

         Elias looked startled. ‘I must c-c-confess that I believe the opposite. A conductor may channel the emotion of the music — but he must never display it.’ He glanced a little nervously at Mravinsky. ‘I d-don’t mean to contradict you, but such an attitude proves as much of a downfall for musicians as for conductors. We’re none of us there to experience emotion. We’re simply there to convey it.’

         ‘Just what I’ve always said!’ Shostakovich slapped him approvingly on the back. ‘Musicians and conductors are tools.’

         ‘Or do you mean fools?’ Looking amused, Sollertinsky turned to Elias. ‘Such is the barely disguised contempt of Dmitri Shostakovich for those who are indispensable to him. Without musicians and conductors, his music remains silent on the page. With their help, it can occasionally approach the sublime.’

         ‘Contempt is too strong a word,’ protested Shostakovich. ‘It’s just that I can’t stand the sight of musicians swaying to Mahler, looking as if they’re about to burst into tears.’

         Elias nodded. ‘I have a flautist whom I call the Human Eggwhisk. As soon as Schumann is placed in front of her, she begins to sway. Head, shoulders, ankles, everything must be moving — including her performance!’

         Now Mravinsky, looking more handsome than ever in the warm flickering light, was nodding. ‘I have several of those. Musicians who believe themselves to be the primary experience of the evening. It’s tedious.’
         

         Shostakovich looked at Elias. ‘You should have come to the Conservatoire Club. Debates like this were our daily fodder. And now it’s too late! Who knows when we’ll gather there again?’ His glasses misted over and he clasped Elias’s hand.

         ‘Perhaps, after the war —?’ Elias looked a trifle overwhelmed.

         ‘Dmitri,’ said Sollertinsky, ‘you’re quite impossible. You find emotion repulsive in others, yet you’re one of the most emotional men I know. You preach icy detachment in music, yet you’re currently working on something intended to stir — and perhaps to save — the whole of Russia.’
         

         Shostakovich swayed slightly. ‘I must sit down.’ He gave Mravinsky an ineffectual push on the shoulder.

         ‘You should have thought of your need for a seat before holding forth on my shortcomings,’ said Mravinsky, sitting immovably in his chair.

         Elias fetched another chair and guided Shostakovich into it. ‘Tell me, what is it you’re working on? I’d be honoured to hear more.’

         Shostakovich was dimly aware of a flicker of panic. Too close, too close. He swallowed some beer. ‘There’s really nothing to hear. I can only presume Sollertinsky’s referring to my recent masterpiece, composed in response to higher orders, entitled “The Fearless Guards’ Regiment Is on the Move”.’
         

         Elias’s hands flew to his face as if he’d been slapped. ‘I didn’t mean to pry.’

         Shostakovich tilted back, staring at the ceiling. ‘It’s a military march, designed to motivate the honourable men of the Red Army,’ he intoned as if reciting a dull lecture to an equally dull class. ‘It sounds passable when heard in the open air from some distance away.’

         Sollertinsky glanced at Elias. ‘More lubrication’s needed!’ he called. ‘Bring us more grog! Grog’s the only known cure for terminal reticence.’

         Shostakovich closed his eyes and saw the outline of the chandelier in a sharp red silhouette on the back of his lids. When he opened his eyes again, he saw that Elias had moved to the edge of the podium. His neck was scarlet. Shostakovich groaned. Why hadn’t he stopped drinking when he felt the fighting spirit rising up inside? All the same, he’d done what was necessary to save himself.

         Dismayed, he looked at Elias’s ramrod back. Nina would have known how to patch things up, but Nina was already at home in bed. ‘Miss Bronnikova!’ he hissed. ‘Do you like dancing?’

         Nina Bronnikova laughed. ‘One would assume so, since I’ve centred my life around it.’

         ‘I haven’t been clear.’ Shostakovich focused on her nose, which seemed to be the only completely still point in the moving room. ‘I meant dancing as these guests are doing.’

         ‘You look a little worse for wear to dance,’ she said. ‘Besides, as your wife is no longer here, I wonder if it’s appropriate?’

         ‘Oh, I don’t want you to dance with me. As you’ve noticed, I’m barely able to stand. Would you consider —’ He gestured towards Elias.
         

         ‘Mr Eliasberg? Does he need rescuing?’

         ‘Exactly that.’ Relieved, Shostakovich sank back in his chair. ‘He needs rescuing.’

         What an idiot Sollertinsky was, blurting out details about his work in such a setting, knowing so little about it! Yet as soon as he saw his friend blundering towards him, he couldn’t help but forgive him.

         ‘So you’re playing the pimp now?’ Sollertinsky didn’t mention what had just happened; he simply proffered a heaped plate of caviar like a peace offering. Together they watched Elias hold out his arm, slightly stiffly, to Nina Bronnikova, and lead her closer to the band.

         ‘Better a pimp than a man who puts his foot in his mouth.’ Shostakovich sniffed the caviar but the metallic aroma was no longer the smell of luxury. It merely reminded him of the bent shovel he’d wielded that day, as he’d hacked at the dry ground. ‘Besides, I told the truth. I really am working on military music, as well as my own private march, and the combination’s driving me mad.’

         ‘It’s not the official composing that’s getting you down.’ Sollertinsky put a hand on his shoulder. ‘You’ve always had to do that, thanks to the … how shall I put it? … the philanthropic regime under which we’ve flourished. If you ask me, you’re more worried about the fact that this time next week you may be watching for incendiaries from the Conservatoire roof.’
         

         ‘It’ll be preferable to ditch-digging.’ Shostakovich spread his palms to reveal open sores. ‘I’m tired of scrabbling in the dirt.’

         ‘At least you’ll be back at the Conservatoire. But on top of the building, rather than inside it!’

         Shostakovich looked at Sollertinsky’s blunt features: the big nose, the light blue eyes, the vast planes of his cheeks, all of which somehow made up an attractive whole. ‘Yes, I’ll be back there, but you won’t.’ The fiery vodka and the sustaining strength of the beer vanished like a sun falling into cloud. He was left with nothing but foreboding.

         ‘I won’t be around for a while,’ agreed Sollertinsky. ‘But no war lasts forever, you know. Perhaps we’ll meet again before either of us expects it — if not in Siberia, then back at the club in better days, when you can make amends for your curtness by buying the conductor a drink.’ He glanced down at Shostakovich’s plate. ‘May I? You’re not touching that excellent caviar and tomorrow morning it will be wasted on the pigs.’

         Shostakovich passed his plate. ‘I’m fearful. Fearful that I’ll never see you again.’ He looked at his friend long and steadily.
         

         ‘Just get on with that secret work of yours,’ said Sollertinsky. ‘Put out a few fires to satisfy your nationalistic conscience, and then meet me in Siberia. It may not be the most attractive of holiday destinations, but I hear the girls are pretty.’

      

      
    

  
    
      
         
         
  
         
            She will not go
            

         
 
         Elias woke to an unfamiliar feeling. His stomach was rumbling like a heavy cart on cobblestones, and his eyelids rasped. There was thick sweat all over his body: forehead, chest, even the backs of his legs. He rolled over and reached out for Nina Bronnikova. She wasn’t there.
         
 
         The light falling through the thin curtain was too bright, and the hammering and crashing from the street compounded his nausea. Nina! Groaning, he closed his eyes again to block out recent reality and his even more recent dream. Taking Nina Bronnikova’s arm and escorting her to the dance floor (reality). Her cool hand in his sticky one, her legs moving close to his (reality). His fingers stroking her face, their lips meeting, his hands running over her bare shoulders and down to her arched lower back, her body shuddering with pleasure. Dream. Dream. Dream. Despising himself, he rammed his head into his pillow.
         
 
         When his erection had subsided, he turned on his back and stared at the ceiling, at the large boot-shaped stain caused three winters earlier by a burst water pipe. Of course it looked like a boot; he would never escape his upbringing. Perhaps one was allowed only a glimpse into a better possible life, before falling back into the pit where one belonged? God, this nausea, the frustration and guilt — and the new resentment that throbbed like a cut. Sollertinsky had put out the bait; Elias — stupidly confident — had risen to it. And Shostakovich had thrown him back like an unsatisfactory sprat.
 
         Nina Bronnikova. He repeated it like a mantra. Nina Bronnikova. The intimacy he’d felt on waking was caused by nothing more than lust and a ridiculous sense of romance. ‘Do you care to dance?’ That was all she’d said. He knew even then she was partnering him out of pity, but his tongue had been loosened by alcohol, as well as relief at escaping Shostakovich’s unexpected attack, Mravinsky’s cool stare and Sollertinsky’s jokes. So they’d chatted — about what? About the dacha she owned south of the city, left to her by her grandparents after her parents were killed in a train crash. It was deserted now: dacha owners had been ordered to destroy all crops and food stores, lest they provide sustenance for the enemy. What had Nina done when she left for the last time? She’d locked the door and the garden gate, then cycled back into the city with jam jars and pickles in her basket, and a sack of potatoes on her back. At the checkpoint, the soldiers had searched her belongings and told her she wouldn’t be allowed to pass this way again. ‘A series of lock-ups,’ she said. ‘A series of retreats.’ She’d clamped her mouth shut and her eyes looked sad. Quickly, Elias had told her of a recent rehearsal when Fomenko had struck the kettle drums so hard that the end flew off his drumstick, bouncing smartly off Marchyk’s bald head and into the open mouth of his tuba. Nina had laughed at this, and he’d noticed that her teeth were slightly crooked, and he’d almost kissed her for her beautiful imperfections.
         
 
         God, he felt ill. He tried to sit up, but the room whirled. He had to get to work. Cautiously, he reached for his watch — and a piercing scream came from the outer room.
 
         ‘I won’t go!’ It was his mother, shouting in what sounded like genuine distress.
 
         Just swinging his legs over the edge of the bed made fresh sweat break out on his back. Automatically, he checked the time: barely an hour before he was due at rehearsal.
 
         ‘Karl! Karl!’ His mother sounded panicky. ‘For God’s sake, help me!’
 
         He pulled on his coat and blundered out. ‘What is it, Mother? What on earth is happening?’
 
         Olga Shapran stood in the middle of the room. She was bending over Elias’s shrieking mother, pulling at her, half-lifting her out of the chair.
 
         ‘What in God’s name are you doing?’ Elias’s head felt as if it would explode.
 
         Olga looked at him disapprovingly, taking in his bare feet and his dishevelled hair. ‘I tried to wake you. You were snoring like a pig. You’ve got to help me — your mother’s due at the station in less than two hours.’
 
         ‘Today?’ He glanced at the calendar above the stove. ‘You’ve got it wrong. The train leaves next week, not today.’
         
 
         ‘The timetable has been changed. Clearly, you’ve been too busy carousing to listen to the news.’ Olga began pulling at his mother’s shoulders again. ‘Stand up. Get dressed. Do you want to be sent out of Leningrad in your nightclothes?’
         
 
         ‘Leave her alone!’ Elias’s nausea was made worse by his intense dislike of the interfering Olga. ‘I’ll get her dressed. She doesn’t need to be bullied by you.’
 
         ‘Just trying to help.’ Olga’s mouth turned down further until she looked like a large and wily trout. ‘Just looking out for my neighbours. If it weren’t for me, you’d both have slept through your mother’s chance at evacuation. One of you snoring from old age, and the other —’ she eyed Elias suspiciously, as if sensing his lustful dreams — ‘through over-indulgence.’
         
 
         Mrs Eliasberg whimpered and shifted in her chair. ‘This is my home. I won’t be evacuated like a refugee. I wish to stay here, in my neighbourhood where I belong.’
         
 
         ‘Mother.’ Elias straightened her woollen shawl. ‘We’ve been through this already. The situation’s becoming more dangerous by the day. Have you looked outside recently? Your street is unrecognisable. There’s a tram filled with sandbags at your intersection. Your park has become a trench. Your trees are shelters for snipers.’ He went to the window and raised the blind, though vomit rose in his throat at the sharpness of the light.
 
         His mother rolled her eyes. ‘I’m too ill to travel.’ She held out a wavering hand. ‘See how it shakes?’
 
         Triumphantly, Olga turned to Elias. ‘You see? She’s becoming infirm. Which is why we have to get her out of the house and onto that train. You weren’t here for the last air-raid practice, so you have no idea what we went through with your mother.’
 
         ‘No, I wasn’t here. In that, at least, you’re correct. I was at work, carrying out my duties as a citizen of Leningrad.’ He spoke as coldly as he could, trying to ignore his churning bowels.
 
         ‘Had you been here, you’d have witnessed the near-impossibility of carrying an old woman in a chair down four flights of stairs. Fortunately, some men were around to help — my husband, for one.’
         
 
         ‘Yes, I understand Mr Shapran has been out of a job for some time now.’ Elias gripped the windowsill. ‘I’m surprised he hasn’t volunteered for a labour battalion by now.’
 
         ‘He’s duty bound to stay with us as long as possible. He’s been voted warden of this building.’
 
         ‘Oh.’ Already Elias was tiring of the fight. ‘I hadn’t realised. I —’
         
 
         ‘You artistic types with your heads in the clouds.’ Olga seemed slightly mollified. ‘Lucky for you you’ve got practical neighbours. When the real air raids start, you’ll be even more grateful we’re looking out for you. Now, where’s your mother’s suitcase?’
 
         ‘No!’ Mrs Eliasberg began banging her head against the back of her chair. ‘I won’t go. I — will — not — go.’ There was fear in her eyes, and she clutched her chair so tightly that her knuckles shone white through her skin.
 
         ‘You will go!’ Olga’s temper returned. ‘You’re another mouth to feed! Another useless body to carry to the air-raid shelter!’ She rushed across the room and grabbed Mrs Eliasberg by the ankles. ‘See, you can’t even move by yourself. You’re a liability!’
 
         ‘That’s enough!’ Elias launched himself away from the windowsill. ‘How dare you touch my mother in such a way!’ Grabbing Olga by the hair, he flung her sideways so she staggered against the table. His jar of batons crashed to the floor. ‘She’s not going. She’ll stay here with me. I’ll be responsible for her. If we have to endure frequent air raids — if, for we still don’t know what the Germans are planning — then I’ll carry her to the cellar. If I’m not here, Mr Shapran will do it. Is that clear?’
         
 
         Olga’s ruddy face was pale; her freckles stood out like crumbs on a white cloth. She nodded but said nothing.
 
         ‘What a scene.’ Elias glanced down at his bare bony ankles and then, guiltily, at the sparse handful of hair pulled from Olga’s head. ‘Being at war with barbarians turns us into barbarians ourselves. I apologise.’
 
         Olga shuffled her feet amid the batons and broken glass. She spoke gruffly. ‘Can you still conduct with those?’
 
         ‘The orchestra will neither notice nor care. They rarely do what I ask, even when commanded by batons of a full length.’
 
         A smile twitched at the corner of Olga’s trout mouth.
 
         ‘We’re still neighbours, eh?’ said Elias. ‘Regardless of what the next few months may bring. We’re still human beings, rather than liabilities or statistics. Now you must excuse me. I have to go to work.’
 
         Protectively, he stood beside his mother until Olga had disappeared, then he, too, stepped out onto the landing. He made his way up the three small stairs to the blue-painted door and rapped on the wooden panels. Mercifully, there was no one in there. Bolting the door behind him, he knelt on the floor and, with his head in the lavatory bowl, was instantly, copiously sick.

      

      
    

  
    
      
         
         
 
         
            The plea
            

         
 
         Shostakovich’s paper supply was running low. Three mornings in a row, straggling back to Bolshaya Pushkarskaya Street in the early morning, he’d detoured to the Composers’ Union. Three mornings in a row, he was met with blank expressions and empty hands. Everything was running out. Even the farcical old plaster replicas had reappeared in the windows of grocery stores, and bread rations had been cut once again.
         
 
         ‘But why has score paper run out?’ He ran his hands through his hair. ‘Now, of all times? Especially as Prokofiev’s no longer in Leningrad to hog it all.’
 
         The clerk gave an uncertain laugh.
 
         ‘I wasn’t joking.’ Shostakovich spoke morosely. He had an increasing and not irrational fear of being stopped in his tracks. Stopped by military developments, as the crucial battle at Mga was still raging and the German lines were coiling closer around Leningrad. Stopped by Nina, demanding they leave the city. Stopped by lapsed concentration, exhaustion or illness. The music he’d written over the past weeks was like a steam train at his back, bearing down, forcing him on. It was bad enough thinking about what he still had to write, without fretting about what he was supposed to write on. ‘Can’t you give me something?’
         
 
         The clerk shuffled through logbooks as if to postpone the bad news. Finally he looked up. ‘It appears our deliveries have been temporarily halted.’
 
         Shostakovich sighed. ‘Please try to get me some, by whatever means you can. It’s extremely important.’
 
         In recent days the clerk, having witnessed the departure of almost all regular Union visitors, had become increasingly gloomy. The building was a ghost-ship with his puny reluctant self at the helm, and outside a fearsome storm was brewing. But now his chin lifted. ‘You mean to say you’re still composing? And it’s something important? I suppose it’d be impertinent to enquire what it … might be.’ His sentence ended in a nervous squeak.
         
 
         Shostakovich dropped his fire helmet with a clang. ‘I’m not sure. That is, I can’t speak about it.’ By the time he’d stooped, banged his head on the desk and retrieved his helmet, his dislike of the clerk was complete. His wife and his best friend: these were the only two who’d possibly earned the right to enquire about his work in progress. In fact, due to past experience, neither Sollertinsky nor Nina had asked very much at all. How would a spindly idiot behind a desk have any insight into Shostakovich’s rough black notation?
 
         ‘Just move heaven and earth to get me some paper,’ he said curtly.
 
         ‘I’ll try, sir. I hear that you’re fire-watching now?’
 
         ‘Yes, I’m keeping watch on the roof of the Conservatoire.’
 
         ‘How ironic!’ The clerk peered at him deferentially. ‘For so long you’ve nurtured our city from inside that building, and now you’re protecting us from its heights.’
 
         More than ever, Shostakovich wished someone else would enter the room and save him. But the Union, once full of people he wished to avoid, was dismayingly empty. ‘I suppose it’s ironic,’ he muttered.
 
         The clerk was beginning to look elated. Never before had the chance arisen to talk to Shostakovich at such length! ‘I’m hoping to join you at your post, perhaps as early as next week. Now that most of our musical best have departed, my work here has almost disappeared. And physical disabilities prevent me from going to the Front.’ He stuck out a thin leg. ‘Polio. Struck when I was six. My mother feared for my life — but now, perhaps, it’s saved me.’
 
         ‘Your limbs, my eyesight.’ Shostakovich spoke with the fearsome civility he reserved for the overly familiar. ‘Any firebombs that fall on our city will be dealt with by crocks and cripples.’
 
         ‘Indeed. We, too, have our part to play.’ The clerk’s expression was almost coquettish.
 
         Shostakovich stepped back. The pull of comradeship, so desired by others, aroused in him a kind of physical repulsion. ‘I must go,’ he said abruptly. ‘I’ve got work to do, though all too little paper on which to do it.’
 
         The streets, bathed in early sunlight, were relatively calm. Tanks lay under tarpaulins and the trams overturned across intersections looked as if they, too, were sleeping. Sandbags were piled around the bases of statues, while boarded-up monuments floated like unwieldy arks on the cobblestones. Shostakovich knelt beside one to retie his bootlace and realised he could no longer remember what was concealed behind the boards. He’d always been in such a hurry, rushing to the Conservatoire, rushing back to the apartment.
         
 
         A sudden roar made him jump. Fuel trucks with flags fluttering from their roofs — ‘Defend the gains of the October Revolution!’ — were rumbling across the square in the direction of the train station. Glimpsing the faces of the men behind the streaked windscreens, Shostakovich could tell that some of them were no more than seventeen or eighteen. What did the Revolution mean to them? Well, now they’d have their own battle to tell tales about — if they survived. He wiped his eyes and hurried away.
 
         When he got home, the apartment was quiet and dark. Very quietly, he laid his helmet in a corner and pulled off his boots. The bedroom door remained closed.
 
         He tiptoed to the side table. The top drawer was locked: was the key still hanging in the crockery cupboard? He opened the cupboard door little by little and groped along the wall. A cup spun on the edge of the shelf; he caught it in mid-air. Thank God! The door behind him was still closed — and there it was under his fingers, the small iron key, the shape of work to come. His clenched stomach eased.
 
         No sooner had he unlocked the drawer than the bedroom door flew open, and out rushed Maxim, loud and furious in his calico nightgown. ‘I won’t stay in bed any more!’
         
 
         Nina appeared, her hair in a glossy ponytail. ‘Sorry. I tried my best.’ Half-apologetic, half-defiant, she padded across the room and began unhooking the blackout curtains from the top windows.
 
         Next came Galina, her face lighting up at the sight of her father. She twirled in front of him and began singing in a slightly self-conscious way. (Sollertinsky was to blame for this; ever since he’d announced that her voice was promising, she preferred singing to speaking.) ‘Where was Papa all night long?’ she sang. ‘Does he like my morning song?’
 
         Shostakovich tried to smile. ‘Yes, Papa likes it, but he’s very tired. He’s been on a rooftop all night, looking out for fires, and now he has to work on his music.’
 
         ‘If I couldn’t find a fire,’ sang Galina, ‘I’d go and join a choir.’
 
         ‘I’m hungry,’ growled Maxim. ‘Damn hungry.’
         
 
         ‘Don’t swear,’ said Nina, ‘or you’ll stay hungry all day.’ Simultaneously she boiled water, mixed porridge and combed Galina’s hair. Watching her, Shostakovich thought she looked like a beautiful, severe, many-handed Madonna.
         
 
         ‘How did it go last night?’ She looked over one shoulder as she spoke. Her enquiry was sharp-edged, as if she hoped that finally the firebombs had arrived, a bright white shower falling on the Leningrad domes and merging into a running field of fire. For as soon as the Germans began bombing, even pig-headed patriots like her husband would be forced to leave.
 
         He thought back to the night he’d just spent under the velvet August sky. The moon, so low and large he could set it swinging like a pendulum. The familiar streets were transformed into an unfamiliar tableau, fountains and buildings like paper cutouts rimmed with light. Far away on the horizon came the occasional flash of a different light: German gunfire and the Soviet reply. But this, too, had seemed unreal, no more than an operatic effect. On the Conservatoire roof the hours had fallen away, and by the time sunrise stained the eastern sky Shostakovich had lived through several lifetimes.
 
         He stared at Nina, dazed. ‘It was quiet. Yes, extremely quiet. Perhaps our troops will hold Mga after all, and the Germans will be forced to retreat.’ A melodic line hung in his head, somehow connected to the bright moon and the silence, but now it was in danger of disappearing altogether.
 
         ‘Do you actually listen to the radio reports?’ Nina placed the pot on the stove with a clang. ‘Or do you mentally rewrite them for your own convenience?’
 
         Galina leaned against Shostakovich’s legs like a cat. ‘What’s that you’re holding?’
 
         Stroking her smooth head, Shostakovich felt the first waves of tiredness breaking over him. Perhaps he should lie down for an hour and gather some energy for the task ahead? ‘It’s something my Da made. He made it when I was a boy and he was working as an engineer.’
 
         ‘What’s it for?’ Maxim stared at the spidery gadget, forgetting his hunger.
 
         ‘It draws five lines at once. You can make musical paper with it. I need some because the Composers’ Union has run out and I have to finish my march.’ This last sentence was largely for Nina’s benefit: an explanation without any tedious detail.
 
         ‘Your march? That boom-boom one we’ve heard on the piano?’
         
 
         ‘It won’t end with a boom, Galya’ He cast a longing glance at the workroom door. ‘It will end with a sigh, and perhaps a few tears. It will end quietly — as long as I can get some quiet time to end it.’
 
         ‘Are you really low on paper?’ So Nina had heard his plea! Now perhaps he’d be allowed to leave the kitchen, fighting off the need for sleep, beckoning to the faint sounds he’d heard some hours earlier.
 
         ‘Yes, God knows what they’ve been using score paper for. That numbskull Prokofiev probably took a stash to the Caucasus for scribbling his crap on. And Khachaturian took the rest to the Urals. It might as well be used as toilet paper.’ He spoke lightly; winning Nina over, even temporarily, always made him feel better.
 
         She was laying out mugs and spoons on the table. ‘Are you eating with us?’
 
         ‘I’m not hungry. I got something at the Union canteen.’
 
         ‘Is that so?’ Nina regarded him steadily. ‘What did you get — white lies with onions? You’re getting so thin, you need to eat.’
 
         ‘Stop fussing!’ He lost his patience. ‘I’ve got a job to do. And it’s a damn sight more important than perching on a rooftop, watching for non-existent bombers.’
 
         He slammed his way into his workroom and barricaded the door with a chair. Don’t try to come in, he prayed, opening the lid of the piano. There was no time for recriminations and apologies.
         
 
         
            [image: ] 
            

         
 
         Much later, he raised his head. He could hear a hammering — not the thudding ground-bass of his strings, as he’d first thought. It was definitely external.
         
 
         With a sigh, he went out into the main room. It was empty and tidy. The dishes were stacked away. The children’s overshoes had gone from beside the door. The onslaught of knocking continued.
 
         ‘Who is it?’
 
         ‘Dmitri!’ The voice was familiar. ‘It’s me! Let me in.’
 
         Alarmed, he flung open the door. ‘Nikolai! What in God’s name has happened? Are the Germans inside the city gates?’
 
         Nikolai stumbled past him and sank down in a chair, his chest heaving. He looked as if he’d run all the way from his apartment, some fifteen blocks away. ‘It’s Sonya! It’s … my … Sonya.’
 
         ‘No! Tell me she’s safe. Has Pskov been attacked?’
         
 
         ‘She never got there. I’ve just had word from my wife’s sister. The train never arrived. At first they thought it was delayed — nothing unusual, as some trains have stood in sidings for days, waiting for the all-clear. But now —’ Tears ran down his cheeks as silently as rain. ‘Now it’s been a week, and there have been reports of a German attack on the line to Pskov. They can’t say which train was hit, but it’s likely —’ He stopped and laid his head on the table, crying so hard the wood creaked under the weight of his grief.
 
         Shostakovich hovered beside him. ‘You mustn’t give up hope. These reports are often bullshit — ninety per cent rumour, ten per cent hearsay. You’ve been intending to join the Conservatoire in Tashkent, haven’t you? Why not go there as planned, and surely you’ll soon hear good news about Sonya.’ But his head was still ringing with the notes he’d just written; the thudding of the timpani held the authority of a death march, and he found it hard to believe his own words.
 
         ‘I can’t go away now,’ said Nikolai, lifting his head. ‘I must stay here, in case she makes her way home.’ He wiped his eyes and blew his nose. ‘I must find something to do while I wait for her to come home. Perhaps I can work in a munitions factory. Or lend my support to the Radio Orchestra.’
 
         ‘That will raise the spirits of our melancholic conductor!’ Shostakovich, clumsy from thirty hours without sleep, tried for a joke. ‘If Elias gets one of Russia’s finest violinists to join his ragged band, he’ll smile for the first time in a decade.’
 
         Nikolai’s swallow was painfully loud in the quiet room. ‘I came to you not just because you’re my friend. I hoped you might help me find out the truth.’
 
         ‘The truth about what?’
 
         ‘About what happened to the train. The Kremlin listens to you, after all. Your name’s known by the top authorities, not only in the cultural department but also in defence.’ He fixed his eyes on Shostakovich. ‘I ask you — I beg you. Would you make use of your position to find out the truth about Sonya?’
         
 
         A light breeze rattled the window frame; Shostakovich took off his glasses and began polishing them with his handkerchief. ‘I’m so sorry,’ he said at last.
 
         Nikolai stood up in a rush, his chair crashing to the floor. ‘I’ve offended you! If it were anyone but Sonya, I’d never ask for such a thing. I know you loathe asking the Party for privileges, that you never do it even for yourself, that you despise people who try to use your influence for their gain. I know all this, and I’m sure you hate me for presuming. But it’s Sonya — it’s my Sonya!’ He backed away from the chair as if it were a body on a battlefield.
         
 
         ‘Please believe me, Nikolai. If I could do anything to find her, if I could make any phone calls or send any telegrams, I would do so instantly. But from the day the Germans breached our borders, my influence has counted for nothing. I can’t even get score paper to continue my work. Stalin and his generals are concentrating on military strategy, not musical matters. At present, in official eyes, I’m smaller than an ant.’
 
         ‘Of course.’ Nikolai’s hectic flush had faded, leaving his face waxy. ‘You’re right. I’ve been grasping at straws.’
 
         ‘As one does, when the river is closing over one’s head.’ Tears stung Shostakovich’s eyes; he’d just remembered Sonya’s small hand on his arm as he’d walked her home down Nevsky Prospect. Was it possible the train carrying her to safety was now a twisted mess of metal? Carriages splintered apart, fragments of bone scattered over the dry ground?
 
         ‘I must go.’ Nikolai sounded more definite. He picked up the chair and set it neatly in at the table. ‘I’ll go to the Pravda offices to see if anyone there knows anything. I’m sorry if I interrupted your work.’
         
 
         Shostakovich kissed him on both cheeks. ‘Don’t mention it. I’m quite used to interruptions. You know what it’s like trying to work with youngsters —’ He stopped, bit his lip and rushed on. ‘Even if my name were General Shaposhnikov or Marshal Voroshilov, I’d be unable to help you. Our commanders are masters of chaos, attempting to steer Russia with neither a plan in front of them nor experience behind them. Details go unnoticed, the bigger picture confounds them. We’re in the hands of fools and idiots, thanks to the way the army was decimated by our own leader. You don’t think the bumbling generals who survived the purge would know where evacuees are, do you, when they can scarcely locate their own brains?’
 
         ‘I understand what you’re saying.’ Nikolai’s head drooped. ‘It’s hopeless, of course. But nonetheless I must go on searching.’
 
         ‘It’s not hopeless,’ urged Shostakovich, ‘and you must go on hoping. Hearing Sonya play, I felt sure she was destined for a great future. I still feel that now, and my instincts are seldom wrong.’
 
         ‘I have the cello. Perhaps, like the beam of a lighthouse, it will bring her home.’ But Nikolai walked to the door like a blind man, hands outstretched as if to stop himself falling.
         
 
         Back in his workroom, Shostakovich sat at the desk for some minutes, his shoulders heaving. Then he wiped his face on his sleeve, picked up his father’s shaky hand-made gadget, and began tracing staves on the backs of old composition essays as if his life depended on it. The metal spider moved lightly and crookedly over the paper, leaving trailing lines in its wake. Page after page, rhythm soothing away thought until the chaos of the world was reduced to five clean but uneven lines. 
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            The descent
            

         
 
         September was cold and grey. Every day the sun hid behind thick cloud as if avoiding the sight of German tanks poised at Leningrad’s gates. The urgency of the summer had been replaced by a strange lethargy growing like moss over the surface of the city. Ordinary activities were interspersed with extraordinary ones but, whether shuffling in bread queues or training for grenade-throwing, people spoke in flat voices and their faces were as dull as the gun-metal sky.
         
 
         Shostakovich was feeling increasingly exhausted. His legs ached and there was a constant pain behind his eyes. ‘Perhaps it’s because my thirty-fifth birthday is approaching,’ he said to Nina. ‘I’m becoming an old man.’
 
         ‘Fire-watching all night and composing all day is enough to make anyone feel old. Besides, you always feel ill when you’re writing. Once you’ve finished this work, you’ll be fine.’
 
         ‘Once I’ve finished! The problem is —’ He took a burning gulp of tea, glanced at Nina, who was grating potatoes, and plunged into an admission, hoping it wasn’t a mistake. ‘This is only a first movement. Although this one may be done in a few days, there’ll still be a second movement to write, and then a third and a fourth.’
 
         ‘It’s going to be … a symphony?’
 
         ‘I’m afraid so. You’d think twenty-five minutes of thunder and lightning would be enough. But a few days ago I was forced to acknowledge that there is more to come.’ He remembered the moment with something close to annoyance. As he’d dragged a bucket of sand up the steep steps to the Conservatoire roof, suspicion had hardened into certainty. The final grumbles of the main theme, the tanks fading into the distance — they weren’t final. There was more to write.
         
 
         Nina gave a small sigh. Perhaps she was remembering the last stages of the Sixth Symphony, when he’d plummeted into such a severe depression he couldn’t get out of bed? Mixing flour into the grated potato, she made a face. ‘I could do with an egg.’
 
         ‘And I could do with a scherzo,’ he said gloomily. ‘Then an adagio, then a finale. Wonderful.’
 
         ‘You might be pleasantly surprised. After all, the Sixth turned out to be only three movements.’
 
         He toyed with his glass, turning it between his fingers, watching the clear liquid spin inside.
 
         ‘You’ll be fine.’ She turned from her cooking and gave him a bright smile.
 
         Shostakovich grunted. He resented being told he’d be fine when he knew with conviction, he would never be fine again. The constant nervous energy that drove him on was giving him diarrhoea (inconvenient when stuck on a roof for hours without anyone to relieve his watch). He might die in a flurry of bombs, with his arse stuck in a bucket. A fitting end for a prominent Soviet composer! Then Stalin would regret the harassment he’d ordered over the years. ‘Comrade Shostakovich?’ he’d say from behind his walrus moustache. ‘I’m sorry to say I hounded him to the point where he became a nervous wreck. This was before the war with Germany, of course. The Seventh Symphony was his last; his bowels were shot to pieces from the strain. The trouble began in 1936, when I misjudged his opera, and it ended, somewhat ironically, on the roof of the building where he studied. Caught by the Junkers with his pants down, shitting like a firebomb — not the way we want our greatest men remembered —’
 
         ‘What?’ With a jolt, he returned to the present.
 
         Nina was beside him, taking the tea from his hands. ‘Can you call the children in? We’ll eat in ten minutes.’ Even in the dull papered-window light, her exhaustion was plain.
 
         ‘Nina,’ he said earnestly. ‘I know you want us to leave Leningrad, but please understand. It seems wrong to flee like rats from a sinking ship.’
 
         She averted her face. ‘That’s beginning to sound like an excuse to make yourself feel better about risking your children’s lives.’
 
         ‘An excuse? An excuse? I hardly think that saving Leningrad from destruction qualifies as a bloody excuse!’
         
 
         ‘The only thing you’re bothered about saving is yourself.’ Nina’s voice rose. ‘You can’t bear to be interrupted in the middle of writing. You’re scared that if we leave now, you’ll lose track of what you’re working on. Your music is far more important to you than your family or your country. Why don’t you just tell the truth?’ She marched over to the window. ‘Galina, Maxim, come inside now!’
 
         Shostakovich sank back in his chair. Of course evacuating now would pose a danger to his work. He’d managed to wrest a strange routine from the chaos around him, and if this was interrupted he wasn’t sure he could go on composing. ‘If they start to shell us, then we can reassess.’ Stating this made him feel better: more decisive and authoritative, more like the head of a family. ‘Shells,’ he repeated. ‘And bombs. Once these things start, it may be the right time to pack our bags and leave.’

      

      
    

  
    
      
         
         
 
         
            Running for cover
            

         
 
         For two days, all anyone talked about was the first artillery attack on the southern edges of the city. Several of Elias’s musicians came to work with lurid tales passed on by neighbours, or the friends of neighbours, or the neighbours of friends.
         
 
         ‘Like the best fishing tale,’ said Alexander, ‘the shells become bigger and louder with every mouth.’ He alone seemed unfazed by the news that the crucial junction at Mga had fallen; that rail lines east to Tikhvin and Moscow and south to Luga had been cut, leaving one tenuous link across Lake Ladoga. In spite of the fact that bread rations had been further reduced and food supplies would barely last a month, in spite of the fact that German shells were now raining down on factories and churches, ripping up the streets and setting rooftops alight, Alexander sat back and cracked jokes — though no one laughed.
 
         Today he was disrupting rehearsal with more stories. ‘Yuri’s sister-in-law was out shopping,’ he said in a dramatic voice, ‘and suddenly she heard a faraway screaming.’
         
 
         ‘It was more of a moaning than a screaming,’ interrupted Katerina Ginka. ‘Vasily Smirnova told me it sounded like a woman in the throes of childbirth.’
 
         Alexander looked annoyed. ‘Well, it rapidly became a screaming once the shells began to fall. Suddenly they were raining all over the street and bursting on the pavement like melons. Human flesh was flying through the air and splattering over the shop fronts. One woman lost her arm and her shopping bag; another woman grabbed the bag out of the dismembered hand and ran off with it.’ At this there were groans and gasps. Alexander smirked. ‘As Yuri said, only a woman would think of supplies at a time like that.’
         
 
         Katerina looked at him witheringly. Their love match, it seemed, had already burned itself out. ‘I heard the women were wonderful. It was the men cowering in doorways, while the women went back out to drag in the wounded. Some people had their faces blown right off. There were only holes where their features had been.’
 
         Elias had heard enough. He rapped on the stand with his baton. ‘Please,’ he said, trying to cover his dismay and shock, ‘remember why we are here.’
 
         ‘To play sitting ducks?’ The proximity of death had made Alexander even bolder. ‘Here we are, preparing to quack like birds for our unseen English listeners, waiting for shrapnel to tear our wings off. Is it worth it?’
 
         Before Elias could speak, old Petrov took up the cudgels. ‘Shut up. We’ll keep rehearsing until shells fall on our own heads, because that’s our job.’
 
         ‘Thank you,’ said Elias faintly. He could imagine only too clearly the writhing bodies and the boarded-up shops sprayed with blood.
 
         ‘If there’s any justice in the world,’ added Petrov, staring at Alexander, ‘the noisiest bird will get the first shell.’
 
         ‘Perhaps we should look for somewhere else to rehearse,’ suggested Kholodov. ‘If we move to the northern edge of the city, we’ll be further away from those murdering bastards and out of range of their missiles.’
 
         ‘The north will become the most dangerous if they start bombing us the way they have in Moscow,’ objected Fomenko. ‘They won’t risk blowing the shit out of their own men.’
 
         And so the squabbling and the bickering began all over again, while Nikolai sat quietly in his usual position at the back of the violins. He’d adamantly refused Elias’s suggestion that he take up the position of concertmaster. ‘It would be more than my life’s worth. I’d rather face German artillery than the collective wrath of an orchestra.’ Now Elias was uncomfortably aware of Nikolai’s objective gaze as the orchestra became more unruly, arguing over Luftwaffe tactics in the same way they fought over interpretations of minor Russian composers. It took all his new-found confidence to raise his voice and tell them to be quiet, that they were obliged to keep playing both in spite and because of this sodding war.
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         It wasn’t until the next morning on the tram that he realised how exhausted he’d become. He sat in a trance, staring out at a city transformed. Familiar parks slashed by trenches, piles of rusty bedsteads and girders stacked across intersections. It reminded him of his father’s workroom at its busiest: dismayingly chaotic, with no apparent end in sight. He glanced into his briefcase to check the neat scores knotted with string, and pens lined up in canvas holders. Reassured by order, he closed his eyes.
         
 
         Suddenly the air was ripped apart by sirens. The blaring was entirely different from the sound of air-raid practices — though perhaps this was because it was fused with an unfamiliar whining. The tram halted suddenly, throwing passengers forwards in their seats. Out in the street urgent instructions were being called through loudspeakers.
 
         ‘What is it?’ The old woman beside Elias sounded confused; her scarf had slid forward over her face, making her look like a hooded-eyed reptile. ‘What are they saying?’
 
         ‘It’s an air raid! A real one.’ Elias’s heart had leapt into his throat; he could hardly speak. ‘We’ve got to move!’
 
         There was a crush as people shoved their way towards the doors and out onto the street. ‘Go to the Alexandrinsky Theatre! Run!’ The driver’s cheeks were flushed a deep crimson.
 
         Theatre Street looked impossibly long, its brown facades and arched windows disappearing into a haze. Already the driver had taken off, a few passengers stumbling behind him. Elias glanced towards the horizon and saw black shapes sweeping in like bats over the city. He gasped, put his briefcase over his head, and ran.
 
         Time moved in odd, unwieldy chunks. He sprinted for what seemed like an age, then found himself tumbling through huge oak doors and falling down some stairs. All of a sudden he found himself motionless, lying in pitch darkness, face down on a cold tiled floor. The body of an elderly man was pressed close against him, his warm wheezing breath filling Elias’s nose and mouth.
 
         How long were they there for? It was hard to tell; there were muffled sounds from outside, and the shifting of bodies inside — and all around was total blackness, increasing Elias’s sense of disembodiment. Later he couldn’t remember what he’d thought or felt. The first clear moment was the distant wail of the all-clear siren.
 
         After some minutes, people got to their feet in silence and shuffled up the stairs. Elias was first out onto the street. There were columns of smoke rising in the direction of the river.
         
 
         ‘I never thought it would be like this.’ The tram driver was beside him now, brushing dirt and grit off his trousers. ‘I never thought they’d start bombing us so early in the day — before we’ve even digested our breakfast.’ Shaking his head, he headed back in the direction of the trolley-car.
 
         Elias stood still for a minute longer, mesmerised by the smoky sky. He rarely had preconceived notions about anything but he was also surprised — not by the Germans’ audacity, but by the fact he’d just been through an air raid and wasn’t gibbering with fear.
 
         It seemed odd, too, that life could simply go on; that the tram was still there and people were back in the streets, resuming their places in bread queues and quarrelling over who’d been first. Elias, still clutching his briefcase, boarded the tram and returned to the seat he’d been in before. But when they reached the Bolshaya Pushkarskaya stop, he wasn’t sure if he could stand; his legs felt disconnected from the rest of his body. He shuffled into the aisle, using the hand-rail for support.
 
         ‘This isn’t your usual stop!’ said the old reptilian woman, her pursed lips almost disappearing into her creased chin. ‘Shouldn’t you be going home, anyway, to check that your mother is safe?’
 
         Who was she? She looked vaguely familiar: perhaps a one-time customer of his father, or an acquaintance of his mother from the days when she still had friends and went out. He bowed stiffly. ‘I have an important errand to run. Besides, I’m sure my mother will be unharmed. The bombs have clearly struck the north and the east of the city, while the south side has been spared.’
 
         ‘Uncaring upstart,’ mumbled the woman. ‘Society’s going to the dogs, that’s what I say, when children no longer —’
 
         ‘Shut up, you old crone! It’s none of your business.’ Elias pushed his way towards the door. He didn’t need to be reminded about carrying out his duty — particularly when that was just what he was doing.
 
         The side streets in this part of the city seemed peaceful, as if a thunderstorm had passed and the birds were about to start singing. Elias hadn’t been here before, but standing on the stone steps and looking up at the windows, he felt as if he were coming home. He paused for a moment, breathing deeply, before he climbed the stairs to the fifth-floor landing. Only when he knocked on the door did he notice that his knuckles were badly grazed and smeared with dust.
         
 
         Shostakovich himself opened the door. His dark hair was standing on end, his face was pale, and a long smudge of ink marked his forehead. There was such a racket coming from the room behind him it was impossible to hear a word he said.
         
  
         ‘Good morning.’ Elias spoke loudly, though the din made him suddenly doubt his purpose. What on earth was he doing? The old woman was right. He should be at home — this was no place for him, today of all days.
 
         The noise continued unabated: shrieking, wailing and fitful crying. ‘Would — you — be — quiet!’ roared Shostakovich.
 
         There was instant silence.
 
         Elias stepped back. ‘I’m sorry —’
 
         ‘Please excuse me. I wasn’t speaking to you, of course!’ Shostakovich wiped his forearm over his face, so that his sleeve, too, garnered an inky smear. ‘My family’s upset by this morning’s air raid — although I’m afraid such a circus is nothing out of the ordinary.’ He looked at Elias as if seeing him properly for the first time. ‘If it isn’t Karl Eliasberg! Please, come in.’
 
         The room was large and sparsely furnished, filled with a hazy light. On the sofa sat Nina Shostakovich, her sleek black head bent over two smaller ones as she spoke soothingly over snuffling breaths and small sobs. ‘Good morning,’ she said to Elias. ‘I’m sorry for the noisy welcome.’
 
         ‘Not at all. Excuse me for arriving unannounced.’ Elias sounded awkward and apologetic, speaking over his shoulder as he scuttled after Shostakovich into another room.
 
         ‘Pandemonium.’ Shostakovich shut the door firmly and sank down on the piano stool. ‘After the sirens began we went to the cellar, where we were forced to sit for God knows how long in close proximity to neighbours with whom I have no wish to spend two minutes. Now the bombs have given my wife ammunition of her own. She’s adamant we must leave Leningrad within the hour.’ He stared at the stack of paper at his feet and seemed to speak to himself. ‘Unfinished. Unsatisfactory. Nevertheless, she wants to leave by tomorrow!’
 
         Elias sat down in the nearest chair and placed his briefcase on his knees. ‘I s-s-seem to have arrived at a difficult time. Forgive me for intruding, but I have something here that you might find useful.’
 
         ‘Any time in this household is a difficult time. I can understand why Beethoven eschewed family life in favour of brief romances. Can you imagine what the Eroica might have become had its creator been forced to cope with two children?’
         
 
         Elias coughed uncertainly. ‘Speaking of the Eroica, I’d like the Radio Orchestra, at some time in the future —’
         
 
         ‘The Radio Orchestra?’ Shostakovich sat up straighter. ‘That might, indeed, be possible — although Mravinsky seems to know how my mind works.’ He peered at Elias from behind his steel-rimmed glasses. ‘How are they shaping up, your orchestra?’
         
 
         ‘The orchestra is satisfactory, considering the circumstances. Depleted in numbers owing to military commitments, but we’re managing. We’re currently rehearsing Tchaikovsky’s Fifth —’
 
         ‘Yes, yes, I know this from my good friend Nikolai. I’m not interested in your repertoire, but rather in the calibre of your musicians. For instance, what’s the state of your wind section?’
 
         ‘My wind section,’ repeated Elias. ‘My wind section?’ Being alone with Shostakovich was having a strange effect on him. There was ringing in his ears and a red blur at the edge of his vision.
 
         Shostakovich moved restlessly. ‘Are they strong? It’s some time since I’ve attended one of your performances.’
 
         ‘Are they strong?’ Elias could have bitten out his parrot tongue. He tore his eyes away from Shostakovich’s mesmerising stare, trying to think more clearly. ‘They’re talented enough. Though I’m dissatisfied with my lead oboist and hope to replace him before the year’s out. But with the war …’ He trailed away. ‘Everything is uncertain now.’
 
         ‘I see.’ Shostakovich sounded disappointed. ‘The oboe is most important. What about the rest?’
         
 
         ‘The rest I’m reasonably content with.’ He was floundering. Surely his contentment wasn’t Shostakovich’s primary concern — but what was? ‘They’ve been playing together for six years, so the trombones are excellent, as are the horns. And my trumpets were recently described, in a review by Semyon Shlifsteyn, as some of the finest of this century. But perhaps you read that in Pravda last spring?’ He paused hopefully but Shostakovich was staring past him, looking rather vague. ‘As for their lung capacity,’ he hurried on, ‘that must be the best in Russia, if the constant shouting and arguing is anything to go by!’
         
 
         The joke was wasted on Shostakovich, who began tapping his pencil on the desk in a rapid, considering way. ‘If only I could get word from Sollertinsky or Mravinsky. Who knows if they even have adequate rehearsal facilities in Novosibirsk? But it’s been a fortnight, and I hear nothing! Nothing!’
 
         Elias flushed with an entirely irrational guilt. After all, it wasn’t his fault that Leningrad’s top musicians were exiled in Siberia, nor that the postal service was more unreliable than ever, nor that the military censors had the power to intercept correspondence if offended by a minor point of punctuation. ‘I, too, have had no news,’ he ventured, though there was no reason in the world why anyone in the Philharmonia, let alone its Artistic Director or orchestral conductor, might write to him, even in peacetime.
         
 
         ‘I’d hoped for something here in Leningrad.’ Shostakovich scratched his ear with his pencil. ‘Though, naturally, that depends on the course of the war.’
 
         ‘Naturally.’ Elias was beginning to feel dizzy.
 
         ‘But what am I thinking?’ It seemed that Shostakovich was looking at Elias properly for the first time. ‘I haven’t asked you about your own experience of this terrible morning. I hope you weren’t harmed in any way?’
 
         ‘No, not harmed, thank you for asking. I happened to be close to a shelter when the planes appeared, and nowhere near the districts where the bombs were dropped.’
 
         ‘That’s a mercy. Though I fear it’s now obvious what German tactics will be. Not content with imprisoning us in our own city, they intend to make daily life a living hell.’
 
         ‘Yes, it seems this morning was only a taste of what’s to come.’ Once more Elias heard the terrible whine of the planes, saw them sweeping in like a plague, blackening the sky. He groped for his handkerchief and wiped his forehead.
 
         ‘Please don’t mention such things to my wife,’ said Shostakovich, glancing at the door in a slightly hunted way. ‘I wouldn’t wish to alarm her.’
 
         ‘I wouldn’t dream of it. In fact, I’ve got little time to speak to anyone, for I must hurry to rehearsal. The purpose of my visit —’ But now Elias’s stutter welled up again, and his tongue turned to wood. ‘I h-h-heard … someone t-t-told me —’ Giving up, he reached inside his jacket and laid the bulky paper parcel on the desk. ‘I’m s-s-sorry it’s crumpled. I’m afraid I lay on it during the air raid.’
 
         Somewhat gingerly, Shostakovich removed the wrappings. For a few seconds he sat and stared, then he sprang up from his stool. ‘Score paper!’ he cried, brandishing it above his head. ‘And so much of it! Where in heaven’s name did you get it? It’s harder to find than the rainbow’s end!’
 
         Elias’s face burned. ‘I’ve been saving it ever since my composition classes at the Conservatoire. I didn’t need much. Never was much good at composing, you know.’
 
         ‘This is wonderful! Marvellous! I can’t tell you what a difference this will make. Not having to scrimp and save, especially not having to battle with this —’ He waved something that looked like a large metal spider. ‘How can I ever repay you?’
         
 
         ‘There’s no need.’ Elias shuffled his feet under his chair. ‘I’m pleased to be of service.’
 
         ‘Can you stay a minute longer?’ Shostakovich’s face shone. ‘I finished a work — at least, the first movement of a work — a couple of days ago.’ But he didn’t wait for Elias to answer. He snatched up some pages lying beside the piano, drew in his stool, held his hands above the keyboard for a moment, and began to play.
 
         As the notes built up into a solid wall, Elias sat perfectly still, watching Shostakovich’s slightly stubbled, concentrated face. The composer’s mouth twitched as he played and he hammered at the keys as if they were made of steel rather than ivory. Sometimes his hands leapt over each other, left hand soaring over right and back again.
 
         As the march-like theme grew louder, the piano began to shake. Sheets of paper leapt off the rack and sliced through the air. But Shostakovich was no longer looking at the music; his face was almost touching the keyboard and his glasses were suspended at the end of his nose. Then, in the middle of a savagely repeated phrase, he broke off altogether. The only sound was of plates clattering in the main room.
 
         Shoving his glasses back onto his nose, Shostakovich sat back, breathing hard. ‘The rest of it is to be a bassoon solo. A kind of elegy. But it doesn’t sound effective on the piano.’
 
         At last Elias could let go of his chair. His fingers were red and grooved from gripping the wood. ‘It’s … Oh, it’s —!’ But the room was blurring; quickly, he wiped his eyes. ‘Is it to be a symphony?’
 
         ‘Yes, though I didn’t know it at first. I began it in the first weeks of the German advance.’
 
         ‘A war symphony. For Leningrad.’ Elias’s voice sounded tiny in the aftermath of Shostakovich’s bold, defiant notes. ‘It will be your Eroica.’
         
 
         Shostakovich’s flush was fading. Suddenly he looked smaller and thinner, his shirt hanging loosely from his shoulders. ‘Some might say that. If they’re kind. But it’s more likely this will be hailed as my Wellington’s Victory — which, as you know, represented Beethoven at his most simple-minded.’
         
 
         ‘The premiere of Wellington’s Victory featured Vienna’s finest performers!’ protested Elias. ‘Salieri, Meyerbeer — the audience loved it! You can’t deny it was extremely popular.’
         
 
         ‘Popular, yes.’ Shostakovich shrugged.
         
 
         ‘Like Beethoven, you’ve captured the very essence of war. The people of Leningrad can’t help but hear that.’
 
         ‘A naturalistic portrayal of battle may win popular approval, but, as Beethoven proved, it can also turn out to be an aesthetic embarrassment.’ Shostakovich’s shoulders slumped lower with every word. ‘Do you not think,’ he added, ‘that this movement is somewhat reminiscent of Ravel’s Bolero?’
         
 
         ‘That’s it! I couldn’t immediately place it, but yes, it is similar to Bolero — the quiet start, the crescendo, the insistent repetition.’
         
  
         Shostakovich began raking up the loose pages at his feet. ‘That’s exactly how the critics will damn me. They’ll say I’ve copied Ravel. Well, let them say it. This is how I hear war.’ He glanced around, then dumped the pages into a large saucepan standing under the piano.
 
         ‘Not only Ravel,’ said Elias hastily. ‘I heard definite echoes of Ein Heldenleben. And perhaps a nod, too, towards the second movement of Sibelius’s Fifth.’
         
 
         ‘Really?’ Shostakovich’s glasses glinted in the filtered light. ‘Strauss, Sibelius — and what about Tchaikovsky? Could you detect elements of him, too?’
 
         ‘The 1812 did come to mind.’ Elias began to feel as if he were back in the Conservatoire on examination day.
         
 
         ‘Another naturalistic battlepiece. Interesting.’
 
         ‘But of course Tchaikovsky is very much on my mind,’ stammered Elias. ‘In three weeks we’re broadcasting the Fifth to Britain. And the 1812 has already been scheduled as part of our winter programme.’
         
 
         ‘The final charge,’ said Shostakovich in a low voice, ‘will be that I’m becoming derivative of my own work. A seventh symphony necessarily carries the other six on its back. Yet how can I avoid this, unless I stop composing?’ He went over to the faded divan and sat with his hands on his knees, staring at the floor. ‘If only Sollertinsky were here. He could help me.’
 
         Elias’s stomach began to tie itself in painful knots. The atmosphere in the room had become chilly, the conversation sealed over like a pond in winter. Shamefully, he almost longed for the sound of another air-raid siren.
 
         Instead the rain arrived — a squall that hit the windowpanes and made him jump. Shostakovich sprang up and pulled the saucepan out from under the piano, throwing the manuscript pages onto the floor. ‘We have leaks. The water gathers on the sill and pours in somewhere about here.’ He stood with the pan in his hands, eyeing up the cracked wooden windowframe.
         
 
         Elias stood up. He’d been sitting still for so long that his knees clicked like an old man’s. ‘I should go. I insist on punctuality from my orchestra, so I must set an example.’
 
         ‘What else are conductors for?’ Shostakovich placed the saucepan under the sill and led the way to the door. ‘Thank you for the paper. And thank you, too, for your frank comments on my symphony. It’s rarely pleasant to hear the truth about one’s work, but honesty is always preferable to sycophancy.’
 
         Elias stopped in his tracks. ‘I wasn’t criticising! I think your symphony is m-m-m —’ He dug his fingernails into his palms. ‘It’s w-w-won —’
 
         Shostakovich glanced around the main room. ‘Thank God. The children must be napping. Silence at last. Do you need to borrow an umbrella?’
 
         Nina appeared from the bedroom opposite, closing the door quietly behind her. ‘They’re exhausted. Over-excited by the air raid.’ She turned to Elias. ‘Would you like some tea? It’s been difficult getting hold of provisions recently, but we still have tea.’
 
         ‘No tea.’ Shostakovich spoke abruptly. ‘He’s in a frightful hurry.’
 
         ‘Well, at least allow me to pour Mr Eliasberg some water. I fear we’ve been poor hosts.’
 
         ‘On the contrary, it’s been a wonderful visit.’ Elias tried to smile. ‘I’ve been privileged enough to listen to your husband’s new work. A rare honour, and —’
 
         ‘Work!’ Shostakovich strode to the table, snatched up Elias’s gloves and thrust them at him somewhat desperately. ‘Yes, you must get to work, and so must I.’
 
         Nina laid a hand on his arm. ‘Dmitri, are you all right?’
 
         ‘The scherzo,’ said Shostakovich in a low voice. ‘It’s waiting. It’s always waiting.’
 
         Nina sighed. ‘Well, goodbye, Mr Eliasberg. Take care. The world outside is becoming an increasingly dangerous place.’
 
         Elias blundered down the first flight of stairs and paused on the landing. Heavy wooden boards had been nailed across the windows, so that he stood in almost total darkness. He waited for his eyes to adjust, then pulled a sheet of paper from his briefcase. In capital letters, much larger than he ordinarily used, he wrote ‘MAGNIFICENT’. Then he folded the paper in half, tiptoed back up the stairs and pushed the note under Shostakovich’s door.

      

      
    

  
    
      
         
         

         
            The night of fire
            

         
   
         The noise was the worst. Usually, Nikolai looked forward to autumn. After the temporary euphoria of summer with its blowsy white nights, the sprawling city closed itself up again and regained its dignity. He preferred Leningrad this way: the streets quiet and empty, footsteps echoing against stone walls, the chilly breath of the marshes hanging on the wind.
         

         But this year, although the leaves were browning and the evenings were becoming cold, Leningrad was denied peace. The hammering and sawing had been replaced by far worse sounds: the blare of air-raid sirens, the high-pitched scream of artillery shells, the crack of anti-aircraft fire, the whining of fighter planes. When the Junkers appeared, their loud drone was followed by a deafening chaos. Fire roared on rooftops, entire buildings collapsed with a crashing of stone and timber.
         

         ‘It’s as if the very city is in pain.’ Nikolai huddled against a chimney on the Conservatoire roof. ‘Don’t you hate the constant noise?’

         Shostakovich’s face was a white blur in the darkness. ‘It’s never been quiet in my head. So perhaps it is easier for me.’

         ‘Not easier,’ said Nikolai, resting his head against the bricks. ‘Just different.’ He was so tired that it was all he could do to string two words together. How long could he go on like this? At rehearsals, after sleepless nights, even placing the bow on the strings felt like too great an effort; it was as if his fingers weren’t even attached to his hands. I feel dismembered, he thought.
         

         ‘Coffee?’ Shostakovich held out a tin cup. ‘You look as if you could do with some.’

         Nikolai shook his head. ‘It gives me the shakes.’
         

         ‘Not this stuff! It tastes like one part coffee and five parts mud.’

         Nikolai took a swig. ‘Disgusting,’ he agreed, though he could taste nothing at all.

         ‘Isn’t it? Apparently one of our neighbours has started making pancakes using old coffee grounds. Nina found her going through the rubbish.’

         ‘So we’re back to this. Cabbage soup by the gallon, rotten meat in the borscht — if there’s any meat at all.’

         ‘Watered-down porridge, watered-down vodka.’ Shostakovich sighed. ‘Substitute sugar, substitute fat, substitute everything. One would think we’d be used to it, from the earlier days, but how quickly we forget!’ He drained the coffee into his mouth, then spat over the edge of the building. ‘I was about to say we can get used to almost anything, but I refuse to get used to this muck.’

         It was true, Nikolai reflected; human nature was extraordinarily adaptable. What had once seemed strange — putting on a helmet, climbing to a rooftop with a pail of sand — had become routine. People who’d once sewed fine linen coats now threaded fuses into artillery shells. Those who’d suppressed their urge to pray were being officially urged to enter churches. There was only one thing to which Nikolai was unable to adjust: the terrible pain that had been with him ever since he’d prised Sonya’s fingers from around his wrist and handed her into the train carriage, into someone else’s arms. That pain was as raw as it had ever been, and its strength and ferocity surprised him. When he entered his apartment, it leapt upon him; when he dozed off from exhaustion, it was waiting in his dreams. It burned through his numb, sleep-deprived state like frozen metal on skin. He would never get used to her not being there, and he looked for her when he turned every corner and boarded every tram. ‘I’ll never get used to the absence,’ he whispered, scraping his boots on the guttering to cover his words.

         In spite of the vast sweeping arms of the searchlights, it was just possible to make out the delicate points of stars. ‘It’s quiet enough now,’ said Shostakovich. ‘Maybe we’ll be allowed a night of silence.’

         He was right. Even the muffled thud of faraway artillery was stilled. It had been a bad day, with waves of Junkers sweeping in and dropping showers of incendiaries over the city. All evening, fire brigades had been fighting the flaring white flames. Passing a local park, Nikolai had seen children frantically digging up soil and heaping it over a cluster of fires.

         Shostakovich leaned back on a chimney pot, and a loose tile fell on his helmet with a loud crack. ‘The Russian composer Dmitri Shostakovich,’ he said in a broadcaster’s voice, ‘spent the winter of 1941 preventing incendiaries from falling on his workplace. The only thing to fall on him was a piece of the roof.’
         

         Nikolai smiled. ‘Perhaps the Germans feel they’ve treated us to sufficient indignities for one day.’
         

         ‘Let’s hope so. The city can’t take much more heat. Do you want to get some sleep, while the coast is clear?’

         The thought of lying down made Nikolai feel both better and worse. He’d spent the previous night in a chair in Sonya’s room, with a rug over him; by pretending he wasn’t interested in sleep, he’d hoped he might succumb to it. The trick hadn’t worked. Already he knew every detail of the room, had replayed every conversation he and Sonya had ever had, but still his eyes roamed around restlessly, hoping for something new. By the time the dawn crept around the blackout blind, he was sick from nostalgia and grief.

         ‘Well, what about it?’ suggested Shostakovich. ‘You going below?’

         ‘I think I’ll just grab a cat-nap here.’ He pulled his helmet low over his eyes so that he wouldn’t appear duplicitous or ungrateful. For fifteen minutes he tried not to think of Sonya and what might have happened to her; instead, from the small, unrestricted corner of his sight, he watched Shostakovich sitting with his shoulders hunched and his profile set. Was he thinking about his unfinished work, his scattered friends? It was impossible to tell.

         Suddenly Shostakovich gave a loud exclamation. ‘What the hell —?’ He threw off the blanket around his shoulders and leapt up, staring across the city. ‘What the bloody hell is that?’
         

         Nikolai also sprang to his feet. To the south, the sky had turned a deep, sinister red. Billowing smoke plumed upwards, lit from below by a searing orange light. ‘What can they have hit to cause a bonfire like that?’ he asked, aghast.

         Immediately, as if in reply, shouts rose from the alleyway below. ‘Send for help! The Badayev warehouses are burning! All available men needed!’

         Shostakovich grabbed Nikolai’s arm. ‘If the warehouses have gone up in smoke, we’re lost. The whole city is lost. What happens to sugar when it burns?’

         ‘It melts,’ said Nikolai slowly, ‘and then it solidifies. Leningrad will be left with nothing but four acres of hard candy.’ The immense fire was mesmerising, horrifying, spreading along the horizon like a forest.

         ‘Look at it — it’s like a bloody beacon. It’s going to attract the attention of the Luftwaffe. They’ll soon be here. How can they resist an opportunity like that?’
         

         Already lorries and handcarts were crawling through the streets, heading towards the long red line on the edge of the city. ‘And what about all the other fires?’ Nikolai felt a new despair.

         ‘They’ll be ignored.’ Shostakovich’s glasses flickered, reflecting the sickly orange light. ‘The Badayev warehouses are made of wood and stuffed with food. They’re the perfect fuel. If the fire brigades can’t put out the flames, there’ll be nothing left by morning but scorched ground.’ He sounded angry, but it was difficult to tell whether his anger was directed at the German bombers or the shortsightedness of the city officials.

         Silently, shoulder to shoulder, they watched as Leningrad’s food supplies — flour, cooking oil, butter, lard, meat — fed the unstoppable fire. Dense black smoke stained the night sky. The sounds of distant panic floated across the city: bells, loudhailers, shouting men and barking dogs.

         Then, as if set off by the chaos, the air-raid sirens shrieked into life.

         ‘Here they come,’ said Nikolai grimly. ‘Moths to a literal flame.’ He looked at Shostakovich’s anxious face, and then at the chaos that lay before them. For the first time, he was almost glad that Sonya was no longer in Leningrad.

      

      
    

  
    
      
         
         
 
         
            A kind of retreat
            

         
 
         When Shostakovich was a boy, he’d invented an ingenious game called the Pebble. Whenever he wanted to escape household chores he took the sacred pebble from its tin and challenged one of his sisters to guess which hand it was in. Soon he had this down to a fine art, puffing up his empty fist to make it look as if it contained something, or flattening his fingers to suggest attempted concealment.
         
 
         After some weeks of constantly choosing the wrong hand, Mariya began to complain. Dmitri was cheating! The cleaning forced on her by fate and the Pebble became noisy and obtrusive. She bumped her brother’s chair as she swept, and scrubbed roughly over his feet as he sat reading. She flurried his pencils with her duster and wiped the piano keys when he was playing. The commotion became too disturbing; after all, the whole point of escaping chores was to gain uninterrupted practice time. Thus Shostakovich had learnt to shut himself away, not physically but mentally. A smooth second skin emerged from his spine, crept around his ribcage and sealed itself around his heart. Noise-proof, emotional-blackmail-proof, it blocked him off so he could neither hear Mariya banging the scrubbing brush on the pail, nor smell the strong carbolic soap. In this way, he was able to continue with his important composing (this was the year of his piano piece, ‘Funeral March in Memory of the Victims of the Revolution’) and he heard only the notes in his head.
 
         Long after the Pebble had disappeared, along with his father (dead and buried) and the piano (sold to pay the rent), Shostakovich’s ability to seal himself off saved him. When, in a narrow white bed in the Gaspra Sanatorium, he’d lost his virginity to Tatyana Glivenko and she’d inexplicably laughed — well, then the cool skin had grown over his uncertain teenage body and saved him from mortification. When, standing at Arkhangelsk Station on an icy morning in 1936, he’d opened Pravda to see the headline ‘Muddle Instead of Music’ (not only the death knell for his opera but his first public fall from grace), again he’d closed himself off. The avalanche of criticism, composed of voices once fervent with praise, now running like dogs after Party opinion — he was a formalist, an anti-socialist, and an enemy of the people! — all this fell around him, but it didn’t seep into his heart.
         
 
         He’d tried to describe this to Nina. Lady Macbeth was, after all, dedicated to her. He’d held her in his arms and explained, in his clumsy way, how it was that the repeated blows of the critics hadn’t killed him.
         
 
         ‘I know,’ she said, stroking his forehead and his rough chin. ‘I see the way you do it. You simply … go away.’
 
         At that time, amidst the passion of their recent reunion, she didn’t seem to mind. Later, she resented his escapes, the way he disappeared into the knotted heart of his work. She called it ‘hiding’, while he called it a retreat.
 
         And so it was now, as day after day Leningrad burned and the streets erupted under the shells. After the Badayev fire had raged for six hours, the warehouse cellars flowing with several thousand tons of burning liquid sugar and the Junkers returning in successive waves, Shostakovich closed off the world. For the next two weeks, he kept his head down and his ears closed. He wrote fast, sometimes right through the air raids, as plaster poured from the ceiling and books fell off shelves, and the single light bulb above the piano swung. The nights of fire-watching were filled with action — kicking incendiaries off the roof, pouring sand on flaring magnesium fires — but they seemed like relief from the pressure of existing inside his symphony.
 
         ‘I’m consumed by it,’ he confessed to Sollertinsky down a crackling phoneline. ‘It’s too much to carry alone. If only you were here!’
 
         ‘You should be here, my friend.’ Sollertinsky, in a post office in Novosibirsk, had waited three hours to get a connection — and a bad one at that. ‘I’m not the only one who thinks you should leave Leningrad. Rumour has it that the authorities are —’ His voice was lost in a maelstrom of hissing, but already Shostakovich knew enough. Any day now a Party official would give him evacuation orders that he had little intention of obeying.
 
         The sound of Sollertinsky’s voice brought tears to his eyes. ‘I miss you,’ he said. ‘I really miss you.’
         
 
         ‘Change your mind,’ urged Sollertinsky. ‘Siberia isn’t as fearsome as depicted by our writers. It’s not filled with convicts. We even have food — that is, if you don’t mind rock-hard pies garnished with Central Asian ants. Are you getting enough to eat?’
 
         ‘Enough for now.’ Just that morning, Shostakovich had had to fasten his belt several notches tighter. ‘But it doesn’t look good. Bread rations are going to be cut again — to five hundred grams, I think.’ The truth was, he was barely aware of what he’d eaten in the last weeks: a bit of sausage chopped into red cabbage, dried mushrooms in watery broth, bread with sunflower oil rather than butter. The main thing was that mealtimes were now less of a palaver, meaning he could eat quickly without losing track of the work. While he was wasting time shovelling food into his mouth, the violins were hovering in his workroom, marking time above a pizzicato bass.
 
         The phoneline was worsening. Soon all he could hear was an odd exclamation or the fragment of a word, yet he couldn’t bear to say goodbye. When the line suddenly went dead, he swore. Goddamn it! He’d wasted an opportunity to talk about real things, had babbled on about food rations and an air raid the previous evening which had trapped them in the cellar for two hours, when he should have been asking about Mravinsky, and whether the Philharmonic might start rehearsing his symphony, and how one might transport a score to Siberia, and how many copies could be made of what would amount to thousands of pages. ‘Ivan Ivanovich!’ He kicked the wall in frustration; the sound of his friend’s name filled him with foreboding. Suppose he never again felt that solid arm around his shoulders, nor saw the crumpled collar and badly knotted tie, nor benefited from Sollertinsky’s informed conversations on topics ranging from Sanskrit to Sophocles?
         
 
         He knew he should start working again, but he felt a reluctance so strong it surprised him. Keep going, he commanded himself. This is the reason you’re still in Leningrad!
         
 
         Before he could begin, he heard a small knock on the door. It was Nina, who’d been gone for hours, queuing for bread. She looked closely at him. ‘Is something wrong?’
 
         ‘I just talked to Sollertinsky.’ He noticed, for the first time, how her cheekbones stood out in her thin face. She’d stopped suggesting they leave Leningrad; in fact, she’d stopped saying much at all. But it was obvious that, every day, she was hoping someone else would help her fight this particular battle.
         
 
         ‘Is he all right?’ Nina rarely entered his workroom; this was his territory and he kept it as free as possible from the clutter of family life. But now she came over to him and laid her head against his chest.
 
         He could feel her shoulder blades jutting through her coat, and the sharp steps of her ribs. Shamed, unprotected by work, he saw that this was also his fault. Maxim had started wetting the bed, Galina had become afraid of the dark. Single-handedly, he was destroying his family.
 
         ‘You miss Sollertinsky,’ said Nina. It was a statement, not a question.
 
         ‘I do.’ Shostakovich gave a huge sigh. ‘I miss his certainty. I miss the life we had.’

      

      
    

  
    
      
         
         
 
         
            Heroes
            

         
 
         Elias was woken by the most intense pain he’d ever felt. The entire right side of his face was burning. It was as if a wire was threaded from his jaw to his ear, and it was being ratcheted tighter and tighter.
         
 
         ‘Hell!’ he said, opening his eyes to darkness. ‘Bloody, shitting hell.’
 
         As if on cue, the early-morning silence was ripped apart. Church bells tolled, sirens blared. Two months earlier, a loudspeaker had been mounted on a pole immediately below the apartment windows. (‘How considerate,’ his mother had exclaimed. ‘Someone must be aware that I’m hard of hearing.’) Now, out of that very speaker, came the repeated warning ‘AIR RAID! AIR RAID!’, blasting through Elias’s already splitting head.
         
 
         Clutching his cheek, he pulled his coat on over his pyjamas. The noise and the pain merged in a red-hot blur. If we’re not dead by the time this infernal war is over, he thought angrily, we shall certainly be deaf.
         
 
         Getting his mother down to the cellar was becoming increasingly difficult, for her indignation grew with each air raid. ‘The Germans signed a pact,’ she’d say. ‘They were supposed to be our friends.’ Recently, she seemed to have found a way of making herself heavier, so that Elias had to grit his teeth and call on Mr Shapran for help. ‘You’re not even trying, Mother,’ he’d exclaim. ‘Yes, it’s all most trying,’ she’d answer, sitting solidly in her chair.
         
 
         Now, he could barely open his aching jaw to call out for assistance. Instead he ran out onto the landing just as the Bobrovskys’ young son emerged from the door opposite.
 
         ‘My … mother,’ Elias grated out. ‘Can’t … lift … alone.’
         
 
         ‘I’ll help you. But we have to hurry!’ Valery’s blue eyes were round with fear.
 
         By tilting the chair at a dangerous angle, it was just possible for them to jolt Mrs Eliasberg around the corners of each landing. After two flights of stairs she began to shout, flailing her arms about so that Elias narrowly missed a punch on his already smarting jaw.
 
         ‘What’s the matter with her?’ Valery’s chubby face was flushed.
 
         ‘I forgot my shawl!’ Mrs Eliasberg caught at the stair-rail.
 
         ‘Can’t … go back.’ Elias’s shoulders were burning, but he was almost glad of the new pain, distracting him from the one in his head.
 
         ‘There are blankets in the cellar, Mrs Eliasberg. We can’t go back.’ Valery stumbled and nearly dropped his side of the chair. ‘Whoops.’
 
         Olga Shapran’s face loomed below them, lit by the feeble glow of a lamp. ‘Hurry! We want to close the door! Hurry up!’
 
         ‘All right, we’re coming. You try hurrying when you’re lugging an old dragon in a bath-chair.’ Valery looked as if he might cry.
 
         ‘I must go back,’ cried Mrs Eliasberg. ‘I’ve left my lucky shawl behind, and the portrait of my husband isn’t in its proper place. If he isn’t in the shrine we’re doomed!’
 
         Just in time, Elias caught her, pushing her back in the chair and wrapping her coat tightly around her legs. ‘Would you shut up, Mother,’ he hissed, ‘and let us get you to the cellar, or we’ll all be as dead as Father.’
 
         They sat crammed together in the dark, the door firmly bolted and their backs to the wall. The attack seemed very close. Elias felt the anti-aircraft fire vibrate through his body; the shriek of the falling bombs sounded almost human. The whole building shuddered, making even Mrs Eliasberg stop moaning and fall silent.
         
 
         Elias clenched his hands. His pain blended with the noise outside, and soon it all became so intolerable that he felt as if he were not in his body at all. Think about the symphony, he told himself. Remember that day in Shostakovich’s study. He concentrated on the memory of the composer’s face: his flickering mouth when he reached a difficult passage, the rise of his eyebrows mimicking the upward lilt of a melody. Unclenching his left hand, Elias played out the opening theme on his knee. Had the first shift to the dominant key happened so early? Gradually, the sounds around him receded; he tilted his head back against the shaking wall, his eyes shut and his mind on the music.
         
 
         He was halfway through working out the exposition when there was an enormous crash and Mrs Bobrovsky gave a piercing scream. The cellar shook violently. Elias’s eyes flew open, but it was pitch dark and he could see nothing. Plaster was raining down on his head.
         
 
         ‘After all this time,’ said Mr Shapran, ‘we’ve been hit.’ He sounded amazed, as if until now the raids had simply been tiresome exercises.
 
         ‘Well, somebody do something!’ cried Olga Shapran.
 
         Elias groped for a box of matches. The terrified faces of his neighbours flared into light and then faded.
 
         ‘I’m going upstairs,’ he announced.
 
         ‘No!’ shrieked his mother. ‘Are you mad?’
 
         ‘It’s over,’ he said. ‘I need to know what’s happened.’
 
         Cautiously he unbolted the door, letting in a chink of light, peering up the stairs. Then he took off his scarf and wrapped it around his head.
 
         ‘To ward off the shrapnel.’ Olga sounded impressed.
 
         ‘There is no shrapnel from incendiaries,’ said her husband. He got to his feet and pushed past Elias. There was no way he was going to be outdone by a thin conductor in slippers.
         
 
         The booming and the whine of the bombs were distant now. Mr Shapran tried the switch in the stairwell but nothing happened. ‘Electricity’s gone,’ he said. In the entrance hall, a faint light crept through the boarded-up windows; it was barely enough to see by, but still too bright for Elias’s pulsing right eye. He felt his way up the stairs. On the second landing he heard a sound behind him and turned in alarm, pushing the scarf back from his face.
 
         ‘It’s only me,’ piped up Valery. ‘I want to help, too.’
 
         ‘Go back to the cellar,’ ordered Mr Shapran. ‘If that was an incendiary bomb, there’s going to be fire. This is no place for a twelve-year-old.’
 
         ‘He can come if he wants to,’ said Elias. ‘Boys not much older than him are fighting for us at the Front.’ To Valery he said, ‘Keep behind me and walk carefully.’
 
         After this Valery followed so close he stepped on Elias’s heel. ‘Whoops,’ he said, just as he had before, and he pushed the cracked leather slipper back onto Elias’s foot.
 
         When they reached the third-floor landing and paused at the Eliasbergs’ door, a faint sound could be heard from inside. Now it was Elias’s turn to push to the front. ‘It’s my apartment! Get out of the goddamn way.’
 
         ‘No need to swear,’ said Mr Shapran in his warden’s tone.
 
         The main room was undisturbed: orchestral scores on the table, dishes in the rack, enamel pans hung above the sink. But playing over the far wall was a new, ominously flickering light.
         
 
         ‘It’s in the old lady’s room!’ Valery rushed forward and stopped at the bedroom door. ‘Holy cow!’
 
         ‘Stay back!’ Elias grabbed his shoulder. Mrs Eliasberg’s bed was ablaze. A pillar of flames rose from her much-prized quilt, leaping towards the gaping hole in the ceiling. Without stopping to think, Elias seized one end of the mattress and tried to fold it in half. The heat was intense and he ducked his face away. ‘Give me a hand, will you!’ he said through clenched teeth.
 
         Mr Shapran grabbed the other end, and together they carried the burning mattress to the window, heaved it out, and stood watching as it soared down into the yard that was already flaring with small magnesium bonfires. Falling through the misty morning, with fiery bedclothes trailing behind, it looked like a strange and beautiful bird.
 
         ‘Like a phoenix,’ breathed Valery.
 
         Elias wanted to tell him that a phoenix rose from the ashes, rather than creating them, but there were more important things to attend to. He stumbled back through the singed bedroom, stamping on stray sparks as he went, and extracted a bottle from the cupboard under the sink.
 
         ‘Vodka?’ Mr Shapran sounded eager. ‘But oughtn’t we put out the fires in the yard before we start drinking?’
 
         ‘Not … going to … drink it. I have toothache.’ Elias drenched the dishcloth in alcohol and crammed it in his mouth. Dazed from pain and anticipating more (his mother treasured her quilt as much as life itself), he caught sight of himself in the mirror. Face covered in soot, scarf wrapped around his head, bared teeth clamped around the cloth, he looked less like a professional conductor than one of the Baltic Fleet sailors who frequented Leningrad’s drinking houses. Thank goodness Nina Bronnikova can’t see me now was his first thought.
         
 
         Valery was staring at him with undisguised admiration. ‘That was great! You were great. How’d you know what to do so fast?’
 
         Elias had no idea what had prompted him even to leave the relative safety of the cellar — unless it had been to get away from the voice of Olga Shapran. The unaccustomed alcohol fumes made him light-headed; his knees were turning to water. ‘Don’t know,’ he mumbled.
 
         ‘And when you told your mother to shut up — and she did!’ It was definitely hero-worship on Valery’s face. ‘Yesterday I ate the tiniest spoonful of honey,’ he confided, ‘and now Ma’s hidden the jar. Maybe if I shout at her the way you did with your mother, she’ll tell me where it is?’
         
 
         Gingerly, Elias pulled the rag from his mouth. ‘It was the toothache that made me shout. I don’t normally.’
 
         ‘War causes abnormal behaviour in the best of us.’ Mr Shapran spoke with the certainty and weight of a philosopher. ‘How about a quick nip to give us strength?’
 
         Shrugging, Elias sloshed some vodka into a mug. It was too early to drink, but any man married to Olga Shapran deserved a break. For himself and Valery, he poured two tiny measures into small glasses. His eyes were watering, his mouth burned, but gamely he raised his glass. ‘To Leningrad’s finest —’
 
         ‘To Leningrad!’ Mr Shapran drained his mug in a single gulp.
 
         ‘To Leningrad!’ Valery hesitated, glancing at Elias to see how brave men drank their vodka.
 
         Elias swallowed the last word of his toast, along with liquid tasting more like petrol than pure Siberian grain. He and Valery spluttered like disused engines while Mr Shapran reached for the bottle. ‘Got to light a fire in order to put ’em out,’ he said with a wink. Suddenly he was treating Elias as a comrade and an equal — not something Elias had particularly desired, but it wasn’t unpleasant at seven in the morning, after a minor act of bravery.
 
         He nodded at Mr Shapran, wiped his streaming eyes, and saw the recent past with the clarity of the sleep-deprived and the slightly drunk. The war symphony! He was the first person in the city to have heard it, and because of this he’d changed. The music had marched into his body and strengthened him, fortifying his resolve.
         
 
         ‘I am the symphony.’ He said it out loud, but Valery, having drunk his second vodka too fast, was coughing loudly and being clapped on the back by Mr Shapran. The symphony is me. The words seeped through Elias’s red-hot tooth and into his gums, soothing his jaw. He sank into a chair, weak with gratitude for what Shostakovich had given him.
         

      

      
    

  
    
      
         
         

         
            Mining the past
            

         
   
         It was the memory of the dacha that saved him, taking him back to a place where he could hear notes again — though he had, quite literally, to block his ears, stuffing them with the cotton wool reserved for medical emergencies. These days the raids began at dawn and continued late into the night. The distant thudding of artillery was constant, muttering like thunder. Even standing in the bread queues was dangerous, with the frequent shelling forcing people to run for cover. Leningrad had become scarred: pockmarked squares, pitted stone walls and shattered houses. When munitions factories were hit, there were flaming explosions. Regardless of the chaos, Shostakovich continued to go to his study.
         

         The dacha? It had been close enough to the city but it seemed like another world. It was the year after he’d first met Tatyana Glivenko, in the sanatorium in Crimea. She was what the French called jolie laide. Her face held a potential for excitement close to hysteria; it lit her peaky chin and high cheekbones to an approximation of beauty. As he watched her, Shostakovich had felt the bandages on his neck become constricting. Running his finger beneath them he felt not the familiar swellings of his tuberculosis but the girl’s cool white neck — bent, at that moment, over a plate of tasteless cabbage soup. He knew he had to touch her skin, soon.
         

         In the late afternoon, they’d climbed the tower in Gaspra, gazing at the purple smoke drifting above Ai-Petri. For three weeks fires had raged between Alupka and Simeiz; and as his arm lightly brushed sixteen-year-old Tatyana’s, he felt his boredom falling away, tumbling down the tower to merge with the haze. He no longer pined for Petrograd, for its sharp winds and the drizzle on cobblestones. The connection was instant and reciprocal. As she looked sideways at him, there was a knowingness in her eyes that coloured them the same smudged violet as the smoke.
         

         As much as Shostakovich was attracted to Tatyana, his sister disliked her. While he and Tatyana lay together, one secret night after another, he could hear Mariya turning and coughing in the next room, perhaps sensing that, on the other side of the wall, her brother (whom she’d come to look after) was getting himself into trouble. When he carried letters to the post each morning, he felt them weighing heavily in his hand. He stopped behind a stand of oak trees and carefully unsealed all envelopes addressed to their mother, reading such things about his first love that made his cheeks flare. While he’d been taking care not to worry his mother — the injections of arsenic ‘didn’t hurt at all’, he was now allowed to expose his body to sunlight, he was recovering quickly — Mariya was writing in a deliberately anxiety-provoking manner.

         ‘Dmitri’s grown up,’ she had written. ‘He’s got a tan, and is happily in love.’ Yes, this was true enough. But then he read: ‘Tatyana Glivenko is a strange girl, verging on coquettish.’ And, in the next letter: ‘T. is a flirt. I don’t like her.’ It took a large effort of will for him to reseal this envelope and send it on — but even at the age of seventeen he had a fear of altering destiny, and the censorship of letters fell into this category.

         By the time summer frayed into autumn, he’d written several letters to assure his mother that he’d remained pure (which he had, in spirit). ‘I won’t throw myself into the whirlpool,’ he promised, as his mother warned him of the many ways family life could threaten artistic talent. After a month, however, it was clear that he was head over heels in love. Everyone could see it — Mariya, Dr Elena Nikolaevna and the nurses, not to mention his mother and Tatyana herself.

         By the following summer, when they were invited to the dacha in Repino, Shostakovich believed himself to be truly in love. The invitation had come from Tatyana’s aunt, who’d heard the confident predictions of the Leningrad music professors. Her niece’s beau was destined for greatness, perhaps as a concert pianist! ‘There’s a grand piano in the dacha,’ she wrote reassuringly to Shostakovich’s mother. ‘His daily practice can continue.’ She’d welcomed them when they arrived, dusty from the train ride and a walk down a lane musty with elderflowers, and she’d shown them a battered upright that had survived years of her father’s folk tunes.
         

         ‘It’s there,’ she said knowingly, ‘in case you have nothing better to do.’ Then she showed them to their room, a large bare space in the southern turret, with a tin bath in the corner and a huge bed in the middle of the floor. ‘Everything you need!’ she said, pressing a key into Shostakovich’s hand — after which she disappeared down the creaking stairs and stayed out of their way for the next four weeks.
         

         ‘Our own place at last!’ Tatyana kicked off her shoes and bounced on the mattress, so that her braids stood up with every downwards fall.

         Although no more than an hour from the city, the place had felt like an island, cut off from the burdens of duty and ambition that usually lay so heavily on Shostakovich. The nights at Repino were open and seductive, Tatyana’s cries of pleasure flying like birds into the ceiling. Every morning, exhausted from lovemaking, they would lean naked on the windowsill, looking over hazy fields and sighing birch trees, and the dark bulk of a ramshackle farmhouse by the river. They ate fruit and vegetables from the garden, feeding each other with a generosity bordering on greed. Tatyana would split open a pod with her thumbnail and rake lime-green peas into Shostakovich’s mouth. Shostakovich forced soft strawberries through her pursed lips, then the smaller, tarter klubnika, and finally a pulpy mush of raspberries, until Tatyana’s chin ran red and sweet with juice. There were huge radishes, drawn from the soft ground and taken to the kitchen, trailing soil; their white biting taste was softened with salt or butter. There were cucumbers as thick as a labourer’s wrist, coated thickly with honey — ‘Peasant’s food,’ said Tatyana, biting into one hungrily.
         

         So much food back then! Shostakovich, writing in full score and hearing the orchestra behind the piano notes, marvelled at the memory. Those same dachas now stood deserted and empty, their gardens torn up, their crops burnt and their owners trapped in the stone city.
         

         ‘You love me most.’ This was Tatyana at her most aggressive and insecure; her voice challenged him down the years. ‘If not, why did you dedicate the Piano Trio to me?’ In Leningrad, she’d sat night after night in the Bright Reel movie theatre, her eyes fixed on him as he proceeded with his undercover practice. He’d discovered that he could use his accompanist’s job as a way to rehearse his own compositions; once, he’d even persuaded the manager to let in two of his classmates, a violinist and a cellist, thus providing him with a test run for his trio.

         That work had failed to satisfy, its single-movement form seeming unsophisticated, its opening too obviously signalling the themes. Now, staring at the sketches for the symphony’s scherzo, he realised the trio had been a forerunner to this. The resolute opening was his approach to new situations — resistant, tense, observant — and its melodic second theme was the succumbing: to the sun, his returning health, to Tatyana and love.
         

         Trying to ignore the distant gunfire, he felt the same old magic leap inside him, an ache of possibility that was almost sexual. It was a synthesis of sound and feeling, captured in the memory of the key: that large, theatrical-looking key pressed into his palm by Tatyana’s big-bosomed aunt. It could both lock them in and keep the world out — just as it had that first evening, when he’d turned it in the door and there had been a clap of thunder, the beginning of a great summer storm.
         

         The wooden dacha had groaned in the fierce warm wind. Tatyana lay on her front on the bed, her eyes vivid. Her white cotton blouse had slipped off her shoulder and Shostakovich could see one small bare breast, peaked with a dark nipple. He’d shut the window and then pulled her blouse over her head, cupping her breasts in his hands. He liked their combined weight and weightlessness, heavy and light, like round ripe apricots.

         They lay with their naked torsos pressed together, listening to the storm passing over the house. Outside, the trees were wild black shapes, bending their heads and whipping up again in a dervish dance. At one point, Shostakovich saw an apple box flying through the air, belly-up like a fish.

         The few hours before this had been calm: heady, drowsy, bee-filled. ‘Who would have guessed?’ Tatyana’s narrow ribs rose in astonishment. But of course the storm had been building all afternoon, unseen behind the hills. ‘The wildness came from nowhere,’ said Tatyana, whose moods did exactly this, tears springing from the mildest reproach and smiles restored by a caress.

         The turn of the key, the anticipation, the banging windowpane, the rocking dacha: twenty years later these fused in Shostakovich’s head. The air-raid sirens were cranking up into a wail, and he went to the door. ‘Nina!’ he called sharply. ‘Take the children to the cellar.’

         He returned to his desk. Even before the drone of the planes began, he stuffed cotton wool in his ears and picked up his pen. He willed himself back to the sweet-smelling Repino day, the warm grass, the dozing and the waking. Remember Repino. Remember peace.
         

         Then, at last, he found a path into the scherzo. The lilting melody of the strings was like stepping out into a fresh country morning. This was underpinned by some stealthy, stagy, staccato cello notes — a little like the footsteps of an aunt not wanting to intrude. Next, the oboe. Lilting and soaring, it was Tatyana’s voice as it used to be, before she became quarrelsome and possessive. (Dimly, he heard the roar of planes; glancing up, he saw a portrait of his grandparents falling from the wall.)
         

         The storm? This would be easier. The first movement had pointed the way, with its uneasy C sharp minor key and its repetitive chaos. He would use brass and woodwind for the buffeting wind, crashing against barns and flattening hedgerows. And a hammering xylophone would return, slowly and inevitably, to the original key of B minor. (The light above him flickered and dimmed; the room was shaking, books tumbled off the shelves.)

         Then, for a single brief moment, he could see clear to the symphony’s end. As the building rumbled around him and a huge crack split the wall, he dived under the piano. But he felt no fear — only relief. That glimpse had been enough.

         ‘Everything is resolved.’ He gripped the shaking legs of the piano. ‘Everything, eventually, comes to an end.’ His ears were still blocked by the cotton wool; his words sounded muffled even inside his head. Just as he pulled the stoppers from his ears — BANG! He was deafened. Had he been obliterated by a Luftwaffe bomb? But it was the lid of the piano, crashing down with massive impact, setting the strings screeching like sea-witches and making him wince.

         
            [image: ] 
            

         

         Nina and the children had emerged from the cellar and were inspecting the damage. Mirrors and plates lay shattered on the floor, and the windows had cracked across in spite of the tape. Shostakovich sat in the middle of the debris, explaining why he’d stayed behind. ‘It was the breakthrough for the scherzo. I would have lost it.’
         

         Nina began sweeping up the mess. ‘And we would have lost you.’ Her reactions to danger were unvarying: humour as a defence against fear, practicality a barrier against emotion.

         He watched her as she bent over a smashed geranium pot, and was filled with a sudden desire. Work often did this to him, making him as lustful as hell, yet sating him of the energy to initiate sex. And his mind was still full of Tatyana: her slanting eyes, her sudden tempers and equally sudden capitulations; her small gasps when she cried, the way she bit him when aroused.

         ‘I love you, Nina,’ he said. ‘I do love you.’ 
         

         
            [image: ] 
            

         

         Later that evening, he trudged around the Conservatoire building with Nikolai, checking the ground-floor windows for breakages. ‘What a day!’ He felt elated and exhausted. ‘As unexpected as … as the second movement of a symphony.’
         

         ‘So you’re onto the second movement already?’ Nikolai bent to retrieve a bucket of sand, half-hidden behind a barbed-wire barricade. ‘Impressive, in a week during which two hundred shells a day have rained upon us.’ As he picked up the bucket, he stumbled and nearly fell.

         ‘Are you all right?’ Shostakovich steadied him.

         ‘Just tired,’ said Nikolai, trying to smile. But his eyes looked like black holes in his face.

         Shostakovich felt a stab of guilt. Over the past two months, his friend had changed beyond recognition. He was as intelligent as ever, capable of discussing anything from bread queues to Brahms, but somewhere in the middle of him was an unfillable void.

         ‘I’m an idiot. Here I am babbling about my work, remaining in my room when everyone else is running for their life.’ He looked around at the skyline bristling with guns and the squat concrete shelters for snipers. ‘This is reality.’

         ‘Your work is also real. You were talking about unexpectedness. About your scherzo?’

         ‘No more of that for now.’ Shostakovich stepped around the barricade across the Conservatoire entrance and sat down on the top step. ‘I’ve avoided talking about the one topic that needs to be discussed. Have you had any news?’

         Nikolai remained standing. ‘No, nothing. Nothing at all.’ Despair seeped out of him like ink, spreading in a dark pool around him — and, at that moment, Shostakovich realised how it was to be Nikolai. Day by day, as his hopelessness grew, Nikolai was drowning.

      

      
    

  
    
      
         
         

         
            What is the worst
            

         
   
         It was mid-afternoon, and Elias was making his way home after an unsatisfactory rehearsal during which Alexander had called him a bastard and old Petrov had collapsed from exhaustion. Nikolai, more vague than ever, had fumbled his entry and dropped his bow. And they’d heard the news that several of the musicians who’d volunteered for front-line duty had officially been declared dead.
         

         The Tchaikovsky was due for broadcast in less than ten days, and the orchestra — depleted, fatigued — needed ten times that amount of time to pull it off. Gloomily, Elias imagined how they would be heard by the world. As dismal failures rather than Soviet ambassadors, the laughing stock of Leningrad rather than the last bastion of culture. My orchestra is like a decaying mouth, he thought, trudging on down Nevsky Prospect. Full of rotten teeth and gaping holes.
         

         When the sirens began, he was nowhere near a shelter. Along with those around him he ran as fast as he could, dodging into doorways, making for the shelter in Gostiny Dvor. But there was too little time; the sirens had sounded too late. Already the planes were visible in the sky, sweeping in from the south, wave upon wave, and he began to sweat from terror.

         Just as he stumbled into the marketplace, the world erupted around him. He threw himself under a cart at the side of the square. Those who hadn’t made it to shelter didn’t stand a chance. Glass cascaded down in lethal showers. Chunks of concrete crashed from buildings, breaking bones and smashing skulls. It seemed as if the very air had been made of solid matter, and it was now shattering.

         The noise was deafening: the crashing of masonry, the roar of the planes and the eerie whistle of falling bombs. But worst of all was the screaming. He’d never heard anything like it, and he knew he would never stop hearing it; that he would lie awake in his bed, months later, hearing the screams and seeing the cobblestones running with blood. He shoved his fingers in his ears and pressed his face against the uneven stones. A strange hot wind blew in under the wheels of the cart. He was in hell.
         

         It was hard to tell how long he lay there, blocking out the chaos, waiting for death. As suddenly as it had begun, the raid was over. The plane engines faded to a drone, and the clatter of anti-aircraft fire stuttered into silence. Slowly, he turned his head and looked out through the bent spokes of the wheel.

         It was a nightmare vision — though only the most fevered imagination could have created such terrible detail. Blocks of concrete and twisted steel strewn over the ground, canvas awnings shredded like the sails of wrecked boats. And lying amid the wreckage were dozens of mutilated bodies. Legs ripped off torsos, hands ripped off arms, some still clutching their bread rations in their bloodied fingers. The worst, though, were the severed heads, staring at the sky with open eyes.

         He lay still in his small shelter which smelt of mud and mouldy cabbage. He didn’t want to crawl out and confront what was waiting beyond. He prayed to someone or something he’d never believed in. Give me strength. Help me. Give me strength. Finally, with tears streaming down his face, he edged his way out from under the cart and stumbled to his feet.
         

         It was easy enough to spot those who needed help; the bodies that were moving stood out from the dead. He began following the orders of a doctor, a moustached man whose right leg was drenched in blood. Along with the other shocked survivors, they ripped up coats to staunch blood, and lifted the wounded onto makeshift stretchers, covering the corpses with sacks, torn rugs and whatever else they could find. Elias worked as automatically as he could, forcing back nausea, pretending that these were not real people who had been cut down in seconds. No, this was not a mother who had been queuing for bread for her children; this had not been a boy running to snatch his baby brother out of the path of a vegetable cart.

         ‘You’ll be all right,’ he said repeatedly to those still breathing. ‘You’ll be fine.’

         Suddenly his heart began hammering so hard he thought he’d choke. ‘Is it you?’ His voice was clogged with fear. ‘Nina Bronnikova?’

         It was certainly Nina, though she was far thinner than she’d been when he last saw her. Her face was white, and her lips so pale they looked as if they’d been drained of blood. She was half-lying against a tram filled with sandbags that had barricaded the entrance to the marketplace; its metal frame had been torn in two.
         

         ‘Mr Eliasberg?’ She reached out for him, with hands that were covered in blood.

         He knelt beside her. ‘How badly are you hurt?’

         ‘I don’t know. I tried to get up, but I can’t stand.’ Her left calf was a mess of ruined flesh, shrapnel and blood-soaked stockings.

         His stomach heaved. Quickly, he looked back at her face. ‘You’re still conscious. It’s a miracle.’

         ‘A miracle that anyone has been left alive,’ she murmured.

         ‘We need to —’ began Elias.

         But her eyes had closed, and her head fell with a thud against the side of the tram.

         Frantically he felt her wrist for a pulse. Nothing. But on her neck he felt a faint fluttering. He cradled her head in both hands. Slowly, her eyes opened and she looked at him in a dazed way.

         ‘We have to get you to hospital. Do you think you can make it over to that van?’ Carefully, as if she were the most fragile of instruments, he placed her arm around his neck. ‘Hold on if you can.’

         She was lighter than he imagined, but he staggered as he stood up; his legs were shamefully weak. A gangly teenager stood nearby, staring blankly at them, blood trickling out from under his cap. ‘Could you help me?’ gasped Elias. Wordlessly, the boy stepped forward, and together they carried Nina to the nearest van. Already it was crammed with the injured, but no one objected as they laid her in the last empty space at the back.

         ‘Nina?’ Elias stroked her forehead — but she had lost consciousness again, and he was forced to step away as the engine started.

         The teenager went off without a word and Elias was left watching the ambulance weave away through the broken market. He remained there long after the vehicle had disappeared, standing in the shadow of the cracked fountain: without company, without conversation, and intensely aware of the lack of both. Almost angrily, he wiped the tears from his eyes. Being alone was what he was accustomed to, after all. There was no need to cry about it.

      

      
    

  
    
      
         
         
 
         
            Relatives
            

         
 
         Aunt Tanya was installed in Nikolai’s apartment for the indeterminate future, and she was as bossy and auntish as ever, though there was no longer anyone around to call her ‘Aunt’. Once or twice, the title slipped out of Nikolai’s mouth. His sister-in-law had always made him feel as if he were a member of the younger generation — as if he should be watching his language and hiding his cigarettes in his pocket. If he’d thought that the likelihood of being starved or bombed into oblivion might have encouraged Tanya to lower her standards, it quickly became clear he was wrong.
         
 
         She’d arrived in a state of indignation and shock, her ginger hair frothing from under her hat. The apartment block in which she lived with her cousin, her cousin’s husband and her cousin’s father-in-law (their home, for so many years!) had had an entire wall blown off by a powerful Luftwaffe bomb.
 
         ‘The front wall, too,’ she stressed, as if this were far worse than any other wall. And perhaps it was, for even in normal times the street had been a busy thoroughfare, and now it was used as a regular army route, so the Katsubas’ living quarters were on display to whole battalions. ‘The Germans have hung out our lives like dirty laundry. Anyone might see that the dishes hadn’t been washed, and that Grigori —’ She lowered her voice. ‘That Grigori had been eating out of the tin again.’
 
         Nikolai’s eyes widened. It was hard to believe that, only a month ago, Tanya had been sleeping in straw and washing in streams in front of other defence-line women.
 
         ‘Yes, there was the tin with a spoon sticking out of it,’ she said, interpreting his surprise as shock, ‘for all the world to see. Anna’s spent seventeen years training him out of the habit. “There are such things as plates,” she says — but as soon as we’re off at the bread queues, out comes the spoon and in digs Grigori. One might as well try to teach a pig to count oranges.’
         
 
         Nikolai shuffled towards the door, hoping to escape the rest of the story. But non-verbal cues became invisible to Tanya on extraordinary occasions — and what was more extraordinary than arriving home to find your apartment minus a wall and your furniture spilling into the street?
 
         ‘Grigori’s favourite armchair was hanging on by a whisker. We nearly lost it. As for Grigori’s father, where do you think he was?’
 
         Nikolai couldn’t imagine, but knew he wouldn’t be permitted to leave the room before he was told.
 
         ‘He was —’ Tanya lowered her voice dramatically — ‘on the lavatory!’
         
 
         Nikolai suppressed a smile. ‘Poor old fellow.’ He knew Grigori’s father slightly, having played chess with him a few times while the rest of the family squabbled over card games. ‘Is he all right?’
 
         ‘All right?’ Tanya pursed her mouth. ‘I suppose so, if you consider it “all right” to be gawked at by an entire neighbourhood with your pants around your ankles and pieces of plaster hanging off your derrière.’
 
         ‘Had he not been on the toilet,’ mused Nikolai, ‘he might have fallen into the street along with the dining table. Humiliation’s a small price to pay for a life saved.’
 
         ‘I suppose we should thank God for small mercies.’ Now that Tanya was permitted to speak the Lord’s name, due to the Party’s new-found belief that prayer might help a desperate situation, devoutness spilled from her like water from a fountain.
 
         ‘I’m sure it seems a large mercy for Grigori’s father.’ It was also merciful, thought Nikolai, that he didn’t have all three Katsubas sleeping on his floor or playing high-volume poker at his table. But it eased his mind a little that Tanya had been handed to him like some kind of universal reckoning. Having her there made things both better and worse. She treated grief like an infectious disease, sweeping it out of corners and wiping it off surfaces — something he remembered from nine years ago. Then, too, he’d felt both gratitude and irritation. But when she put away most of Sonya’s possessions, stacking the dusty books in cartons and cramming the dolls into a cupboard, it was too much.
         
 
         ‘Sonya left them like that for a reason,’ he said furiously, ‘and I’ve been careful not to disturb them. She will return.’
         
 
         ‘Of course she’ll return!’ Tanya flushed. ‘And when she does, she’ll need something to keep her occupied. Such as putting her room in order.’ She eyed the pencils lined up on Sonya’s desk, precisely graded in colour and length. ‘I see she inherited her mother’s obsessive habits. When she comes back, we’ll see what we can do about that.’
 
         The relief of hearing Sonya talked about in the future tense made Nikolai forget his anger. He followed Tanya into the other room and watched her preparing to clean, rolling up her sleeves to reveal still sturdy forearms. Having been transferred out of the voluntary defence unit, she was working at the temporary hospital in the Astoria Hotel. What a formidable sight she’d be in a nurse’s cap, thought Nikolai. Quite enough to make you run in the opposite direction, whether or not you were wounded.
         
 
         Nonetheless, he admired her. He knew he’d faint if forced to enter the hospital wards, to witness the horrors wreaked by artillery barrages and shells. ‘You’re an admirable person,’ he said. ‘You make my occupation, scraping horsehair over four metal strings, seem somewhat irrelevant.’
 
         Tanya shrugged. ‘Your job is important as well. Keeping up morale and whatnot.’
 
         This was something of a breakthrough; ever since her younger sister had not only become a musician but had married one, Tanya had been at a loss to understand the why — the usefulness — of such a profession. ‘Of course,’ she added with more conviction, ‘you’re also fire-watching.’
         
 
         Privately, Nikolai found working with the Radio Orchestra far more of an ordeal than battling with fires. When he stumbled from the Radio Hall at the end of each day, his ears rang from Alexander’s curses and Elias’s rebukes, clashing in contrapuntal disharmony with Tchaikovsky’s sublime chords. More than ever he ached for the days before the siege, those ordinary days when he could leave the Conservatoire feeling calm and satisfied, and look forward to seeing Sonya. Now, instead of going home, he would hurry away to replace Tanya in the bread queue, so that she, in turn, could go to her official work, fuelled only by tea and some solidified sugar meted out from the Badayev warehouse disaster.
 
         He dreaded the hair-raising stories she told when she returned to the apartment, sometimes only a minute or two before the ten o’clock curfew. Maimed children with limbs ripped off by shells. Pregnant women on stretchers, their stomachs blown away to reveal dead foetuses. Bleeding men arriving in pairs, using each other as crutches. Tanya described these things matter-of-factly, as she chomped through her small ration of dry bread. There were few things that put her off her food or brought tears to her eyes, whereas Nikolai, listening to her, found his eyes watering compulsively. Usually he lay back in his chair and draped a menthol-drenched handkerchief over his face, citing blocked sinuses from inhaling cinder dust as an excuse.
         
 
         The day after the bombing of the Gostiny shopping district, Tanya was more than usually keen to talk. ‘Hundreds were caught unawares, you know. The warning came too late.’
 
         Her face looked blurry viewed through the handkerchief. Could he, just this once, ask her to keep her gory stories to herself?
 
         ‘You wouldn’t believe the human damage.’ Tanya slurped her tea. ‘One man was brought in with no nose, no eyes, no mouth: just gaping cavities in his face.’
 
         Nikolai inhaled sharply, filling his own nose and mouth with fabric. He sat up, coughing. ‘Our conductor was there, apparently. But he wouldn’t speak of it at rehearsal today. He looked terrible, as if he were still in shock.’ Rearranging the handkerchief over his face, lying back again, he concentrated on tuning out most of Tanya’s voice.
 
         Then, from a great distance, he heard a few words. ‘Dancer. Beautiful. Ruined.’
 
         ‘What?’ He sat up too fast. For a dizzying second he saw three or four Tanyas. ‘What did you say?’
 
         ‘A dancer was brought in from Gostiny. Shrapnel all through her leg. I talked to her this evening — she was with the Kirov before the war began, you know.’ Tanya’s voice rang with importance: Nikolai wasn’t the only one to brush shoulders with the cultural elite!
 
         ‘What did she look like? Black hair, black eyes? A pointed chin?’ Please, he thought desperately, please say no.
         
 
         ‘That’s right. Now, what was her name? The same as the wife of your hoity-toity composer friend, the man with the specs.’
 
         ‘Nina.’ Nikolai groaned. ‘Nina Bronnikova. I know her. Was she badly wounded?’
 
         ‘Well, she won’t die,’ said Tanya. ‘But it’s safe to say she won’t be doing much dancing.’
 
         ‘Ever?’ He remembered Nina’s strong shoulders and slim hips, her kindness to Sonya, her composed serenity at Sollertinsky’s party.
 
         ‘She’s still young.’ Tanya sounded determinedly positive. ‘There are plenty of other things she can do — get married, start a family. Even if she ends up with a limp, at least she’s got a pretty face. She should be able to get a husband.’
         
 
         ‘What a blessing.’ Nikolai’s voice was sharp.
 
         ‘Isn’t it,’ agreed Tanya, who’d never been good at detecting sarcasm.
 
         He went to stand by the covered window, feeling suffocated. He longed to pull down the black sheets, rip off the strips of tape and lean out into the cool September night. Ever since Sonya had gone, his lungs had seemed incapable of taking a deep breath. And now — now Nina was hurt, too.
 
         ‘Terrible mess they’ve made of the Astoria.’ Tanya clicked her tongue. ‘Soldiers traipsing mud all over the stair carpet, vagrants sleeping in the main entrance, everything scratched and broken. Nothing like a top hotel any more. I don’t know what …’
 
         But Nikolai had stopped listening. His claustrophobia was growing. Trapped in his blacked-out apartment, trapped in the city — and worst of all, trapped in his own mind. Shamefully, alarmingly, he began to long for a violent release.

      

      
    

  
    
      
         
         

         
            The gift
            

         
   
         Shostakovich woke to the rattle of anti-aircraft fire and an intense feeling of doom. He lay studying the long crack above him that now looked as deep as a crevasse. A few more bombs, and the whole ceiling might split in two. He imagined the upstairs neighbours crashing down into his workroom, and caught himself hoping that the buxom eighteen-year-old daughter would land on his bed, rather than her formidable mother.
         

         Galina came flying into the room. ‘Happy Birthday, Papa! Maxim and I have made up a poem for you! But we’d better tell it to you in the cellar because the bombers are arriving at any minute.’

         Shostakovich shuffled after her into the main room. ‘Old age and illness are now officially within sight,’ he said, wincing at the icy air.

         Nina was bundling Maxim into his coat and overshoes. ‘Some people would consider you to be in the prime of life,’ she said, giving Shostakovich a kiss.

         ‘The majority of people know nothing at all about the strain I am under.’ He hitched up his pyjamas and belted his coat firmly around his waist. ‘Writing all day in half-light, with no heating and no rest — an impossible job, even without the Nazis. Before most composers reach my age, they’ve already gone to their graves. Think of Mozart! If I were Mozart, this would be my last birthday.’

         ‘I hope you’ll cling to life, at least until tonight,’ said Nina. ‘Izrail has gone to a great deal of trouble to get hold of extra vodka.’

         Any hopes Shostakovich had had of keeping his birthday low-key, and his mind focused on his work, were dashed as soon as they entered the cellar.
         

         ‘Mr Shostakovich!’ Irina Barinova’s voice rang out of the darkness. ‘We’ve heard today is a special day for you. May all your anniversaries be more peaceful than this one!’

         Shostakovich sighed. ‘How did you know?’

         ‘I’m sorry,’ whispered Nina. ‘I told her.’

         ‘How’s the new work going?’ Irina wasn’t allowing Luftwaffe bombs to deter her from gossip. ‘Will your work soon be coming of age, also?’

         Shostakovich took Maxim by the hand and groped his way to the long bench against the wall. He clamped his mouth shut and listened to Nina fielding queries. Yes, the first and second movements were completed, and the third was under way. Yes, they were hoping for a premiere performance by Mravinsky and the Philharmonic, in spite of the fact they were currently fifteen hundred miles east in the depths of Siberia.

         By breathing in the scent of Maxim’s hair, he remained calm. It was imperative to keep the adagio steady in his head. Although he was a week in, and possibly halfway through, it was by no means secure. Neighbourly exclamations rained down on its surface, muddying the opening woodwind chords and the searing violin melody. He would never have admitted it (except, perhaps, to Sollertinsky), but he was glad when the distant thundering of guns was joined by the loud swishing of incendiaries, drowning out the chatter — and he was even more glad when a crash shook the cellar, releasing showers of plaster and stopping the talk altogether.

         ‘Will the house fall, Papa?’ Maxim leaned closer, puffing from concern.

         ‘Not this time,’ reassured Shostakovich, half-listening to the violin that continued to soar far above the bombers and their tilting, lethal wings.

         After the roar of the planes had faded, and before the all-clear sounded, the conversation started up again. Now, to his relief, it revolved not around his work or his birthday, but the dire state of affairs in Leningrad. Lack of food, lack of information, the lack of help from Moscow: these issues kept the residents of the Bolshaya Pushkarskaya house occupied for some time. Of all the voices, Irina Barinova’s was the shrillest and most carping; it drove into Shostakovich’s head with a force greater than the loudest bomb blast.

         He reached for his notebook, but realised he was wearing only his pyjamas and his overcoat. ‘Galina,’ he whispered urgently, ‘can you remember something for me?’ Galya had the best memory of anyone he knew, which proved useful on those frequent public occasions when he was approached by someone whose name had slipped his mind.
         

         Galina pressed her ear against his mouth. ‘Of course I can.’

         ‘B and B flat clash, reversed and raised a fifth.’

         ‘B, B flat clash. Reverse, raise fifth. I’ve got it.’

         And with that the all-clear siren blared at last, and the door was pushed open, and they were free to straggle into the grey light and up the stairs for breakfast.

         ‘Sorry for my silence,’ he said to Nina, swishing his spoon around in porridge that consisted largely of water. ‘It’s just that I can’t stand their gushing.’

         ‘They’re proud of you, that’s all.’ Nina poured out cups of the thin black liquid that they continued to call coffee. ‘Most of them heard your radio broadcast last week. They want to show their support.’

         ‘They’d support me better by leaving me in peace. I don’t know how you cope with them all.’

         ‘Papa, stop talking — it’s time for your presents!’ Galina was bursting with excitement. ‘Now, what would you like most in the whole world?’

         Shostakovich surveyed the items in front of him: a saucer of smoked lard, a chunk of hard black bread, and two cigarettes that had to last him all day, procured (not without guilt) by trading in a silk scarf Nina had given him on his 1936 concert tour.

         ‘What I’d like most is an enormous pork chop carved from the fattest pig in the world, served with porcini mushrooms and a white gooey sauce of imported cheeses.’

         Galina’s face fell and Maxim looked concerned. Behind them, Nina gestured widely with her hands.

         ‘Of course, that’s not what I most want,’ he amended, staring at his wife who was moving her arms in scissor-like movements. ‘What I’d really like for my birthday is … erm, a picture made by you?’
         

         ‘Really? Pictures?’ Relieved, Galina rushed to the cupboard and pulled out a roll of newspaper. ‘That’s just what we have. However did you guess?’

         Shostakovich spread open the two sheets of newsprint cut into lopsided stars. Between the holes, he saw remnants of his published radio broadcast from the previous week. ‘Dear colleagues and friends … An hour ago I completed the second part … I shall be able to call it the Seventh Symphony … the dangers facing Leningrad … All of us are soldiers today …’

         He held the paper up to the dim light. ‘They’re beautiful pictures. Even the paper-cutter who visited our house when I was a child couldn’t do better! Let’s put them on display immediately.’
         

         Galina and Maxim had barely taped their cuttings over the already partially covered windows before they became fretful and tired. These days they had sudden jags of energy, and bursts of confidence followed by fear. Shostakovich knew just how they felt. When the symphony was going well he felt invincible; on those days, he refused to go down into the shelter, staying at the piano and listening to the Luftwaffe ripping open the sky. Yet, on less successful days, he dived into the cellar with his stomach churning; then, shaking and covered in sweat, he was more than glad of the darkness.

         ‘Why don’t we all have a lie-down,’ suggested Nina, sweeping up crumbs and clearing away plates.

         However closely Shostakovich watched her, he couldn’t tell how much of a strain it was for her to remain so calm. The Varzars had always had a veneer of assurance, so that even in the most perilous of situations they seemed impervious to harm.

         ‘But what about your poem!’ Galina turned in the bedroom doorway. ‘Those bombers were too loud for us to tell it to you in the cellar.’ She motioned to Maxim, and they stood with their feet aligned like miniature soldiers. She began reciting in a loud sing-song voice, with Maxim’s tiny hum trailing behind:

         
            
               Mama says when you were young 
               

               That you could be quite naughty. 
               

               You’re bigger now, and well behaved, 
               

               Because you’re nearly forty. 
               

            

         

         Forty! Shostakovich couldn’t help but wince. He grabbed for one of his two precious cigarettes.
         

         Galina raised her head from a low, synchronised bow. ‘I know you’re only thirty-five. But forty rhymed.’

         ‘Of course.’ He laid the cigarette back on the table. ‘Thank you both very much for going to all that trouble. It’s a splendid poem.’

         Only after Nina had led the children away for a nap did he realise he’d forgotten to ask Galina for another, quite different recitation. How had it gone? He forced himself to think his way back through the events of the morning. The unwelcome crush of bodies in the cellar, the dry taste of dust. The shuddering walls, the crashing blows, Maxim’s compulsive starts, and Irina Barinova’s voice grinding on about long queues, the flimsiness of ration cards and which parts of his radio broadcast hadn’t been helpful in raising morale.
         

         Suddenly, as he remembered Irina’s voice, the progression was there. The harping, repetitive clashing of B and B flat, reversed, then raised a fifth. He smacked his hand on the table, making his cup rattle in its saucer. ‘Thanks, Irina, you grumpy old witch!’ Tiredness and depression fell away. He went to his workroom and closed the door.

         It was late afternoon when he stopped. Raising his head, cracking his aching neck, he realised he could barely see the notes in front of him. For the past week there had been no electricity at all and already his eyes were strained. He lit a candle and held the small flickering circle over his work, scanning what he’d done. Sighing, he picked up his pen again — only to hear loud greetings and laughter from the other room. For a small, wild second, he considered plugging his ears and continuing work. To stop now seemed more of an effort than ploughing on and setting the powerful chordal theme against the relentless Barinova motif.

         He tiptoed to the door and put his ear against it. Was that the reedy laugh of Izrail Finkelshtein? Perhaps he could call him in for a quick chat? Izrail was one of the most intuitive composition assistants he’d worked with, and his opinion might be helpful. He put an indecisive hand on the door handle before remembering that he was, in fact, meant to be celebrating his birthday. Returning to the piano, he gathered up the papers, laid his pen on top of the pile and blew out the candle. He stumbled through the darkened room and out into the beginnings of a party.

      

      
    

  
    
      
         
         
 
         
            Rivals
            

         
 
         Nikolai was more animated than he’d been for quite some time. Standing in the rehearsal room, he pulled off his gloves and shook his thin hands to get the blood flowing.
         
 
         ‘Of course, the food was nothing special, if you think that only a few months ago it would have been a Krug-and-caviar birthday party.’
 
         ‘So what did you eat? Insubstantial fistfuls of bread, like the rest of the city?’ Elias busied himself with unnecessary tasks, tapping the stone-cold stove as if this would miraculously produce heat, polishing his already gleaming baton.
 
         ‘Oh, no!’ Nikolai’s voice almost had a glow to it. ‘Of course the food was simple, mainly black bread and potatoes. But Nina Shostakovich had managed to make a kind of cranberry cake, and other people brought whatever they could — there was even some candy! As for Izrail, he’d got his hands on enough vodka to fill the Neva.’
 
         Elias said nothing. He watched the musicians shuffling in, pinched from cold and hunger.
 
         ‘Afterwards —’ Nikolai swished his bow through the air in a cloud of resin — ‘after dinner, we heard some of the new symphony!’
 
         ‘The Shostakovich symphony?’ Katerina had been eavesdropping and her wan face lit up. ‘Some people have all the luck!’
 
         Nikolai nodded. ‘We went into his study, he hesitated for only a moment, and then he sat at the piano and played straight through the first movement, barely looking at the score. It was pretty long, too — twenty-five minutes, at least.’
 
         ‘Only the first movement?’ asked Elias nonchalantly. ‘I thought he was further on than that.’
         
 
         ‘I haven’t finished yet! Just as he reached the final bars of the march, the sirens began to sound, but he begged us to stay and hear the rest. Nina and the children went to the shelter, but most of us stayed. The bombers flew in over our heads, but on he played, as if he were possessed! And so we heard the scherzo through to its beautiful end.’
 
         Now Elias understood the dreamy look hovering behind Nikolai’s eyes and the smile playing on his lips. Jealousy flooded through him. ‘That was a strange thing to do,’ he said. ‘Putting one’s guests at risk like that.’
 
         ‘He didn’t decide for us, we chose to stay. How could we not?’ Nikolai spread out his hands. ‘It was musical history in the making. Nobody’s heard a bar of it before!’
 
         ‘Is it really a symphony for Leningrad, as he says?’ An avid group was clustering around Nikolai. ‘Will it tell our story in years to come?’
 
         ‘It’s difficult to tell,’ mused Nikolai. ‘Anything composed in response to such extreme circumstances is a complex thing. But from what I heard last night, I believe it’ll be extraordinary. At any rate, it’s miraculous to compose a symphonic work of this scale in the middle of such hardship — not to mention performing it as he did last night, playing without error for more than half an hour with an air raid raging.’
 
         ‘Not so much miraculous as foolhardy,’ muttered Elias. But no one was listening to him.
 
         Nikolai seemed oblivious to the fact that rehearsal should have started four minutes ago, and that in three days the shambles that was the Radio Orchestra would be broadcast on international airwaves. ‘Dmitri’s always been capable of rising to the occasion,’ he continued. ‘As his classmates, we saw that from the start, isn’t that so, Elias?’
 
         ‘Shostakovich is talented.’ Elias spoke dismissively. ‘No one can deny that. But he’s certainly not averse to showing off. Perhaps you don’t remember his odd behaviour at Glazunov’s soirée in our first year at the Conservatoire?’ He looked around to make sure he had the floor. ‘After a foxtrot had been played, Shostakovich pretended to be offended by it. Which gave him an excuse to set to and, then and there, re-orchestrate the whole thing in front of the guests.’
 
         Nikolai looked taken aback. ‘Yes, I was there that evening. But he was challenged to do that. I remember it well.’
 
         Elias fixed his eyes on the painting hanging above Nikolai’s head, a dreary 1820s oil of the Pantelimonov drawbridge. He felt as black as the thick-painted water. ‘He flaunted his talent in the middle of the room, and went through his paces like a show pony.’
         
 
         ‘He was challenged.’ Nikolai spoke more sharply. ‘What was a man to do?’
         
 
         ‘How about saying no?’ Elias kicked his stool, leaving a scar on the already scratched floor. ‘That was his problem — that is his problem. Shostakovich never says no.’
         
 
         The musicians, who’d been momentarily energised by Nikolai’s story, fell silent. They drifted away towards their chairs, their shoulders hunched.
 
         Nikolai slid off the table. ‘Sorry to hold up proceedings,’ he said under cover of tuning up. ‘You were probably wanting to make an earlier start.’
 
         Elias shrugged. ‘It’s understandable that you’re excited after what you experienced last night. To hear the mythical Seventh Symphony, even in piano reduction, is a great privilege.’
 
         ‘I thought you might even be at the party.’
 
         ‘I’m not a particular friend of Shostakovich.’ Elias gave a second, more emphatic shrug. ‘We’re nothing but acquaintances. In truth, I barely know him.’
 
         ‘A pity. You’d have enjoyed the performance as much as anyone, particularly as you may conduct it one day.’
 
         ‘Not while Mravinsky lives and breathes!’ Elias gave a forced laugh. ‘We all know he’s the apple of Shostakovich’s eye. Besides, with a first movement as huge as the march, do you really think we could cope?’ He glanced at his scraping, blowing bunch; more than twenty chairs stood empty.
 
         ‘Yes, the first movement’s vast. It sounds like a great beast waking up, uncurling itself, preparing for attack.’
 
         Elias flicked through his score. ‘Did any parallels spring to your mind? Any particular composers?’
 
         Nikolai laughed.
 
         ‘I only ask,’ added Elias quickly, ‘because Shostakovich is well known for referencing other works.’
 
         ‘And I only laugh because, even before he began to play, he made a disclaimer to that effect.’
 
         ‘Really? What did he say?’
 
         ‘He said —’ Nikolai paused. ‘“Forgive me if this reminds you of Ravel’s Bolero.”’
         
 
         ‘And did it? Did it remind you of Ravel?’
 
         ‘You know what?’ Nikolai wedged his violin under his chin and began tuning up. ‘It did. Not only Ravel, but also Richard Strauss.’
         
 
         ‘The battle scene from Heldenleben! Yes, the third theme is most reminiscent of that. Did you also hear traces of Sibelius’s Fifth? Not at all obvious, and masterfully done — the subtlest of allusions, really.’
         
 
         Nikolai lowered his violin and stared at him. ‘Yes, there were echoes of Sibelius in the third theme. I agree with you. But how do you know that? When were you —?’
 
         He was interrupted by a loud burp right beside them. It was Alexander, thinner and pastier than ever, clutching his oboe in unsteady hands. ‘When you’ve finished gassing about Leningrad’s most eminent citizen,’ he said with ostentatious politeness, ‘I’d like a private word with our eminent conductor.’
 
         Elias stared at Alexander; his breath was strong enough to lean on. ‘You’re drunk. Do you really think it’s acceptable to come drunk to rehearsal? I trust you’re still capable of playing.’ He turned away, but Alexander seized him by the shoulder.
 
         ‘I wanted to ask you for some time off. My sister’s contracted diphtheria, everything at home is in a mess. I must be excused rehearsal for the next few days.’
         
 
         ‘Must?’ Elias frowned. ‘Who are you to say the word must? The only thing you must do is the job you’re paid for, which is playing in this orchestra. We have a broadcast on Sunday! How do you expect me to find a replacement at such short notice? There probably isn’t even another oboist alive in this cursed city.’
         
 
         Alexander stepped closer, making an obvious effort to focus, although his eyes crossed with the effort. ‘Come on, Karl. You know how it is to be underprivileged. You and I, we’re the same. We’ve had to work our way up to our positions. We’ve never had maids, we haven’t been given big apartments like Dmitri Shostakovich, we don’t ignore people like he does. So stuck up he won’t give a man the time of day! You and I need to stick together.’
 
         Elias felt such distaste for Alexander that his skin crawled. ‘Shostakovich doesn’t ignore people. He’s short-sighted, not stuck up. He’s … he’s wonderful.’ Where were the words coming from? Now he’d started, he couldn’t stop. ‘Shostakovich is one of the greatest composers Russia will ever have.’
 
         Alexander lurched. ‘But he’s derivative — you said so yourself. Everyone knows he steals material and buries it deep in his precious music, hoping no one will notice. That’s not wonderful, that’s plain stupid!’
         
 
         Elias’s heart sank. It was true — he’d publicly denigrated Shostakovich. And the result? The man he least respected in the world was siding with him against the man he admired more than any other. ‘Shostakovich is a master of quotation.’ His voice was uneven. ‘That’s always been one of his gifts. Now take your seat. We’re running late as it is.’
 
         ‘Shostakovich is a coward!’ Alexander remained standing, though he swayed as he spoke. ‘He pretends he’s stayed on to defend Leningrad, but do you want to know something? He was about to leave at the end of August, when Kozintsev and the film studios were shipped out, but the planes were full. My cousin told me! Too bad for Shostakovich that he crept to the authorities too late.’
 
         Was it true? Looking away, Elias caught Nikolai’s eye.
 
         Nikolai gave a tiny nod. ‘For the safety of his children,’ he said, over the heads of the orchestra. ‘At the insistence of his wife. Dmitri himself was most reluctant to leave.’
 
         Receiving this unexpected, unwanted information filled Elias with fury. ‘He’s neither a copyist nor a coward. And I will not give you time off, Alexander. If your sister’s ill, she must go to a hospital. What would happen if I gave leave to everyone with a sick or injured relative? I’d have no orchestra left!’
 
         ‘My sister has dysentery, you heartless bastard!’
 
         ‘Two minutes ago she had diphtheria,’ said Elias. ‘Make up your mind. If you’re placing her at death’s door, you might at least decide what disease you’re killing her with.’
 
         The orchestra sniggered, and Alexander turned purple. ‘All right. It’s me. I’m exhausted. I can’t go on like this — the air raids, the shelling, the cold. I’m not getting enough food, I can’t sleep. I need a rest.’
 
         Elias stared at him in disbelief. ‘Do you think it’s different for anyone else in Leningrad? Didn’t you hear Shostakovich’s radio address? Whether we’re artists or artillerymen, at this point in time we’re all soldiers — and that includes you.’
 
         A sneer spread over Alexander’s face. ‘Shostakovich, Shostakovich. It’s always Dmitri Fucking Shostakovich. I believe you’re in love with him. Do you hear me, comrades?’ He spun around to face the orchestra, his oboe hitting a chair with a sharp crack. ‘Did you hear? Our conductor’s in love with the famous composer!’
 
         It was Elias’s turn to sway. ‘Sit down. Sit down and play.’
 
         But instead Alexander leaned on a pillar and leered at him. ‘You’re a bastard. And I won’t play.’
         
 
         A sharp twang came from the string section, making Elias jump. A violin string, tightened too far, had snapped, and it curved in the cold air like a whip. He surveyed his musicians with their deathly pale faces and sunken red-rimmed eyes. The sight filled him with horror. He stepped closer to Alexander.
 
         ‘You will play. It’s your duty.’
 
         ‘Get fucked,’ said Alexander. ‘You’re a dictator and a cunt.’
 
         A purple haze washed over Elias’s eyes. He could no longer see the drunk oboist, nor the open-mouthed musicians, nor the cracked walls and the broken windows. Instead, he had a horrifying vision that he couldn’t place: a marble slab, a white neck, veined eyelids wrapped over swollen eyeballs.
 
         ‘Karl?’ It was Nikolai’s voice, calling from the back of the room. ‘Are you all right?’
 
         Elias stepped back, his vision clearing. ‘Get out,’ he said to Alexander. ‘Leave.’
 
         ‘First you order me to play, now you want me to leave?’ Alexander sounded incredulous.
 
         ‘You’re a drunkard and a liar. If you look at your oboe, you’ll see that you’ve damaged it, and your oboe is the only reason I’ve tolerated you for so long. We’ll be better off without you. Go to hell.’ In the back of his mind, he heard distant horns starting up: the prelude to a march.
 
         After Alexander had stumbled out the door, the relief was so overwhelming that Elias also stumbled as he walked to the podium. But behind him he heard a welcome sound. Petrov was clapping. With his weak hands and chapped palms, the sound of his approval was tiny. But it was applause, nonetheless, and soon it spread from player to player until every member of the orchestra was clapping.
         

      

      
    

  
    
      
         
         
 
         
            The thief
            

         
 
         Nikolai walked home with his bread ration hidden inside his coat. There had been a scuffle outside the bakery: a woman pushed against the wall by a teenager, the bread snatched from her hand. When Nikolai himself emerged from the bakery, the woman was still sitting empty-handed on the muddy curb. No one had helped her; the rest of the queue had said nothing, done nothing, simply stared as if they had no connection to thief or victim. The crime, the indifference — neither was out of the ordinary. By now everyone had learnt that survival meant looking after yourself. But, trudging along the gritty street, Nikolai felt both sad and wary.
         
 
         Just as he turned into Belinsky Prospect, it began to rain, a low slanting rain that was almost snow. He turned his collar up and put his head down. Within minutes his violin case was slippery and wet; he tried to hoist it onto his shoulder but found he didn’t have the strength.
 
         He struggled on through the mud, avoiding the potholes left by the rumbling tanks. He was only dimly aware of others toiling along beside him, moving as slowly as possible to save energy. The whole of Leningrad was grinding to a halt, winding down like a clock with no key.
 
         As his tiredness had grown, he’d become less certain about what to do. For the well connected, there was still the occasional chance of evacuation. Being flown over enemy lines, or crossing Lake Ladoga to reach the last unbroken railroad linking Leningrad to the rest of Russia — both were risky. But they were the only two ways of escaping this living hell. Now, peering through the sleet, Nikolai saw the future more clearly than he had since the first shock of the invasion. The German Army had a stranglehold on Leningrad, and it was choking the city to death.
         
 
         Realising this, he tried to convince himself that sending Sonya away might have saved her life. But, as always, his brain cried out: You made a mistake! Whatever the situation was or will be, Sonya belongs with you.
         
 
         Only the previous week he’d felt her absence more keenly than ever when he’d arrived, alone, at Shostakovich’s apartment. Galina had opened the door. ‘Where’s Sonya?’ Her face fell. ‘You should have brought her! There are too many grown-ups at this party. We wanted Sonya to come.’
 
         He’d been shocked at the sound of her name. ‘She went away for a while. To stay with her cousins.’
 
         ‘Don’t you miss her?’ Galina shook her head. ‘I do. I admire Sonya enormously, she’s so cultured. And Maxim’s quite in love with her. When’s she coming home?’
 
         ‘When this horrible bombing stops, I hope.’ As he stepped inside, tears sprang into his eyes, and he was glad that the room was lit only by candles.
 
         Galina had been the first person to say Sonya’s name for a long time. Even Tanya had stopped mentioning her — had she given up all hope of a return? Others referred to her absence obliquely: had Nikolai received any News about the Situation? Recently he’d begun talking aloud to his dead wife, the only other person who’d loved Sonya as fiercely as he did. ‘Tell me if she’s still alive,’ he would say as he lay in bed. ‘Please give me a sign. Is she somewhere in Leningrad?’ This was his greatest hope as well as his greatest fear: the possibility that Sonya had been brought back to the city but not returned to him, that she’d been hideously damaged in some way and was lying, unidentified, in a hospital or an orphanage. God knows he’d searched. Had gone to all the authorities he could think of, both medical and bureaucratic; had asked all possible connections for any leads. During his search he’d seen maimed children, the sight of whom he couldn’t forget: bodies torn through by shells, left without voices, sight or wits. But not one of the bandaged young girls who stared blankly at him from a makeshift ward had been his.
 
         He stumbled on, his overcoat wet through. If he could get home without imagining he saw Sonya, then, in spite of the bread thief and the icy rain, this would have been a bearable day. It was the quick appearances that ruined him, a glimpse of her face on a street corner or through a window — and then the subsequent vanishing. Sudden hope and its equally sudden removal left him shattered, blinded, with no strength to go on.
         
 
         Soon the sleet was so thick he could barely see a foot in front of him. If he could just make it home.
         
 
         Rounding the corner into what he thought was Tarasova Street, he collided with someone. ‘Sorry,’ he said, glancing up.
 
         It was a woman, thin-faced, dark-eyed under her hood. She, too, mumbled an apology and hurried on. Nikolai stood still for a second, then turned. ‘Nina Bronnikova — is that you?’ But his voice was weak, and already there was a wall of water between them; she was nothing but a hunched shape inside a long coat, disappearing into the sleet.
 
         When at last he reached his building, the final effort of climbing the stairs was too much. Step by step, he made it to the first landing, then, even more slowly, to the second. Finally he was outside his own apartment, leaning his soaked head on the door. He let himself in very slowly and quietly. He’d begun to feel that if he did everything as silently as possible, the spectre crouching over him might leave him alone. Nothing good lies in store, it whispered with dank breath — and he believed this with all his ruined heart.
         
 
         The effort of removing his boots left him breathless, and he sat down on the floor. Only when he realised that the bread would be as soaked as his clothes did he force himself to get up, take off his heavy overcoat, and place the small sodden package on the table.
 
         He drifted like a sleepwalker towards Sonya’s door. Because it was now also Tanya’s room, he rarely went in there out of respect for her privacy. But the deprivation was like an intense and constant homesickness, a longing for a country belonging to his past. And today he was weak; nostalgia flooded over and through him, swamping him. He gave only a tiny rap at the door before pushing it open.
 
         Tanya was standing in front of him. ‘Nikolai! I didn’t expect you home so early.’ A guilty tide of red rushed up her neck and into her face.
 
         In her arms, she held a cello. The cello. Sonya’s cello.
         
 
         ‘What are you doing? What are you doing with Sonya’s birthday present?’
 
         Tanya stepped back, still holding the cello. Its wooden body stuck out on an awkward angle. ‘We both know what’s happening, Nikolai.’ Her voice was as rough and muddy as the Leningrad streets. ‘If we don’t act now, we’re going to end up starving to death.’
 
         He stood in the doorway and stared at her. Her feet were planted firmly on the threadbare carpet where his daughter had learnt to crawl; her fingers had tightened compulsively around the cello.
         
 
         ‘How dare you.’ His voice was flat and expressionless. ‘How dare you. You were planning to steal Sonya’s cello and barter it for food.’
 
         ‘Not steal.’ Tanya gave a shrug. ‘Someone at the hospital offered us tinned food. Tinned food!’
         
 
         Nikolai laughed incredulously. ‘You’re holding an eighteenth-century Storioni, Tanya. Do you realise that? After this siege is over, you’ll be left with a guilty stomach, empty arms and a niece who will never forgive you.’
 
         Tanya spoke in her most reasonable voice. ‘Nikolai, you know you’re hopelessly impractical. If you intend to go on working, you’ll need more than a handful of bread to get through the winter. Soon the supply barges will be frozen off the lake and we’ll have even less food than we do now. Do you really think anyone will want a cello then? The doctor at the Astoria won’t take this cello off our hands when rations are cut to nothing and there are riots in the streets.’
 
         ‘It is not a cello.’ He felt like hitting her. ‘Nor this cello. It’s Sonya’s cello. And you’ll put it down, now.’
         
 
         Tanya shook her head and hitched up her burden, making the C string twang against her hip. ‘We must act now,’ she said, as if reading a propaganda pamphlet. ‘We must stock up on canned food that will last. The doctor has tins of red cabbage. He has green cabbage. He has beans!’
 
         ‘He can shove his cabbage up his arse and shit it out again, before he lays one finger on Sonya’s cello.’
 
         ‘It was my sister’s cello first.’ Tanya’s cheeks flamed. ‘And before that it belonged to our father. You didn’t know my sister for as long as I did, and Sonya hardly knew her at all. I’m the one who knew her the longest, so I should decide what happens to this.’ She shook the cello as if it were a difficult child.
 
         Nikolai had never felt such anger. ‘You’re despicable. I’ve given you a home, and this is how you thank me? You know how special that cello is, what it means to Sonya and to me — yet you’re willing to palm it off to a quack with an eye for the black market who will pass it on for far more than a few tins of beans. I promised Sonya that her cello will be here when she comes home. Put it down and get out now, before I force you to do so.’
 
         Tanya gave a strange, loud laugh. ‘Take your stupid cello,’ she said, throwing it on the bed with a loud rattle of strings. ‘Die of hunger — see if I care. As for your daughter, we both know she’s never coming home. You’re living in a dream world. Sonya is dead.’
         
 
         She marched past him and through the main room, leaving the apartment door open behind her. Her crying echoed up the stairwell, and was followed by the bang of the heavy front door. As if in immediate response, an air-raid siren started up.
 
         Shaking all over, Nikolai sat down on the bed. ‘Sonya isn’t dead,’ he whispered. ‘She’ll come back.’ There was a long scratch down the front of the cello, and he rubbed at it carefully with his cuff.
 
         Outside the sirens wailed, but the blood hammering in his ears was far louder. He felt weightless, as if he’d lost connection with the physical world. ‘I think I’d better lie down,’ he said, moving the cello gently to one side of the bed, and stretching out beside it. He concentrated on breathing deeply. As his heartbeat slowed and his nerves settled, he became aware of a tiny rustling sound beside him. It was coming from the cello.
 
         Raising himself on one elbow, he looked around him. The room was already dark. He got up, lit a candle and tilted the cello towards the flickering light. Peering through the carved holes into the instrument’s wooden cavity, he could just make out what appeared to be many white paper rolls the size of a cigarette or a child’s finger.
 
         He ran to the kitchen, seized up another candle and a knife, and returned to the bedroom. With shaking hands, he managed to manoeuvre one of the rolls from the cello’s body. Even before he’d finished unrolling the paper, he could see it was covered with Sonya’s neat miniature printing.
 
         
            Dearest Mama, today was a good day and a bad day. Papa and I met an angry soldier who hit the Bronze Horse. Mr Shostakovich walked me home. He said you were one of the best cellists in Leningrad. I told him I only got to know you after you died. 
            

         
 
         Now his hands were shaking so violently that extracting the scrolls through the narrow curved slots seemed impossible. Out in the street, the sirens were screaming and loudspeakers blared. The house shook with frantically banging doors and running footsteps. Ignoring it all, he worked on until there was a small sliding pile of notes on the bed beside him. 
         
  
         
            Mama, I’m writing to you because I’m not sure you can hear me any more. The tanks are so loud in the streets. 
            
 
            
                

            
 
            Today I played scales, no pieces. I want my fingers to be strong like yours. Papa said my C major was very good. 
            
 
            
                

            
 
            We had air-raid practice today. The Germans make everyone scared. 
            

         
 
         The low drone of the bombers had started, but Nikolai read on. His eyes stung, though once or twice he actually laughed.
 
         
            I have to go to Pskov soon. I don’t want to but the Generals are making me go. I hope the cousins have learned not to eat with their mouths open. 
            

         
 
         Now the planes sounded as if they were right above the house; the whole world was shuddering. He stood up, still reading desperately — and at last he found what he needed.
 
         
            Do you think instruments remember people? I do. Sometimes when I pick up the cello it wants to tell me about you. Now it has to remember me too, because I’m leaving tomorrow. But I’ll ask Papa to guard it with his life. Anyway, I’ll be back in Leningrad soon. Respectfully, Sonya. 
            

         
 
         At that moment, there was a sharp screaming sound, followed by a thundering roar. The whole building rocked. Books were thrown off shelves and pictures crashed to the floor. Suddenly Nikolai was surrounded by splintering glass and cracking wood. He ducked his head and fell to his knees by the bed, clutching the scrap of paper in his hand.

      

      
    

  
    
      
         
         
 
         
            Orders
            

         
 
         Shostakovich sat and stared at the stack of paper in front of him. For the past four days he’d barely left the room, moving feverishly between the desk and the piano. His eyes hurt and so did his right hand. But the previous night, around this time, he’d finished the adagio.
         
 
         The elation had been short-lived but real. Flinging back his head, stretching his arms, he’d briefly congratulated himself. He’d done it — and in only twelve days, too. How proud his mother would be! How she would crow, clap her hands, and say, ‘Dmitri, you’re a living marvel!’ But she’d always been inordinately proud of him; if he did nothing more than brush his teeth, she’d pronounce he’d done a better job than any man in Russia.
 
         After a few minutes, he’d realised how cold he was. In spite of his two pairs of socks, his feet were numb and his fingertips were white. Almost instantly, the old fear had started up again. He could barely remember where or how he’d started; the entire symphony had become cloudy, a muddle of themes, secondary themes and reiterated secondary themes. Where were the clean lines of the original idea?
 
         He got up from the desk and paced along the wall, catching sight of himself in the small mirror as he did so. Red-eyed, stubble-chinned, he had the same gaunt look as a drunkard or a tramp. He couldn’t bear to glance at what he’d written; already, the certainty of the final bars had left him. To end by returning to the first subject — was this satisfying or merely predictable? He felt exposed and alone.
 
         He opened the study door. ‘Nina?’ But everything was quiet, both inside the apartment and out in the street. He peered around the blackout blind and through the criss-crossed tape, but there was no one about — the night-time curfew meant only the most foolish or desperate ventured out this late. ‘I miss voices,’ he whispered. ‘I miss ordinary life.’
         
 
         He needed to talk to someone. The sense of anti-climax was as predictable as it was inevitable — though no easier to handle because of that. ‘Ivan Ivanovich. Where the hell are you when I need you?’ Restlessly he wandered around the room, taking a swig of cold unsweetened tea, spitting it out in the sink. He clattered a few glasses together and restacked a few plates, and soon, as he’d hoped, Nina appeared in the doorway, her hair in a long braid.
 
         ‘Sorry! I didn’t mean to wake you!’ It was a lie. Just the sight of her made him feel better.
 
         ‘Is something wrong?’
 
         ‘On the contrary. Not ten minutes ago, I finished the third movement! It’s even — well, let’s say it’s satisfactory.’
 
         ‘That’s wonderful! Quite worth being woken up for.’ Though she still looked half asleep, Nina went to the cupboard and took out glasses and a bottle of vodka.
 
         ‘Three down, one to go.’ But as he sat down at the table he felt so tired he had no idea whether he could pick himself up again and launch into that most difficult of things, a symphonic finale to not only recap but also surpass everything that had gone before.
 
         ‘To the war symphony.’ Nina raised her glass.
 
         ‘To the end of war,’ said Shostakovich, refilling his.
 
         Later, giddy with exhaustion and vodka, he led her into his workroom to show her the score paper spread out on top of the piano. She bent her head to scan the notes (did she hear anything of what he’d heard?), and he was at once distracted by the sight of her — the swell of her breasts under her nightgown, her nipples hard from the cold. How could he live so close to her, yet not notice her for weeks on end? He’d done it again: treated her as nothing more than a wife and mother, the provider of meals and manager of accounts, the staver-off of unwelcome attention and the smoother of social waters.
 
         ‘You’re so beautiful tonight!’ he murmured. ‘And I’m a blind fool.’ He pulled her hair out of its braid so it fell in a smooth black rush. ‘Why do you still love me?’ He led her to the divan then, and slipped her nightgown off over her head. She remained silent, but pulled him to her so closely it felt they would never separate again. ‘I’m sorry,’ he said, under his breath. ‘I’m sorry for my absences.’
 
         When, much later, he woke in the still-dark morning, under a rough grey blanket, Nina had already gone — but his depression had disappeared, too, so he could fall back into a deep and peaceful sleep.
         
 
         
            [image: ] 
            

         
 
         Now, he was at his desk again, the lust and the loving of the previous night almost forgotten, his stomach as empty as his head. At lunch, Nina had suggested that he rest for a day or two, but he’d shaken his head. ‘I must get on.’ He’d pushed away a lukewarm cup of borscht, made with no meat, very little beet and large amounts of cabbage water. ‘Who knows what will happen in the near future?’
         
 
         For most of the afternoon he’d sat in his study but not written a note. Two trips to the bomb shelter within five hours — and he realised, with dismay, that the interruptions hadn’t been entirely unwelcome. He had no idea how to continue. How could he follow such unearthly, funereal music with anything at all, let alone a fourth movement that might inspire the starving Leningraders and satisfy the clamouring Party officials?
 
         ‘What the hell do they expect from me?’ He jabbed his pencil into the desk. ‘What do they want — and, more to the point, what do I want?’ This, he knew, was the whole problem. He’d made the fatal mistake of inviting in an audience before the work was completed. Had become conscious of the way other people might hear it, and now craved further applause — that rapturous applause offered to him on his birthday, as his friends praised his magnificent march and his lyrical scherzo. ‘The movements sing of Leningrad today and of Petrograd in the past!’ Izrail had had tears in his eyes. And Shostakovich had murmured ‘Yes’, though whether his assistant’s words were true was beyond knowing.
 
         ‘Between them, they have created a monster,’ he muttered — but the accusation was directed at himself. Now, when he needed encouragement once more, all he could hear was silence.
 
         The longer he sat there staring at his work, the more unbearable it became. He could think of only one person who might help. ‘I’ll do it,’ he said suddenly. ‘I’ll call him.’ He sprang up and went to the door.
 
         Nina was sitting at the table. She wasn’t reading one of her scientific papers, nor was she sewing or counting food coupons. She was simply sitting and staring at the table top, looking as if she, too, were carved from wood.
 
         He sat down at the other end of the table, waiting respectfully, picking at his thumbnail. Finally he spoke with attempted brightness. ‘What are you thinking about, sitting here all alone?’
         
 
         ‘If you must know, I’m scared.’ When she looked up, her face was so bleak that his heart lurched.
 
         ‘But I’ll take care of you. You know that. I’ll take care of you all.’
 
         ‘The children are getting so thin. And everyone says rations are going to be cut again. Soon it will be winter — and what will we do for heating?’
 
         ‘Nina, it was my decision to stay. So it’s my responsibility to solve our problems.’
 
         She gave a half-smile. ‘You don’t understand. They’re not our problems any more, but the problems of the entire city. We’ve been so lucky until now. Privileged, most of the time, with the dacha, the car, the extra food. Don’t you see that even your position won’t save us now? Leningrad is running out of food and fuel. Already people are dying in the streets. Fame counts for nothing.’
 
         His face began to burn. ‘I’ll call Party Headquarters tomorrow. I’ll see what can be done. I realise I’ve been focused on the symphony, but of course you and the children are more important. Please don’t worry any more!’
 
         Nina said nothing, simply laid her hands on the table in a hopeless gesture. The only sounds were the distant knocking of anti-aircraft guns and the faint splutter of the candles.
 
         After some time, Shostakovich cleared his throat. ‘Just one thing. I need to get hold of the conductor. Do you know if he has a working phone line?’
 
         ‘Who, Mravinsky?’ Nina looked puzzled. ‘Or do you mean Samuil Samosud?’
 
         ‘Neither. I’m talking of … oh, you know —’ He rapped the table with his knuckles. ‘That tall thin fellow with the Radio Orchestra, quiet man, big glasses, doesn’t speak much.’
 
         ‘Karl Eliasberg? Whatever do you need him for?’
 
         Shostakovich picked wax off the candle and fed it back into the flame so the light flared and Nina’s shadow-profile leapt on the wall. ‘With Sollertinsky gone, there’s no one I trust to judge my work. The adagio, for instance — is it too funereal? And the way the symphony is developing overall. I can’t tell if there’s a shred of merit in it.’
 
         ‘Judging by the general reaction the other night, I think you can rest assured on that point.’
 
         ‘But that’s just it — it was a general reaction. A chorus of approval. And you know what Meyerhold said about that.’
         
 
         ‘No,’ said Nina, ‘I have no idea what Meyerhold said.’
 
         ‘That if your work pleases everyone, you must consider it a total failure.’ He slumped in his chair. He could hear the playwright’s voice as clearly as if he were in the room, though it was three years since poor Meyerhold had disappeared, removed for failing to please the ‘Everyone’ who counted.
         
 
         ‘The people who liked your work were hardly ill-educated,’ said Nina. ‘They represent some of the finest musical minds in the city. Didn’t you see Nikolai’s reaction? Even in the midst of his grief, he was uplifted by what he heard.’
 
         Shostakovich shook his head. ‘Nikolai’s an admirable musician. He’s greatly talented, both as a violinist and a teacher. But he expends too much energy on making other people feel good.’
 
         ‘Is that such a bad fault?’ asked Nina, slightly reprovingly.
 
         But already his mind had returned to Elias’s visit earlier that month — was it only a few weeks ago? Already it felt like a lifetime. Such an odd tension surrounding the man, such a mix of reserve and resolve in his face. Even as Shostakovich had thundered through the march with his back to the room, he’d known how Elias would be sitting: muscles taut, nerves strained, critical faculties alert. What had happened after Shostakovich had finished playing? He couldn’t remember much of the ensuing discussion, he’d been so keyed up from performing as well as steeling himself for work on the next movement. Nonetheless, there was something about Elias that was implicitly trustworthy. Certainly, he was an oddity, and gauche in the extreme. (That note under the door! Even now, it made Shostakovich smile.) But he had an inner severity about him that Shostakovich identified with. If one didn’t like something, it was one’s duty to say so, whether or not it caused offence.
 
         ‘I need the conductor,’ he repeated. ‘He’s the listener I need.’
 
         ‘Who knows if he had a telephone before this chaos started?’ said Nina. ‘And even if we could find a number for him, and even if you were able to get a connection — well, it’s far too late for phone calls.’ She came to stand beside him, stroking his hair. ‘Why don’t you try to sleep? You can go to the Radio Hall tomorrow and find him.’
 
         Shostakovich sprang up, away from courtesy and common sense. ‘No. I need him now. Not tomorrow.’
 
         He went back to his workroom and paced about. No music in his head and no help at hand! It was intolerable. He dragged on a third-rate cigarette, bitter makhorka tobacco sprinkled with nicotine and rolled in wafer-thin newspaper. How could he pass the dragging hours until morning?
         
 
         ‘Dmitri?’ It was Nina, knocking at the door. ‘You have a phone call.’
 
         He didn’t know whether to feel relieved or annoyed. ‘Didn’t you tell them it’s far too late for calls?’ But he ground out the foul-tasting cigarette and went back out into the main room with sudden hope. ‘Is it Sollertinsky?’
 
         Nina shook her head, with an expression that was half apprehensive and half something he couldn’t identify. He picked up the receiver warily. ‘This is Dmitri Shostakovich. With whom am I speaking?’
 
         ‘It’s Comrade Kalinnikova.’ The voice was tinny, sharp and unmistakably authoritative. ‘From the Leningrad Party Committee.’
         
 
         Then he realised what he’d seen on Nina’s face had been hope, as well as nervousness at how he might react.
 
         His conversation with Kalinnikova was brief and largely one-sided. He answered in short unemotional phrases, as he was expected to. ‘Yes, I understand. Yes, I’m willing.’ After a couple of minutes he asked, ‘And is there any chance of taking my mother or sister?’
 
         When he hung up, he turned to look at Nina. It was a long quiet look, implying that she’d got her wish at last, and that he was immensely grateful for the sacrifice she’d made but nonetheless he thought it had been worth it.
 
         Finally he cleared his throat and spoke. ‘You’d better get the children’s things together immediately. We are to leave by plane tomorrow morning, for Moscow.’ 
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            Winter 1941–Summer 1942
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            The crawl
            

         
   
         Looking back, Elias thought of the winter as a long tunnel. Darkness so complete there was no rest from it. Cold so intense his bones felt frozen to their very centre. But worst of all was the hunger, for it reduced human beings to animals, fighting in the street for food, grovelling through piles of rubbish for scraps, and dying where they fell.
         

         He could feel himself slipping. The civilised exterior he’d built up so painstakingly over twenty years was crumbling, and there was nothing he could do to stop it. The process had begun that day in December, shortly after what had proved to be the final concert, when he’d closed the official orchestral logbook for the last time. Even writing had become an effort. With a hand so cold he couldn’t feel what he was doing, he picked up his pen; its weight felt enormous, dragging down onto the page. Clumsily, he managed a few lines in child-like letters. ‘Rehearsal cancelled from today. Nebolsin dead. Malko dead. Petrov too ill to walk. Orchestra can no longer work.’

         And from the moment he’d closed the book, everything became a blur. As long as he’d been in front of the orchestra, it had seemed as if he could fight off starvation and fear. Keeping his musicians motivated, though one by one they were collapsing from malnutrition and disease, had driven him on. But at one point during the performance of the 1812, he’d known they were in serious trouble. The faces in front of him were deathly pale and covered in welts; many had a greenish tinge. During bars of rest, the players put their heads between their knees, or laid down their instruments as if they were made of lead. Each time he raised his arms to bring in a section, he feared there would be no response.
         

         After the concert was over, no one said a word. The musicians barely looked at each other as they packed up, their heads bowed with exhaustion. The cloths in which they used to wrap their instruments were now used to bind hands and feet blistered from cold. They left silently: without farewells, without talk of a future. Only Nikolai raised a parting hand to Elias, giving him a weak but encouraging smile. There was no energy left for emotion.

         Elias walked down the corridor very slowly, stopping several times to lean against the wall. His shoulders burned, and his teeth chattered from a deep-seated chill. That was it, he thought. After what the sharp-eyed assessors had just witnessed, an official order to abandon rehearsals was only a matter of time. But already he and his orchestra were done for. Tchaikovsky’s victory overture had been played by an orchestra of defeated men.

         As he headed home through streets blackened with frost and fire, he felt his little remaining strength leaking away. By the time he got back to his apartment block, he’d lost everything he’d ever struggled for: position, status, respect. He was back where he’d started, and his vision blurred from the shame and tragedy of his loss. He sat in the icy stairwell for some time before he could make it up to his own front door.

         ‘Have you brought the bread?’ His mother’s voice seemed to be whispering down the years, an echo from a pre-Revolution St Petersburg, when he’d run errands in a world he’d known nothing about.
         

         ‘There’s no bread today, Mother,’ he answered like a dutiful boy.

         In the long winter weeks that followed, he crawled through the days half-blinded by grief and rage. The frozen city splintered under the German shells, and bodies piled up at the sides of Nevsky Prospect. Stick-thin women stumbled to the Neva and drew water through holes drilled in the ice. Because Elias’s vision was failing, he tried to make sense of the disintegrating world by listening to it. What sounds did he hear? The grating of sled-runners loaded with corpses. Huge explosions as mass burial pits were created with dynamite. The howls of stray dogs and cats, slaughtered by Leningraders desperate for meat.

         Most of all, he remembered the sound of his mother’s breath, rasping through the icy apartment. He would pause at the door, exhausted from the long haul of the stairs, and listen for her breathing, terrified that while he’d been gone her heart would have stopped. But then he heard it, hoarse, irregular, sawing the darkness in two. And her voice also reached him, creeping out from the heap of moth-eaten wool on her bed. ‘Karl Elias? Is that you?’
         

         Sometimes, if he had any energy left, he’d make a joke. No, he would say, it was the delivery man, bringing cod-liver pâté and lingonberry sauce. The first time he’d said this, his mother laughed — the first laugh he’d heard for a long time. But as her flesh melted off her bones and her mind grew cloudier, she stopped hearing what he said. She simply asked, over and over, for food. In fact, there was nothing but soup, usually made from grey cabbage and water boiled on the tiny oil-fuelled stove. The stench from the hard leaves was unbearable; it seeped into the walls and bedding, and when Elias lay down in his clothes to sleep, he smelt it in his hair, and it made him retch.

         ‘This tastes odd,’ his mother would croak. ‘Did you make it the way I taught you?’

         ‘Yes, Mother,’ said Elias, spooning cabbage water into her mouth.

         ‘You must always put the meat in at the same time as the onions. That’s the trick, to spread the flavour through.’

         When the sirens began, they no longer went to the cellar; she couldn’t make it, and he no longer cared. They simply stayed where they were, Mrs Eliasberg lying in her bed and Elias sitting next to her. Even walking a few blocks to queue for food or buy water seemed an insurmountable task.

         On a day when the temperature fell to minus twenty-five and the air cracked with cold, he stumbled down the stairs and knocked on the Shaprans’ door.

         ‘Who is it?’ Olga’s voice was wary. In a city where you could be beaten and robbed for a small hunk of bread, it was better not to trust anyone.

         The cold was so intense it sat in his mouth and stopped his tongue; he tried several times before he could make a sound. ‘It’s me, Karl Elias.’

         Olga opened the door slightly, keeping her body behind it like a suspicious official who might close a barrier at any moment.

         ‘I’ve come to ask a favour.’ He spoke very slowly. He’d blacked out that morning, and there was a low ominous buzzing in his ears.

         ‘Of course you have. Why else would a person come knocking these days?’

         Elias pulled his hat lower over his ears. ‘I was wondering if I might borrow some lard, or a little sunflower oil? I’ve given all we had to my mother, and I find I’m close to collapse. A tiny amount of protein would help me get to the bread queue.’

         Olga stared at him expressionlessly.
         

         ‘I couldn’t help noticing,’ ventured Elias, ‘that you and Mr Shapran seem —’ His brain was working as poorly as his tongue; he didn’t know how to phrase it tactfully. ‘You look healthier than most people. I thought, therefore, that you might be in a position to lend me a very little oil, which I promise to pay back with my next ration card.’

         Olga flushed, and she gripped the edge of the door. Her hand was thinner than before, but far from skin and bone. ‘What are you implying? Do you think we’re cheating the system? Using fake ration cards?’

         ‘No, of course not.’

         ‘Perhaps you think we’re cannibals?’ Her eyes were full of dislike and distrust. ‘Cutting flesh off bodies from the roadsides and boiling it up for soup, or buying human meat-cakes from the black market?’

         Elias, who hadn’t even heard of this practice, began to shake. ‘I’m s-s-sorry. I’ll leave.’

         ‘Yes, you’ll leave! You’ll leave me and my husband alone! Some way to thank us for our help, especially after Mr Shapran saved us all from the incendiary bomb.’ She slammed the door, and Elias half-fell against the wall.

         ‘Pssst!’ A small sound came from above. ‘Pssst!’

         Dazed, he looked up. There was Valery Bobrovsky, staring at him through the stair railings. His hair stuck up like feathers and his boyish face was pinched, but his eyes gleamed in the old way. ‘I’ll tell you something,’ he hissed. ‘They eat rats.’

         ‘Who eats rats?’

         ‘Mr Shapran and his missus. They trap them out in the back alley at night. Mice, too. I seen them.’

         ‘I’ve seen them,’ corrected Elias automatically.
         

         ‘You, too?’ Valery nodded. ‘Then I guess you know why they’re surviving all right. Mrs Shapran makes soup from them. Guess she doesn’t want you to know they’re virgin-eaters, huh?’

         ‘Vermin-eaters,’ said Elias, starting slowly back up the stairs.
         

         ‘And last week I saw Mr Shapran strangling that ginger tomcat that’s been hanging around,’ said Valery. ‘The mean old bastard!’ He extracted his head from the railings and got up, dusting off his knees. ‘I’d better go. I’m not supposed to be out these days without saying where I am. I hope your ma’s all right.’

         Back in his apartment, Elias stumbled to the bedroom. The cold in there was so intense he recoiled: they’d used only the main room now for many weeks. Under a stack of cartons, he found a small jar, still almost full. He rarely used hair oil, reserving it for concerts and other special occasions; the last time had been at Sollertinsky’s leaving party, and that seemed an eternity ago.
         

         He moved slowly in the semi-darkness of the kitchen, boiling water and stirring in two spoonfuls of hair-oil. After adding a tiny pinch of salt, he sipped it. It wasn’t as bad as he’d feared.

         ‘Is that sausage soup?’ queried his mother. ‘Don’t hog it all for yourself.’

         After she’d been fed a few spoonfuls, she nodded slowly. ‘Much better. See how the flavour’s improved by putting the meat in first?’

      

      
    

  
    
      
         
         

         
            Resolutions
            

         
   
         Nikolai knew he would eat the whole of his bread ration as soon as he left the bakery. It seemed impossible, today, to save it till he got home: to cut it into three thin slices and make them last for the next twenty-four hours. He shoved Tanya’s share deep inside his pocket and stepped into a doorway. There had been too many violent attacks recently; it wasn’t safe to eat where people could see you, nor to linger for long in public places.
         

         He bit off a chunk of the bread, then crammed the whole crust into his mouth. It tasted mouldy; recently the city’s bread had been made out of grain dredged from the lake, salvaged from supply barges sunk by German bombers. But the sensation of having his mouth full was compensation enough for taste. Chewing hard, breathing through his nose, he shifted from foot to foot to keep warm. The wind was icy, the wall damp. He swallowed the last morsel. It had taken him two minutes to eat a whole day’s worth of food.

         Turning up his collar, pulling down his hat, he plunged back into the driving sleet. The snow underfoot was so heavy that every step was an effort. Over the past weeks he’d felt himself shrinking by degrees, so that even his feet, layered in socks and bound with rags, slipped around inside his boots. When he curled up in bed, his knees grated against each other and his hipbones jut ted painfully through two pairs of trousers so he could never lie comfortably.

         Shostakovich had written to him, begging him to get out of Leningrad. ‘For what it’s worth,’ he wrote, with typical self-deprecation and naivety, ‘I’ll add my weight to an official appeal. You can stay here in Kuibyshev with us. Until then, I’m sending you some coffee.’ The letter had arrived minus the coffee. Nikolai kept the scribbled page in his shirt pocket; its rustling was strangely comforting. But never once had he considered leaving the city.
         

         Around him people moved like sleepwalkers. Some towed sheet-wrapped corpses towards the already full cemeteries, rolling them off the sleds, leaving them at the gates without looking back. He passed a vacant lot where bodies were stacked in piles, half-covered in snow. Quite dispassionately, he looked at their frost-blackened faces, their stiff outstretched arms. He felt little emotion these days, only a dogged determination to make it through to spring, when he would begin searching for Sonya once more.
         

         At Sennaya market, a handful of women were scanning public notices on the wall, hoping to exchange china, cutlery, jewellery — anything that had once been precious and was now worthless — for rice, oil and smoked lard. Most of the notices were weeks old, ripped and barely legible. Somewhere among them, he supposed, was Tanya’s offer: her father’s collection of lead soldiers in return for coffee substitute.

         ‘Keep them,’ he’d said, when she first suggested this sacrifice. ‘You might have sons some day.’ He doubted this — Tanya had always had the trenchant air of a spinster and seemed to consider all men idiots — but small miracles did sometimes occur.

         ‘It’s a significant collection of soldiers,’ she said slightly huffily. ‘Papa succeeded in attaining complete regiments, from the Napoleonic war onwards.’

         ‘Well, exchange them if you must,’ said Nikolai, although it was common knowledge that even grand pianos had been traded for nothing more than a few slices of black bread. What Tanya was doing, he knew, was more significant than offering up a family treasure for a pound of dried lentils. Ever since the day she’d been caught red-handed with the cello, she’d been different: nervous, apologetic. Often she tried to give Nikolai some of her rations — half a spoonful of sugar, a slice of bread — as if these would make up for the moment when she’d shouted that Sonya was lost forever. Now the cello, wrapped in newspapers and an old blanket, was hidden somewhere Tanya would never find it. Leningraders were chopping up furniture and burning books to keep themselves warm: Nikolai would go to his grave before telling anyone where the Storioni lay.

         He walked on past the market. Ahead of him was an elderly woman hauling a sled on which was slumped a half-conscious old man. ‘The ice road will save us,’ she said over her shoulder. She slipped to her knees, got up, and laboured on. ‘We’ll all be saved by the ice road.’
         

         Nikolai fixed his eyes on the sled-runner tracks, using them as a guide. He’d heard about the ice road from Tanya, who’d heard about it at the hospital. As soon as Lake Ladoga was frozen solid, convoys of trucks would be able to cross the ice more regularly, and bring food and fuel into the dying city. ‘And then,’ Tanya had said, as surely as if it were fact, ‘everything will improve dramatically. No one expected a siege, after all. The authorities were taken by surprise. But they’ll get things running smoothly again once the lake’s frozen.’

         Nikolai was less certain. True, flatcars laden with grain had been sighted rolling through the deserted stations. But he’d also heard that German pilots were dropping parachute flares over the lake to light up the Russian convoys and then bomb them. And Ladoga’s icy surface remained treacherous, with cracks opening up under the weight of the three-ton trucks. Blizzards drove vehicles off course, so the drivers got lost and froze to death. Rations might be slowly increased, he thought. But not soon enough to save us. The city was ruined, wreathed in black smoke, and people were shuffling in hundreds towards their death.
         

         Nearing Troisky Bridge, he passed the old couple without a second glance, heard the woman gasping and the man coughing deep in his lungs. With a shock, he realised how much he’d changed; how, through these hellish months of deepest winter, he’d been driven by a new fierceness. Something to do with grief, but an entirely different grief from that which had felled him nine years earlier. Sonya might be missing, but until she was pronounced dead he would fight. For the first time in his life — and, ironically, through loving someone else — he’d learnt to put himself first.

         Already the small amount of energy from the bread had dissipated. Up ahead the bridge rose into the swirling mist, as insurmountable as the steepest mountain. He refused to let himself think of Tanya’s rations lying in his inner coat pocket. It was not his, it was not food, he was not starving.

         Reach the post on the top of the bridge, he told himself, and then find another marker to aim for.
         

         As he drew closer, he saw that what he’d believed to be a lamp-post was the dark figure of a man. And when he was closer still, he saw the man fall against the railings and slide to the ground.
         

         He trudged on at a snail’s pace; his legs would move no faster, nor would his brain allow him to try. But when at last he reached the crest of the bridge, he stopped and looked down.

         ‘Are you all right?’ It was difficult to speak; his lips were as stiff as boards.

         The man’s face was covered in blisters, and his eyes rolled. He opened his mouth, revealing bleeding gums and crimson-stained teeth. ‘I’m dying,’ he rasped. ‘Please — help — me.’

         Nikolai looked at him for a long moment. Finally, with an effort, he bent and dragged the man to his feet. His body was lighter than Sonya’s had been, and his mottled wrists as thin as the neck of a violin.

         ‘Stand.’ This was all he could say. ‘Stand.’

         But once more the man collapsed against the bridge, slithering onto the muddy ground. His face had the same lime-green tinge as the snow-laden sky.
         

         The breath of the frozen water rose up through the bridge, seeping through the soles of Nikolai’s boots. Dangerously, murderously cold, it spread into his legs, filling them with a fierce iron-ache. ‘I’m sorry.’ He bent towards the man. ‘I can do nothing.’

         ‘Don’t leave me.’ The man gripped his ankle with a raw bleeding hand. ‘Please don’t leave me.’

         For a second longer Nikolai stood still. Then he stepped back, wrenching his boot out of the man’s feeble grip. ‘I must go.’
         

         He trudged away without looking back. The icy wind made his eyes stream so that he could hardly see to walk.

      

      
    

  
    
      
         
         

         
            Attending to business
            

         
   
         He hadn’t remembered there were so many stairs, nor that they were so steep. He counted the number of steps he had to tackle to reach the first landing. Already, he’d climbed six from the street to the front door, and another four to the sliding glass window, and his knees were shaking.
         

         Ignoring the custodian’s stony stare, he leaned on the ledge. ‘I am Karl Illyich Eliasberg,’ he announced. ‘Of the Radio Orchestra.’

         Remembering who he once was gave him a temporary strength; he started up the stairs again like a child learning to climb. Right foot, then left foot; feet together, start again. At last, chest heaving, he reached the brass-handled double doors. Beside them was the same paint-stripped, straight-backed chair that had always been there. It had never looked so inviting.
         

         He sat there for thirty minutes, then forty, then fifty. His tailbone pressed painfully against the wood. Shifting his weight, he cursed the Party’s habit of always making their minions wait.

         After an hour, or an eternity, the secretary appeared. ‘This way.’ Unsmilingly, he ushered Elias into the ante-chamber. Here, at least, the chairs were a little more comfortable and the furnishings less depressing. The building itself was a bomb-damaged wreck, its facade crumbling and its front steps cracked. But the entrance hall — clean, cheerless, entirely lacking in character — looked just as it had before the war. And in the ante-room there was still carpet on the floor, curtains at the tall windows and paintings on the walls.

         Here the air felt clammy, almost overheated. He wiped the sweat off his forehead, and sniffed quickly and anxiously under each arm. He’d been trying to clean himself once a week but, with no soap and little water, he’d resorted to a mixture of ashes and sand gathered from the street. Scouring myself with the ruins of my city, he thought — but it seemed important to continue with such rituals, however inadequate. Nikolai, unkempt even before his daughter had gone missing, had slid into complete disarray, whereas Elias continued to shave every second day, using a dry blunt blade that removed a good deal of skin as well as hair.
         

         After the secretary had emerged from the inner chamber for the second time and ordered him to keep waiting, he’d had enough. The week’s meat ration had consisted of sheep’s guts, discovered in an outlying warehouse and processed into a repulsive jelly. It was completely indigestible, and his stomach was roaring. With more than a touch of acerbity, he pointed out that it was now well past midday.

         The secretary frowned. Comrade Zagorsky had been a busy man before the war, but now he was busier than ever. Karl Eliasberg would be called once more pressing matters had been dealt with.

         How, wondered Elias, could the Head of the Arts Department manage to be busy? The city was wrecked and its people starved, while the only surviving arts institution was the Musical Comedy Theatre, expressly ordered to continue its capering for the benefit of the soldiers. Perhaps Zagorsky was occupied with sticking his fingers in long-distance pies, telling the Opera and Ballet Theatre what to rehearse while they remained in exile in the Ural Mountains.

         ‘My appointment,’ he said to the secretary, as his stomach rumbled ominously, ‘was for 10 a.m.’

         ‘A ten o’clock appointment does not guarantee a ten o’clock meeting,’ snapped the secretary. Straightening his uniform, flicking imaginary hairs off his sleeve, he disappeared again.

         Yet if I’d turned up now, thought Elias, I would have been sent away on account of my lateness.
         

         As the hands of the clock crawled on, his nervousness grew. He’d been told nothing, except that Yasha Babushkin would also be attending the meeting. What could the Director of the Radio Committee possibly want to discuss four months after the disbanding of the orchestra? Could a conductor be demoted from a non-existent position? Stripped of an orchestra no longer together? For the hundredth time he polished his glasses, and tried not to gnaw on his split, yellowed fingernails.

         The secretary emerged like a jack-in-the-box. ‘Comrades Zagorsky and Babushkin will see you now.’

         Elias sprang up, discovering too late there was no blood in his feet. He toppled to the floor, nearly landing on the secretary’s well-polished shoes. ‘Sorry,’ he mumbled, getting up and shoving his glasses back onto his nose. ‘My circ-circ-circulation is no longer what it was.’
         

         The secretary had been trained not to register concern, whatever the circumstances. ‘Please hurry. We mustn’t keep our esteemed comrades waiting.’

         ‘No, indeed. Wasting any more time would be unpardonable,’ said Elias tartly. In spite of his tingling feet and the carpet threads hanging off his trousers, he managed to enter the inner chamber with a suitably authoritative air.

         
            [image: ] 
            

         

         The meeting was over in less than ten minutes. The huge door clanged shut, and Elias found himself back out on the street under a leaden sky. But for once he barely noticed his surroundings as he ploughed through the slush and the mud, skirting around corpses half-covered in snow.
         

         He dug his fingernails through his threadbare gloves and into his palms. Only through pain could he believe he was awake, that he’d really heard what he thought he had. ‘How about that!’ he repeated to himself. ‘How about that!’

         At the top of Nevsky Prospect, his short burst of nervous energy ran out. By the time he reached the Griboyedov Canal, he had to rest every few minutes, and outside the military canteen his legs gave up altogether. He held onto the railings, breathing heavily, his head bowed. He knew he mustn’t linger too long or he’d lose all feeling in his hands and feet, and would never get moving again.

         ‘Karl Elias? Is that you?’

         The voice was familiar but not immediately identifiable. Coughing, Elias raised his head and found himself looking into the pale watery eyes of Alexander, his one-time Principal Oboe.

         ‘My God, I hardly recognised you,’ said Alexander. ‘You were always on the thin side, but now …’ He trailed off as if not wanting to cause offence, though this was hardly the Alexander of old. He, too, had changed; his hair had been neatly trimmed, and he wore a uniform under his patched leather coat.

         ‘Have you joined up?’ Elias had heard nothing of Alexander for the past six months. Whether from tact or ignorance, no one had mentioned him since the day he’d stormed, drunk, from the rehearsal room.
         

         ‘Yes, the anti-aircraft unit. What about you? You look shot to pieces, if you’ll pardon an all-too-prevalent expression.’

         ‘I’m over-tired, that’s all,’ said Elias, trying to recover his dignity. ‘I’ve been at Party Headquarters all morning, on Radio C-C-Committee business.’ Suddenly he began shaking violently and his vision blurred. Alexander became nothing but a long thin streak against a hazy background.

         ‘Stay here,’ said Alexander, striding away.

         There was little else Elias could do. He managed to stay upright by holding tightly to the compound railings; the frozen iron burned through his gloves and seared his fingers. You’ve just been handed a future, he tried to remind himself. But in the strangeness of the present moment — his body shutting down on him, his thoughts becoming hazy — this no longer seemed important, or even real.
         

         Then he felt his right hand being uncurled from the fence and wrapped around a tin cup. ‘Bean soup from the canteen.’ It was Alexander. ‘It’s bloody disgusting, but it might help.’

         The warmth alone was enough to bring him back to a half-living state. Silently, desperately, he drank the watery soup, scooping out the beans with his fingers and cramming them into his mouth. When he’d finished he took a deep breath. ‘Thank you,’ he said. ‘I think you may have just saved my life.’

         ‘It’s nothing. Here, take this.’ Alexander glanced towards the canteen, and shoved something into Elias’s pocket. ‘I’ll lose my own bread rations if they see me.’ Elias tried to thank him again, but he waved his hand dismissively. ‘You would have collapsed otherwise. And probably never got up again, by the skeletal looks of you.’

         Elias ignored this. Sensation had returned to his hands and feet, and with it came a heady relief that made him feel dizzy, expansive — and forgiving. ‘I don’t suppose …’ he began. ‘Is there any chance you want to come back to the orchestra? I could get you exemption from service.’

         ‘The Radio Orchestra?’ Alexander stared at him. ‘I thought that was all over. Finished. Kaput.’

         Should he tell? He hadn’t been forbidden to, exactly. ‘The orchestra’s been ordered to regroup,’ he blurted out. ‘The Arts Department is planning a season of symphonic concerts to raise morale in the city — and we’ve been ordered to perform them.’ He felt the same combination of elation and fear as he had earlier, standing before Zagorsky’s desk. ‘I’ve got no idea how many of our musicians are still alive, but I’d be glad to have you back, if you care to come.’
         

         Alexander gave a fleeting smile. ‘I see. Even drunks and bastards are preferable to dead men.’ But he didn’t speak with venom. Perhaps, thought Elias, this was as close as he could come to an admission of guilt? ‘Even if I didn’t like artillery work,’ said Alexander, ‘which I do, there isn’t any way in the world I could be your First Oboe again.’ He pulled off his glove and held out his right hand. All four fingers were missing, and the back of the hand was a swollen mess of shiny skin. ‘A shell attack in December. But I can still manage the guns.’

         ‘I’m so sorry.’ Elias swallowed hard. ‘As for the orchestra’s sake — well, it’s a pity. I have a feeling we will sorely need you.’ He waited until Alexander had replaced his glove, then shook hands with him a trifle awkwardly. Turning away, he felt the bread Alexander had stolen for him weighing down his pocket. ‘By the way,’ he said, turning back, ‘how’s your sister?’

         ‘My sister? I don’t —’

         ‘She was suffering from diphtheria last year. Or was it another illness beginning with D?’

         Alexander clapped his hand to his forehead. ‘Oh, yes, that sister. You’d hardly believe it but she made a miraculous recovery. She’s the picture of health now. That is —’ He bit his lip. ‘She’s starved like the rest of us, of course. Very thin, not able to get out much.’ He peered at Elias. ‘You sly dog! You know!’

         Elias gave a small smile. ‘Give her my regards.’

      

      
    

  
    
      
         
         
 
         
            Revelations, after snow
            

         
 
         Nikolai ran his hand over the ice-cold wall, then looked up at the ceiling. A steel girder had crashed through one corner of the room, revealing a splintered piece of sky. The windows were either cracked or broken, and the chilly spring winds whistled in from every side. ‘They expect us to rehearse in here? And perform that? Did they even listen to the broadcast from Kuibyshev?’
         
 
         Elias, too, was dismayed by the state of the room. ‘Perhaps they can provide us with some heating,’ he said, trying to focus on practicalities so as not to panic at the thought of the overwhelming task that had been handed to him. He’d managed to pick up the premiere of the Seventh Symphony on his battered radio set, huddled beside the bed where his mother lay unconscious. For over an hour he’d barely moved, filtering out the crackling of the radio, fighting towards the music below. His brain had absorbed every upbeat and dying fall; his fingers longed to pick up a baton. ‘I’ve missed it,’ he confided to his mother, whose breath was rattling in her lungs. ‘Oh, God, I’ve missed it.’ Then — ‘I have missed him.’
         
 
         Nikolai was looking worried. ‘It’s Shostakovich’s most enormous symphony yet. They must be crazy. What do they think you are, a magician?’ He looked over his shoulder as he spoke, in a parody of the old pre-war caution. But they were alone. The door swung on one hinge, and the corridor was deserted, strewn with glass and dead leaves. ‘I suppose it’s that damn political commissar. If we manage to play the Seventh, we’ll boost not only Leningrad’s morale but Zhdanov’s career into the bargain.’
 
         ‘Zhdanov has already got hold of the score. It was flown in from Moscow last week.’
         
 
         ‘Over Nazi lines?’ Nikolai raised his eyebrows. ‘He must be serious, then.’
 
         ‘It’s no longer even a subject for debate. It was already a decree before I set foot in the Party office.’ Elias spoke matter-of-factly, but ever since he’d learned of his appointed task he’d been lying awake at night rigid with terror and desire. Never before had he been offered such a chance — and never before had so much been at stake. For a moment he was almost glad that Shostakovich had been forced to leave the city. The thought of the composer sitting in on rehearsals, listening intently to Elias’s interpretation of his Seventh Symphony, made his stomach lurch.
 
         ‘At least Dmitri will be a happy man,’ said Nikolai. ‘It’s only right that the Leningrad symphony should be played in Leningrad. If not for the siege, of course, it would have been premiered here by —’
 
         ‘By Mravinsky.’ Elias gave a small smile, trying to suppress the old jealousy. ‘By Mravinsky, and the esteemed Philharmonic.’
 
         ‘Well, everything’s different now! I know you’ll do a fine job.’ Nikolai began peeling mouldy carpet off a pile of rusted music stands. ‘Do you know how many of the orchestra are still … still with us?’
 
         Elias swallowed hard. On the list of musicians he’d been shown, twenty-five names had been crossed out in black: officially dead. Fifteen were circled in red: the only ones known for a fact to be alive. ‘I’m not sure yet. I’ve asked military headquarters to register anyone capable of playing an instrument.’
 
         ‘Men from the Front? At least they’ll be adept at marches.’ In spite of his attempt at a joke, Nikolai looked exceedingly doubtful.
 
         ‘We need ten horns. Six or more trombones, six trumpets.’ Elias spread his hands. ‘Even if we can dredge up those numbers, will they be strong enough to play?’
 
         The room was freezing, in spite of the weak sun creeping through the streaked windows. ‘We should go.’ Nikolai was shivering. ‘We’ll be spending all too much time here over the coming weeks.’
 
         ‘Yes, and I must report to the Smolny Palace,’ said Elias, ‘to beg the generals for the loan of some of their trumpet players.’
 
         On the steps of the Radio Hall, they paused and looked down at the street. You think we’re buying human meat from the black market? Elias heard Olga Shapran’s voice ringing in his head. You think we’re cannibals? Now that the spring thaw had come, her words had a new and horrifying meaning. Even worse than seeing people killed by bombs or starvation was realising what had happened to them afterwards. As the grubby blanket of snow was drawn away, it became apparent that many of the corpses had been dismembered.
         
 
         Severed legs with chunks of meat cut out of them, and women’s bodies with the breasts sliced clean away. Torsos with cuts across their backs and stomachs, filleted like sides of beef. Flesh had been stolen from the dead to feed the living. These were the gruesome lengths to which some Leningraders had gone to stay alive.
 
         Surveying the carnage, Elias felt utterly despairing. He covered his face with his hands. What use was art in the face of this? Was Shostakovich’s music nothing but a beautiful mask to disguise the savagery of human nature?
 
         ‘Seeing this doesn’t exactly inspire one to perform for Leningrad, does it?’ Nikolai spoke sombrely, as if looking directly into Elias’s divided heart. ‘But what else can we do?’

      

      
    

  
    
      
         
         
 
         
            A new front
            

         
 
         Elias blinked and swayed. The April sun — longed for and dreamed of for so many months — was no friend. It did nothing to stop his shivering, and it stung his weak, smarting eyes.
         
 
         He rubbed his hand over his face. Slowly the glare through the window receded, and he saw fifty or more musicians staring up at him, their faces devoid of expression. And now a hollow-cheeked man in military uniform was getting to his feet, holding his trombone over his shoulder like a rifle. Was he saying something? There was such a ringing in Elias’s ears he could hear nothing at all.
 
         Suddenly, out of the roaring static, emerged a familiar voice. How can I ever repay you? For a second Elias saw him as clearly as if he were in the room — Shostakovich, his eyes shining behind his glasses, his hands clutching a sheaf of paper on which the rest of the Seventh Symphony would be written. Relief ran through Elias’s veins and into his fingers, feeling almost like warmth. He had a job to do.
         
 
         ‘I’m sorry if I seem vague.’ He spoke not just to the standing trombonist but to the entire room. ‘I’ve been having trouble with my hearing lately, along with my circulation, digestion, nervous system and general mental well-being — as, perhaps, have most of you.’ As an icebreaker it wasn’t much, but the watching faces relaxed a little, and mouths lifted into what, in better days, would have been smiles.
 
         ‘I was asking, sir,’ said the trombonist, with the formality he might use when addressing a senior military officer, ‘where you’d like us to start?’
 
         Elias’s hands tightened around the score. It was thick as a bull’s neck, it looked impossible to penetrate. But just as panic threatened to overwhelm him, Shostakovich spoke again. This is how I see war! Only now did Elias hear the doubt beneath the composer’s defiance and, strangely, it steadied him.
         
 
         ‘Let’s start at the beginning,’ he said, letting out his breath. ‘What better place to start?’ He signalled for an A, but although the oboist (another unknown military man) pursed his lips and blew, there was no sound. Swaying in his chair, blowing again, at last he produced a note, as thin as a birdcall from the depths of a forest.
 
         So this is my allotted weapon! Elias watched the makeshift orchestra tuning up. There was old Petrov, who had somehow recovered and survived the winter, though he was nothing but skin and bone. And Nikolai, lifting his bow as if it were made of concrete — but so many musicians gone! Their replacements, still unknown to Elias, handled their instruments with the jerky mechanical movements of wind-up toys. Within three months, with this roomful of skeletons, he had to produce an inspired rendition of the largest ever Shostakovich symphony! If he hadn’t been so tired, he might have laughed at the absurdity of it.
         
 
         Tuning up, warming up: the processes that had once seemed interminable were over in less than a minute. Then the room was quiet once more, while far away the restless mutter of gunfire continued, as familiar and constant as hunger.
 
         Elias raised his arms. Pain flared in his back, and his shoulders trembled. ‘Friends,’ he said, although he knew fewer than a quarter of them. ‘Friends, I know that you’re weak, and you’re starving. But we must force ourselves to work. Let’s begin.’
 
         He brought down his baton. The musicians stirred, seeming ready to play — but nothing happened. It was as if, moving as one body, they were paralysed from nerves, fear, or extreme fatigue. This was as bad as Elias’s very first rehearsals, when he’d been so green and nervous the orchestra resisted his every move. There was no derisive laughter now, just an unnerving silence. Exhaustion seemed to be spreading through the room.
 
         ‘Comrades!’ He thought back to the way Shostakovich’s hands had pounded at the piano keys, hammering out the opening to a work he wasn’t yet certain about. ‘Comrades! I command you to raise your instruments. It’s your duty.’
 
         The musicians sat upright; their eyes flickered towards him. He raised his arms again. Over the sea of heads, he caught sight of Nikolai, gripping his violin with his bony left hand. His eyes were fixed on Elias with the intensity of someone about to go over the top into battle.
         
 
         Elias looked away before sentiment could weaken him. ‘Let’s begin.’ He brought down his arms.
 
         He’d heard the first chords of the symphony so many times, playing them out in his imagination as he lay in bed, clutching his coat around him. The reality was completely different. A few straggling chords, the inadequate rattle of a snare drum, a tiny tapping of bows on strings. It was the smell of food without taste, or the promise of sustenance without delivery. He was grasping at thin air.
 
         He rapped on his music stand, and the musicians straggled to a halt. Already the mouths of the woodwind and brass players were reddened, their scabby lips bleeding. Some of the faces raised to Elias had the white-green tinge of the dead. Then, as he watched, the lead flautist slid out of his chair and onto the floor.
 
         ‘What shall we do with him?’ The second flautist knelt beside the collapsed man, calling his name in a voice high with fear.
 
         ‘Take him outside. Lay him in the corridor. Cover him with a coat.’ Was the flautist alive or dead? He had no idea, no energy to find out.
 
         It took three percussionists to drag the man out. The disruption seemed to go on forever; the rest of the orchestra simply sat where they were, many of them with their eyes closed. They were bundled in threadbare scarves and overcoats, and wore woollen gloves with the fingers cut off, but most were shivering. Elias stared fixedly at the page in front of him. The black notes looked like heavy chunks of granite.
 
         It was time to start again. He took a deep breath. ‘This isn’t good enough. You’re making a mockery of our great composer. The music must be barbaric, it must be brilliant. Remember, you’re fighting off the enemy!’
 
         But the musicians before him were neither barbaric nor brilliant; they were close to collapse, incapable of fighting off a horde of mosquitoes, let alone brutal invaders. The symphony crawled instead of marching.
 
         In the bars before the trumpet solo, he closed his eyes and heard the blaring, defiant notes of the symphony’s premiere. Muted by distance, squeezed flat by the radio waves, but magnified a thousand times by the knowledge that, in far-off Kuibyshev, Shostakovich was listening to the performance. Raising himself on his toes, Elias brought in the trumpet with a downward sweep of his arm — and opened his eyes to see the trumpet player sitting with his head bowed and his instrument lying on his knees. The insubstantial strings frayed away into silence.
 
         ‘Why the hell aren’t you playing?’ Elias almost shouted from a sense of grievance and loss.
         
 
         The trumpeter spoke without raising his head. ‘I’m sorry, sir.’ He spoke in a muffled voice but his exhaustion and despair were clear enough. ‘I can’t play the solo. I don’t have the breath.’
 
         ‘If you have the breath to speak, you have the breath to play.’ Yet Elias, too, was a little out of breath. The air seemed too cold to inhale, and once drawn into the lungs was hard to expel. ‘You must try. Shostakovich doesn’t write music to be performed by men who give up.’
 
         Obediently the trumpeter raised his instrument and began. The desperate look in his eyes made Elias feel wretched — but when, after only a few bars, the man fell back in his chair, he felt even worse. This is what you’re here for, he told himself. You’re not here to save individuals, but to save the city! Even though he was trying to encourage himself, it sounded dismally like Party propaganda.
         
 
         He lowered his baton. ‘You’re all dismissed. I’ll see you back here tomorrow.’ The rehearsal had taken half an hour to get under-way, and it had lasted less than fifteen minutes. ‘Don’t be late,’ he added.
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         Day after day, the orchestra returned to the chilly, dusty room. ‘From now on,’ announced Elias, ‘rehearsals will run for three hours, beginning at ten and finishing at one.’
         
 
         ‘Three hours! That’s impossible,’ objected Katerina Ginka. Her cheeks were hollow, and all traces of ruddiness had drained from her face, but still she had the strength to argue. ‘We can’t play for even three minutes without fainting — or dying.’
 
         Elias flushed. The flautist who’d collapsed had been taken to a military hospital and no one knew if he’d survive. It wasn’t my fault, he protested silently. The man was skin and bone, he had pleurisy, he’d been giving all his food rations to his wife. Yet the sharp bite of guilt made him snap at Katerina. ‘There’s one word I won’t tolerate. Can’t is no longer a part of the Radio Orchestra vocabulary.’
         
 
         He waited, expecting protests. Would any of the original members dispute the fact that a mismatched bunch of amateurs was now the Radio Orchestra? But no one said a word; even Katerina looked defeated. ‘And if anyone is late,’ he continued, ‘whatever the reason, they’ll lose their bread ration for the day.’
 
         There was a muted gasp. Petrov’s eyes watered, Katerina opened her mouth and then closed it again.
         
 
         ‘Now, from the top,’ ordered Elias. Even this brief exchange had left him exhausted; raising his baton felt like a monumental effort.
 
         It wasn’t until he heard the first sawing of the strings that it hit him. Under the music he heard the rasping of breath, deep and harsh, the very same sound he’d heard that morning as he’d tried spooning cabbage water into his mother’s mouth. The musicians ploughed on, while he lowered his arms and stared at the score with unseeing eyes. He’d only just realised the truth. His mother was dying.

      

      
    

  
    
      
         
         
 
         
            The missing
            

         
 
         Judging from the infrequent letters that made it over enemy lines, past the censors and into Nikolai’s hands, Shostakovich was safe but not happy. He’d been given a larger apartment, four rooms and a bathroom, thanks to an unusually helpful Comrade Zemlyachka, yet still he felt claustrophobic. His extended family had been evacuated from Leningrad at last, but he’d discovered that they were incapable of discussing anything but food rations. What’s more, Kuibyshev was hellishly provincial: there was no one with whom he could talk about work. ‘I’m surrounded by babies, the bourgeoisie and ballet dancers,’ he wrote. ‘And the dancers aren’t even pretty.’ As Nikolai looked at the fretful inky scrawl, he could imagine Shostakovich clearly: frowning, shoving his pencil behind his ear, while around him assorted women-folk (mother, sister, mother-in-law, sister-in-law, niece, daughter, wife) chattered about bread, butter, potatoes, confectionery and coffee.
         
 
         Although Nikolai longed to see him again, he was glad that Shostakovich had avoided the grim slide into winter and its gruesome consequences. Leningrad was no longer the city its exiled citizens had known. It had been ground down to muddy foundations, and the return of light and warmth had done little to restore it.
 
         Shostakovich hadn’t forgotten Nikolai’s own personal burden. ‘We’re praying for good news,’ he wrote at the end of every letter. ‘Don’t give up hope.’ But sustaining hope was becoming increasingly difficult. Every day that passed was another step away from Sonya, and the enormity of losing her became more real. The only relief lay in work. After rehearsal each day, Nikolai stayed behind to help Elias copy out scores for all the musicians who had to return immediately to their military posts. It was a dull, monotonous task but, for as long as it lasted, it deadened the pain in his heart.
         
 
         Elias had become more than usually silent. His fingers were callused from hours of holding a pen; his eyes were a mess of red spidery lines. Something seemed to be worrying him — but perhaps it was simply the pressure of having to conduct a symphony whose reputation had already grown to massive proportions.
 
         ‘Premiered in Kuibyshev, clamoured for in America, broadcast all over the world. Such a tremendous success already!’ But Elias sounded more anxious than pleased.
 
         ‘Nominated for a Stalin Prize, what’s more!’ pointed out Nikolai, trying to bolster Elias’s confidence. ‘You can imagine how pleased Shostakovich is about that.’
 
         ‘Yes, that’s an accolade he might choose to do without. But have you any idea how he feels about … about the work itself?’ There was something diffident and indirect about the way Elias spoke, like a cat sidling up to a wall.
 
         ‘Actually, from what I’ve gathered, he’s not altogether pleased.’
 
         Elias put down his pen. ‘In what way?’
 
         ‘He can’t say much in his letters, of course, for fear of interception. But it seems he’s dissatisfied with the fourth movement — he says it suffered from being written in a different place. And it wasn’t helped by having to break for two months while they were evacuated and then relocated from Moscow to Kuibyshev.’
 
         ‘I suppose parts of it are more efficient than inspired,’ Elias admitted. ‘But symphonic finales are notoriously difficult, particularly with a first movement of such power and enormity.’ He paused for a moment. ‘Not that it matters — the quality or otherwise of the finale, I mean. I doubt we’ll make it that far.’ A look of despair swept over his face.
 
         ‘We’ll get there!’ said Nikolai, trying to sound confident. But it was impossible to deny that the orchestra was struggling. ‘Perhaps we should try again to find a pianist? It would help no end in supporting the weaker sections.’
 
         ‘Coincidentally,’ said a voice from behind him, ‘that’s exactly what I’ve come about.’ A woman stood in the doorway, her slight frame swamped in an overcoat, her hair pulled back under a shabby hat. But there was something familiar about her posture, and the tilt of her head, that made Nikolai catch his breath.
         
 
         ‘Nina Bronnikova? Is it really you?’ He pushed his chair back, forgetting that his back ached and that the day’s bread ration had been made from mouldy flour and cottonseed. He’d heard that she’d survived the winter, but the sight of her filled him with relief. It was impossible to hide how glad he was; he grasped her thin hands, and kissed her several times on both cheeks.
 
         ‘Welcome!’ Elias hovered behind him like an uncertain host. ‘Welcome, indeed.’ For a moment it looked as if he might follow Nikolai’s example but, instead, he shook Nina’s hand and pulled out a rickety chair. ‘Please, have a seat. How are you?’
 
         ‘Well, I can’t dance any more, even if there were a company here to dance with.’ She limped forward. ‘But at least I’m alive.’
 
         ‘Perhaps when the siege is over, the Kirov doctors will be able to help you?’ said Nikolai. ‘They’re so experienced, and will surely know what to do.’
 
         ‘I’m sure with modern medicine,’ ventured Elias, ‘and proper nutrition, and a long rest —’
         
 
         ‘I’m afraid that for me to dance again will require a miracle.’ Nina gave a tired smile. ‘But thank you both for trying. Besides, this war has other victims far worse off than me.’ As she looked at Nikolai, her eyes grew even darker.
 
         Please don’t mention Sonya! thought Nikolai desperately. I can’t speak of her! Not today!
         
 
         Nina seemed to understand. She nodded, a tiny coded message of sympathy, and turned to Elias as if wanting to give Nikolai time to recover. ‘The reason I’m here is because Comrade Babushkin said you may need a pianist.’
 
         ‘You can p-p-play the piano?’ Elias’s face lit up.
 
         ‘I used to, quite passably, but I’m very rusty now. Still, perhaps even inadequate hands are better than none.’
 
         ‘Almost all our musicians are inadequate! I wonder why Babushkin didn’t contact you earlier. We’ve been searching for a pianist for weeks.’
 
         ‘He said the idea had only just struck him. They were talking about the Kirov, and someone mentioned me; he remembered I played because my old teacher was a crony of his — you know how these Leningrad connections are. Anyway, he seemed quite pleased with himself for coming up with a solution.’
 
         ‘Belatedly! That imbecilic —’ Elias stopped short. ‘What I mean is, we’d be extremely g-g-grateful for your help. There’s only one problem.’ He glanced over to the huge stack of paper. ‘As yet, we have no part for you to play from. C-c-c —’
         
 
         Quickly, Nikolai stepped in. ‘Is there any conceivable chance you might help us with this as well? As you see, we’re up to our eyes in copying.’
 
         Nina smiled. ‘My copying is probably better than my piano playing. And I have nowhere to go this afternoon.’ She took off her hat. Her once glossy hair was dull and rough, and her skin had the same greenish tinge as all malnourished Leningraders. But she regarded the world around her with her usual self-possession.
 
         For the next hour, the battered studio was filled with an air of studious industry that made Nikolai feel almost normal. Only when a siren wailed did he remember that everything was far from ordinary, and he himself not fine at all. Within a year, his stable world had been shattered and its inhabitants flung about like dice on a gambling table: Shostakovich packed off to a southern city on the Volga, a place too confined for his restless soul, where he fretted about each successive performance of his symphony. ‘My nerves are playing up,’ he’d written. ‘Thankfully we have a bathroom with a lock on the door, so my tears can flow in peace.’
 
         And what about Sollertinsky, banished to Novosibirsk where the Siberian winds wailed day and night? How was he making use of his quicksilver wit, his knowledge of Shakespeare, his mastery of Sanskrit, ancient Persian and Portuguese?
 
         The pen fell from Nikolai’s hand. We were a triumvirate and we worked together. We stood for intellect, instinct and integrity. His longing for ordinary life, for an end to the siege, was so strong he felt he would choke. He turned to his current companions as they bent over their work. The thin, maimed, still beautiful Nina Bronnikova; the emaciated, stubborn Karl Eliasberg. These people hadn’t been his friends before the Germans marched on the city. Where were his real friends?
         
 
         And then it happened. His defences crumbled, and the small face he’d kept at bay through sheer determination rushed into his mind. As sweet as a mountain stream, as unyielding as a rock-bed. Stern yet infinitely caring; womanly without knowing it, childish without playing on it; dark-eyed, raven-haired, chubby-cheeked, slim-legged Sonya! The loss of his friends was great, but far greater was the loss he’d precipitated on that day last summer. He’d given away the person most precious to him, had handed her to an unknown woman and left before the train had even pulled out of the station. Sonya, Sonya. He couldn’t imagine where she was, didn’t dare to do so, for as soon as he started his body became slick with sweat, his guts churned, and he loathed himself — for sending her off, for letting her go — with such intensity it terrified him.
         
 
         Pushing aside the stack of paper, he laid his head on the table. His eyes were streaming but he didn’t make a sound. He cried so silently that it was several minutes before he heard exclamations and felt an awkward hand on his shoulder.
 
         ‘Nikolai? What’s the matter?’ Elias sounded more worried than ever.
 
         He raised his head, his nose running and his hair soaked through. ‘My eyes. So weak these days. They water for no reason.’
 
         Elias hesitated for a second. ‘Mine, too. Damn inconvenient, isn’t it?’ He blundered away to open a window, muttering about vitamin deficiency, scurvy, and the effect of malnutrition on one’s retinas. ‘Fresh air,’ he said reassuringly. ‘Fresh air will do you good.’
 
         Nina put out her hand and laid it over his. After a while, she passed him a shred of handkerchief.
 
         He’d never been so grateful for reticence. Wiping his nose and eyes, he picked up his pen again. But even though he copied like a man possessed, concentrating on Shostakovich’s maniacally leaping octaves, his heart continued to cry Sonya, Sonya! like a gull wheeling above a barge, not knowing where it was headed nor what might be gained from following.
         

      

      
    

  
    
      
         
         
 
         
            Elias comes home
            

         
 
         The sun had been shining for many days, but Elias was feeling increasingly cold. As he left the apartment he realised that he was trembling all over. His fingers were a waxy yellow, his nails as white as plaster. He banged his hands against his thighs but felt nothing; nor could he feel his feet, wrapped in rags and stuffed into his boots. He hobbled around the corner and stood in the sunshine, waiting to thaw.
         
 
         Nothing happened. His body remained frozen. He felt as if he were looking down on himself, a stick figure in a rag-bag of coats and scarves, leaning against the same wall where once a much better-dressed, nervously correct man had stood, afraid to approach the kiosk standing (if his hazy memory was correct) on the very spot where a steel pillbox squatted. From a great distance, he marvelled at the naivety of the former Karl Eliasberg. Obsessing over the review of a rival who wouldn’t even acknowledge him as such! Being scared to converse with a portly music professor in a rumpled suit!
 
         He willed the sun to thaw him, his heart to pump his blood more effectively and his feet to carry him to the rehearsal room on time. You’ve never been late in your life, he told himself, and you will not be late today.
         
 
         The previous week he had trudged once again down Nevsky Prospect to the Arts Department headquarters and waited another two hours under the ticking clock before speaking as fervently as he could on behalf of his musicians. They were ill and weak; they could barely sit on their chairs. A flautist named Karelsky had already died from severe malnutrition, and if the authorities didn’t step in many others would also die. The officials listened impassively as he told them of instruments falling from players’ hands, and of undermining silences instead of loud morale-raising music.
         
 
         Apparently, he’d convinced them. The very next day Zagorsky had announced that Radio Orchestra rations were to be increased, and would stay at that level until the day of the concert. Furthermore, all musicians would receive badges marking them out as members of Eliasberg’s orchestra, allowing them medical privileges and faster access through checkpoints. But Elias knew it would take far more than extra wheatgerm and watery bean soup to turn back the clock. There was no quick way of transforming a band of walking skeletons into efficient musicians and soldiers.
 
         Sure enough, as he entered that morning — slowly, clumsily, but on time in spite of his frozen feet — the conversation wasn’t about fighting or music but about food. Or, to be precise, the lack of it.
 
         As he limped to the podium, a dutiful silence fell; there was a general tightening of bows and opening of scores. This much, at least, he’d achieved. He signalled for an A and waited for them to tune up — not that pitch was of particular concern to the players in front of him. Any musician trained in an army band placed more emphasis on keeping time than staying in tune. The scraping and dissonance, the ragged sliding chords: not so long ago these would have made Elias wince. Now they scarcely bothered him. If the orchestra managed to play the symphony with nothing more than workmanlike skill, he would have pulled off a miracle.
 
         ‘We’ll start with the adagio,’ he said, opening the score.
 
         Today he felt more detached than ever — so much so that it felt like calm. He was nothing more than an observer, surveying the orchestra from afar. The only thing that brought him momentarily closer was the sight of Nikolai helping Nina Bronnikova with the piano stool, cradling his left arm behind her in a movement that was like a caress. Then, for a second, blackness roared up in Elias’s head. But once Nina’s eyes were fixed on the music and Nikolai had returned to his seat, he could retreat once more into his floating state.
 
         After what might have been a few minutes or an hour — it was impossible to tell today — the musicians were ready. The first woodwind chords fell across the room like shadows; the singing violin lines followed with almost unbearable sweetness. The rehearsal room stretched to accommodate the music, and the music filled the whole city, and the empty fields and desolate woods beyond. It rained down on Russian and German soldiers crouched in their trenches, stripping them of both fear and purpose — and then, surely, everything would be all right again, while much of what had gone before (the grinding winter, the exploding streets, the dragging hunger and the slow deaths) was dissolved by the music. Elias’s eyelids dropped, and he allowed himself to rest. He didn’t need to see the score; he’d read and copied and conducted it so many times, he knew it better than his own body. He felt nothing but immense gratitude to Shostakovich, for saving them all.
         
 
         Now the music was thinning, like ice at the edge of a lake. This was as it should be. The melody moved downwards, grinding into the uneasy key of C sharp minor. Low woodwind notes hinted at the watery depths: contrabassoon, bass clarinet pulling on the deepest of C sharps like an anchor, yet also releasing, rising, moving up towards the strings. A pizzicato bridge over the water, slipping into E major, leading to —
 
         Something was missing. Elias jolted back into the present. There was blood in his mouth where he’d bitten his tongue, and panic on the faces of his woodwind players. The shock of the return was too great. His icy core cracked in two, and he rapped on his music stand.
         
 
         ‘What has happened to the flute solo?’ The effort of speaking made his throat feel raw. ‘Where the hell is Vedernikov?’
 
         The strings were straggling to a halt, their bows held at awkward angles. ‘Does anyone know where our lead flautist is?’ demanded Elias.
 
         Someone dared to mutter that perhaps he’d been killed by Shostakovich’s excessive demands, and a few embarrassed titters ran around the room, but mostly the musicians shuffled their feet and said nothing.
 
         The second flute raised a tentative hand. ‘Perhaps I can take the solo, until he turns up?’
 
         But as if on cue, Vedernikov appeared at the door. His chest was heaving, his hair trailed on his shoulders. ‘I’m sorry I’m late.’ He blundered towards his seat, cramming his flute together as he went. ‘I’m so sorry.’
 
         Elias was surprised at the level of rage he felt. Had he been holding a gun instead of a baton, he would have put a bullet through the heart of this panting wretch who’d interrupted his reverie and snatched away salvation. ‘Don’t be sorry,’ he said coldly. ‘Regret is a wasteful emotion.’
 
         Vedernikov looked up, holding the mouthpiece of his flute to his lips. ‘It was unavoidable.’
 
         ‘You’ve deprived us of your solo and you, in turn, will be deprived. It has already been established that all latecomers lose their bread rations.’
         
 
         ‘Please don’t do that. The thing is —’ Vedernikov bit his lip so hard that white marks bloomed on the purplish skin. ‘I was at the cemetery. I was waiting to bury my wife.’
 
         Nina Bronnikova gasped, and Petrov half-rose on his shaky legs. The other flautists laid their hands on Vedernikov’s arms, and even the military men coughed with suppressed emotion. But Elias stood like a stone; he could feel neither his toes in his boots, nor the floor beneath his feet.
 
         ‘The rules stand,’ he said, staring at the far wall. ‘They can’t be bent for one person. Death is all around us! Who knows which of us will be alive tomorrow? The only certainty is that, by the first week in August, we must be capable of playing the Seventh Symphony. Vedernikov, you lose your rations for today. We’ll begin from the top.’
 
         He didn’t look at the flautist again, nor at Nina or Nikolai; he wasn’t strong enough to see grief or shock, not today. His head was swimming and there was an unfamiliar burning in his lungs. The orchestra dragged on through the adagio, which was no longer beautiful, and into the finale, which lacked all vigour and conviction. He conducted mechanically, feeling as if, at any moment, he might topple to the floor.
 
         At the end of the first hour he sank onto a chair and conducted sitting down — something he’d never have dreamed of doing before this nightmare began. But from his chair he had an unimpeded view of Nina Bronnikova’s face. Was there reproach in her curved neck and lowered eyes? He found the possibility unbearable, and stood up again, leaning heavily on the chair and conducting with his right hand only.
 
         After the musicians had left, some for sentry duty and some for the bread queues, he allowed himself to sit once more. With his head between his knees, coughing and gasping, he began to recite progressions from the symphony: ‘Variation Four, Figure 25, oboe and bassoon. Dynamic: piano. B flat against B natural; C major to C sharp minor. Crescendo to fortissimo. Back to C major.’
         
 
         But instead of steadying him, as he’d hoped, the musical equations tumbled into a sea of horrifying images. His father beating a human face with his cobbler’s hammer, Shostakovich throwing manuscript pages from the window of an aeroplane. A row of incendiary bombs scattered down a street, blazing like flowers. And back to C major, he repeated in desperation, but his thoughts were drowned out by the blows of the hammer. The human profile disintegrated into a cloud of white skin, Shostakovich’s face went up in flames, the engines of the aeroplane roared. He was in hell.
         
 
         Through the chaos a hand touched his forehead, anchoring him. ‘We have to get him to a hospital,’ someone said.
 
         He opened his eyes to a world that, somehow, was still intact.
 
         ‘Can you hear me?’ Nikolai’s straggling hair and beard did nothing to hide his concern.
 
         Yes, I can hear you perfectly, he answered. Only at present, due to unforeseen illness, I’m unable to speak.
         
 
         Nina’s face floated behind Nikolai’s like a beautiful pale cloud. ‘I think he can hear but not speak.’
 
         Even as his lungs rasped for breath, Elias felt enormous gratitude. She could understand him. She knew what he was thinking.
 
         ‘Try to drink this,’ said Nikolai, putting the rim of a glass to his lips.
 
         The tepid water made him gag but it was laced with sugar, which seeped a grainy strength into his limbs. He lay where he’d fallen, listening to the voices, succumbing to the loss of power. It was like being a child again — although his parents had never cared so much.
 
         ‘He’s dreadfully thin.’ Nina seemed to forget that Elias was capable of hearing. ‘And he’s had that cough for weeks. I remember him saying that he’d once had tuberculosis. Do you think —?’
 
         ‘I don’t think it’s TB. Perhaps a touch of pneumonia? And certainly nervous exhaustion. He’s been working himself to death.’
 
         ‘Poor Elias.’ Nina sounded upset.
 
         ‘If we can get him to the Astoria,’ said Nikolai, ‘Tanya will find a bed for him. He has to rest.’
 
         Elias opened his eyes and spoke with a leaden tongue. ‘Rehearsals. Shostakovich —’
 
         ‘Less important than your health. Besides, what good will you be to Shostakovich if you’ve worked yourself to death before the performance?’
 
         Closing his eyes again, Elias listened to Nikolai arranging his future with surprising decisiveness. The door banged, and now only Nina was left beside him, holding the water glass, checking his pulse.
 
         It seemed rude to lie there silently. Wetting his lips, he practised a couple of phrases in his head — two-tone motif, six repeated Gs — and then he tried speaking out loud. ‘Thank you,’ he managed to croak.
         
 
         ‘For what?’
 
         ‘For playing … the piano.’
         
 
         ‘But I’m still hopeless. Nowhere near as good as you’d like.’
 
         ‘Not … hopeless.’ He turned his head to look at her. ‘Not yet …excellent. But not … hopeless.’
 
         Nina laughed. ‘Someone once described you as brutal. But I think honest is a better word.’
 
         ‘The two are … easily confused.’ He gave a small nod. He was too tired to say any more, although he wanted to tell her a thousand things: things he’d wanted to say for a long time. Out in the street, the army trucks rumbled on, and through the occasional chink in the noise came the sound of a few birds singing.
 
         The door banged again and Nikolai was back. ‘Good news!’ he said. ‘You’ll be taken by car to the hospital. They’ll have a bed ready for you there. You’re a more important person than you think!’
 
         ‘One night only,’ said Elias weakly. ‘Tomorrow we must rehearse.’
 
         Nikolai ignored this. ‘Now, what about your mother? Is she able to look after herself for a few days, or is she completely bedridden?’
 
         ‘She is … She is completely —’ Elias turned his head away, and mumbled the last words into the floor.
 
         ‘What did you say?’ asked Nikolai sharply.
         
 
         ‘She’s dead. My mother is dead.’
 
         Nina grasped his hand. ‘When? When did this happen?’
 
         ‘Two days ago.’ He bit his lip to stop himself crying and heard again the scraping of Valery’s sled as the runners bumped over the dry mud. He saw Valery’s small hands alongside his on the rope, and the half-fearful look on the boy’s face as they reached the cemetery gates.
         
 
         ‘God, I’m so sorry.’ Nikolai sounded shocked. ‘Why didn’t you say anything? You worked yesterday, and all day today, without telling us?’
 
         ‘I … couldn’t. I don’t know why.’ It was no explanation, but it was the truth. He licked the metallic taint of blood off his lip: it tasted of death. He had wrapped his mother’s body in the old crocheted blanket and carried it down the first flight of stairs. As emaciated as she’d been, the weight had almost proved too much for him. Only the fear that Mr Shapran would find him collapsed on the landing, with his dead mother beside him, had forced him on, one stair at a time, his arms burning and his eyes leaking tears.
 
         ‘No wonder you’re near collapse,’ said Nikolai. ‘Have you been giving all your rations to her?’
 
         ‘I was trying to stop her disappearing.’ How had her life slipped through his fingers? She was alive when he went to the bathroom to scrape at his face with the blunt blade, yet by the time he’d emerged, raw-chinned, hurrying, she had gone. He knew it instantly. The room was ringing with absence. After checking that her eyes were closed, and pulling the sheet over her face, he’d closed the door and left for rehearsal. All day yesterday, he had said nothing, spoken of nothing but work. Returning to the apartment in the evening had been the hardest and loneliest thing he’d ever done in the whole of his hard, lonely life.
         
 
         Nina was still holding his hand. ‘You did everything anyone could.’ She had no way of knowing this, but the characteristic ring of truth in her voice was somehow comforting.
 
         
            [image: ] 
            

         
 
         After coping so long on his own, being in the hospital was curiously soothing. White-clad staff passed by quietly; the ill and the wounded lay still under their covers. Unlit chandeliers hung over the makeshift wards like the canopies of oak trees. Elias was fed, sometimes he was washed; he was treated with no more and no less respect than anyone else. It was only when he stepped shakily back into the real world a few days later and returned to the Radio Hall that he remembered what he’d been through, and what lay ahead.
         
 
         Nikolai looked at him in an assessing way. ‘Why don’t you shorten rehearsal time? At least for a couple of days, until you get some strength back.’
 
         Elias shook his head. ‘We need every minute we can get.’
 
         ‘You’re a stubborn bastard. You and Shostakovich have a lot in common. In a word, pig-headedness.’
 
         ‘Speaking of Shostakovich,’ said Elias, ‘do you know how he is?’
 
         ‘He’s worried. Worried about the war, worried about catching typhus, worried how long Leningrad can survive under siege. Essentially, he’s the same Dmitri we’ve always known and loved.’
 
         ‘But has he mentioned —’ Elias fiddled with his music stand. ‘The symphony? You told me he was concerned that Toscanini may botch it in America — but what about this performance, our performance?’
         
 
         ‘Nothing yet,’ admitted Nikolai. ‘But the last letter from him was some time ago. A good deal of post isn’t getting through.’
 
         ‘Of course.’ Elias tried to sound matter-of-fact. It was unlikely that Shostakovich would expend much thought on a makeshift orchestra in Leningrad, when his symphony was gaining the attention of eminent conductors and critics all over the world. Yet he couldn’t help hoping for — what, a sign? Something to show that Shostakovich believed in what they were doing, and that it mattered. Stifling a sigh, he lowered his music stand. ‘Not very dignified to conduct from a chair, I know, but collapsing mid-rehearsal would be less so.’
         
 
         There turned out to be one other advantage to his new, lowly position. Viewed from a chair, the orchestra seemed less of a solid mass and more a collection of individuals. He was able to see veins standing out on necks, and nervous twitching in the bars before a solo. He was less audible and less visible — but at last he was on the right level.
 
         After the rehearsal was over, several of the musicians came up to enquire about his health, and to commiserate over the loss of his mother.
 
         ‘They seem to like me better,’ he said to Nina, in slight surprise.
 
         ‘Of course. Now they see you as a human being, instead of a conductor.’
 
         ‘Because my mother died?’ He was confused. ‘Or because I’ve been in hospital?’
 
         ‘Because you’re vulnerable.’ Nina closed the lid of the piano. Her knack of summarising things made him see life didn’t need to be as complicated as he’d always found it.
 
         ‘Are you ready to go?’ Nikolai was stationed by the door. Over the winter he’d developed a strange stillness about him — a static, waiting quality. With his long beard and eyebrows he reminded Elias of a moss-covered statue. Arrested in time, as they’d all been, by an ill twist of fate and by the siege. When would they be released?
         
 
         Very slowly, they made their way through the ruined city, Nikolai carrying Elias’s small bag and Elias carrying the huge score. He’d boiled down his leather briefcase many months earlier; it had yielded a peculiar-tasting chunk of protein, which he’d told his mother was pork aspic, and it had lasted them some weeks.
 
         The streets were no longer muddy but were still marked by the deep ruts from army vehicles and tanks. Young people moved in the same way as the elderly, slowly and stiffly. Only the rustling green trees seemed alive. Summer was here again, but it had returned to a suspended city: smashed, ruined, still surrounded by the enemy.
 
         At the thought of a stalemate, of entrapment stretching ahead with no end, Elias felt the familiar stirrings of panic. How could he inspire exhausted Leningraders and their Party leaders if he had no belief in a future? His fear grew, as it always did, at the prospect of Shostakovich sitting by his radio in Kuibyshev, listening to him conduct the Seventh Symphony. But today the thing that frightened him most of all was the thought of walking back into his empty apartment.
         
 
         The closer they got, the more nervous he became. Nikolai had stopped trying to make conversation, and they turned the corner in silence. Elias kept his head down and his eyes fixed on the broken cobblestones.
 
         ‘Look!’ Nikolai nudged him. ‘You have a welcoming committee.’
 
         There on the front steps sat Valery, tracing patterns in the dust with his stubby fingers. As soon as he caught sight of them, he jumped up. ‘Mr Elias! Hooray, you’re home!’
 
         ‘Nice to see you, too.’ Elias coughed — it was the dust, surely, that made his eyes prickle and his voice come out slightly clogged.
 
         Valery looked earnestly at Nikolai. ‘Mr Elias has been giving me some of his rations. He says I need to get plump and strong, the way I used to be.’ He stood back, flexing imaginary muscles on his stick-thin arms.
 
         ‘That’s kind of him,’ said Nikolai. ‘Though he might consider looking after himself as well as other people.’
 
         ‘I’m fine,’ mumbled Elias. ‘Just doing what anyone else would.’
 
         Valery took the score out of his hands and held it as if it were made of glass. ‘This is Mr Shostakovich’s work,’ he informed Nikolai. ‘He’s very famous. Soon there’ll be a big concert, with Mr Elias in charge.’
 
         ‘So I’ve heard,’ said Nikolai. ‘Shall we go inside now?’
 
         And so Elias came home again, flanked by an eager knock-kneed boy and a generous, grief-stricken man. As he pushed open the door of the apartment and caught sight of the empty bed, he’d never been so glad of the company.

      

      
    

  
    
      
         
         
 
         
            The letterbox
            

         
 
         It seemed strange that no one had ever touched the trees. When Nikolai looked out his window, peering through the criss-crossed tape and scratched glass, he still saw tree-tops, now a deep dark green, in the park. Throughout the dark icy months of winter, every shelled house had been stripped and every bombed factory picked over for fuel. Anything not chained down or locked up had been removed: pulled apart by bare hands, chopped up with hatchets, tugged away on sleds to feed small smoky stoves, staving off a cold so extreme it slowed the blood to a crawl. Furniture, wallpaper, books; dung scavenged from the city stables before the horses were shot and used for meat. Anything with combustible potential had been scavenged — so why had the trees survived?
         
 
         He gazed at the green clouds rising like smoke signals. Was it sheer romanticism? Perhaps — as well as a nationalistic pride. In Berlin, Hitler had ordered the lime trees felled for aesthetic reasons, while Leningraders had frozen to death rather than desecrate their trees.
 
         The notion made Nikolai profoundly irritated. Considering the state of Leningrad, the mountains of rubble, the smashed churches and broken fountains, pitted streets and gaping holes where gracious apartment blocks had once stood —! He no longer had any patience for Russian romanticism, particularly given the mutilated bodies he’d seen that spring.
 
         Tanya was getting ready to go to work. ‘I’m leaving now. There’s some rice on the bench for later.’ Her coat hung loosely off her shoulders and her scalp glinted through her thin hair, but she seemed more concerned about Nikolai’s health than her own. She’d developed a remarkable talent for acquiring black-market supplies (fifty grams of lard here, a small pack of lentils there) for the sole purpose of feeding him.
         
 
         ‘Rice.’ He nodded vaguely.
 
         ‘Don’t forget to eat it.’ She folded her arms. ‘You’ve got to keep your strength up.’
 
         ‘Keep my strength up? For what?’ He was at a loss, in these drifting, monotonous days, to grasp the point of anything.
 
         ‘For the concert, of course!’
 
         ‘Ah, the concert,’ said Nikolai. ‘Yes, it’s most important for me to eat cold rice for the sole purpose of playing the violin well enough to distract Leningraders from the truth — that their Party has failed to prevent them from starvation and death.’
 
         Tanya looked reproving, though only a year ago she’d considered concerts a waste of time and money. ‘The posters are already up. People are buying tickets. The whole city’s looking forward to it.’
 
         ‘The city would be better off saving its money and going to church to pray that this bloody stand-off will end. What good is seventy minutes of music if we’re to be shelled and starved for the next ten years?’
 
         ‘Don’t talk like that. One of the doctors said that, according to Mr Eliasberg, this will be the most important concert ever played in Leningrad! The most important since time immemorial.’
         
 
         There was no trace of Elias in the phrase; Tanya had always embellished stories, particularly when they concerned things she knew nothing about. But the fervour and the belief were recognisable as Elias’s own. Nikolai had seen the glitter in his eyes as he drove the orchestra onwards, disregarding the musicians’ fatigue and despair. At those times it was hard to believe the rumours that had circulated before the war — the lack of discipline in the Radio Orchestra, the public mutinies and practical jokes, and one musician in particular (was his name Alexander?) who regularly ridiculed not only his colleagues but also his conductor.
         
 
         Tanya was almost misty-eyed. ‘After the concert, morale in the city will soar. That’s what the doctor and Mr Eliasberg say. Through the strength of the music, our army will gain strength — and then I expect we’ll win the war.’
 
         ‘Mr Eliasberg has his own axe to grind. The Astoria Hospital may be convinced by his mission, but it’s unlikely he’s risking his life for this concert for purely altruistic reasons.’ Nikolai had become disconcertingly aware of an anger growing inside him. Anger with Tanya for unexpectedly championing a musical cause, and with Elias for growing so bold he made others look cowardly in comparison. With Shostakovich for writing a symphony that had already become symbolic, and with the people of Leningrad who were so desperate they would throng to the concert house to listen to an orchestra of walking cadavers. He was angry with the politicians for setting in motion such a musical farce, and with the pilot who’d risked his life flying the score in over enemy lines, and with the Red Army for not having the strength to push back the Germans. There was only one person in the world with whom he didn’t feel angry, and she had become the stuff of fairy tales and fables: the needle in the haystack, the pea under the mattress, irritating his memory, preventing sleep, never forgotten yet never appearing. Day by day, he was drained. He’d survived the winter, only to be fatally weakened by the sight of green trees and the scent of emptiness. Sonya, you are killing me. Your absence will be my death.
         
 
         He watched Tanya tie a scarf over her patchy scalp and bustle out the door. Filled with relief, he ran his fingers through his long beard; at least she’d forgotten to nag him about his hair.
 
         ‘One more thing.’ Her head reappeared around the door. ‘You should trim your beard. You look like a sailor, without the legitimate excuse of weeks at sea. When Mr Eliasberg was in hospital, he shaved every day.’
 
         There was nothing to throw at her; most of their possessions had been sold, exchanged, or chopped up for firewood. He waved his hand in a peremptory gesture that might have meant ‘All right’ or might have meant ‘Go away’. It seemed to satisfy her; she retreated again and her footsteps faded down the stairwell.
 
         At last he was alone.
 
         Over the past few months, he’d been trying to exist in the moment. But his desperation for escape was growing. He felt suffocated in this city where resignation coated the streets like the sticky juice from the lime leaves. Officially it had been suggested that the siege would be over by the end of summer — but he could hear the hollowness behind the assurances. Nothing but propaganda, and a large measure of hope.
 
         In the quietness that descended after Tanya’s departure, he came to a decision. It wasn’t as hard as he’d anticipated, for with the closing of the door he’d finally realised that Sonya was never coming back. He hadn’t talked about her for weeks. Tanya no longer spoke her name; their few surviving neighbours passed him quickly in the crumbling stairwell. With every lost opportunity, every time she might have been mentioned and wasn’t, Sonya disappeared a little further. Daily, the images in Nikolai’s head were fading — her eyes, her smile, the tilt of her nose. Soon there would be nothing left of her.
         
 
         He would wait until the night of the concert — this much he owed to Shostakovich, and to Eliasberg. Then he would make his escape. He would invite Tanya to the victory party, which would happen whether or not the performance was a triumph: commissars glowing with unearned pride, musicians seated at a table laden with rich food that might, earlier, have saved other lives. He would slip away and come back here where he belonged, and, finally, he would do it.
 
         He felt for the small tin taped under the windowsill, a strange but not entirely unwelcome gift from a pathologist who’d lived in the apartment below with his wheelchair-bound, music-loving wife. ‘She’s listened to you practise for years,’ he’d said to Nikolai. ‘Your playing has been her escape. The least I can do is offer you an escape in return.’
 
         Dr Ostrovsky had died on the coldest day in January, two days after his wife. The ostensible cause of his death was pleurisy, but Nikolai believed otherwise, knowing how much the doctor had loved his wife. After hearing the news, he’d opened the tin and stared at the capsule — cyanide, mixed with acetic acid for what Ostrovsky had called ‘more certain results’. How odd that such a small object could smash open a claustrophobic world and let the air in!
 
         He’d believed, for a time, that Nina Bronnikova might be his saviour. In the long vicious grip of winter (searching, always, for Sonya’s small figure), he’d glimpsed Nina and his heart had lifted. The occasional sightings had kept him going — as, later, had the certain prospect of seeing her at rehearsals. Her frailty, her rare smile, her battle to accept her ruined career: these had amazed and impressed him. But before long it became clear to him. He’d already loved not once but twice, such fierce and loyal loves they could never be surpassed. What he’d received from his lost wife and his lost daughter was more than anyone could expect in a lifetime. And so he’d retreated from the flame that was Nina, abandoning the possibility of warmth, and he neither missed nor regretted it.
 
         Although the room was full of sunshine, his fingers were numb. The effects of malnutrition had proved far worse than he’d believed possible; he felt cold all the time. He opened his violin case with difficulty, blew on his hands, tried some exercises. But even simple arpeggios were beyond him.
 
         He swore, and threw down his violin with a discordant clash of strings. It was intolerable! To make it so far, and now be unable to play! He looked around for something, anything at all, to burn in the stove. ‘But not that,’ he said aloud. ‘But not you.’
         
 
         Above his head, behind the ceiling panels, lay the cello, wrapped in threadbare blankets like a sleeping child. He thought back to the first rehearsal, when musicians had unpacked violins with smashed scrolls, and cracked double basses. ‘Does anyone know of any spare instruments?’ Elias had asked despairingly. Nikolai had shaken his head. The cello would stay hidden, perhaps forever.
 
         The sight of the apartment — the cracks caused by the bomb-blast next door, the dark squares where pictures had once hung — filled him with such rage he could barely contain it. A year ago, this had been his home. A year ago, he could play melodies to make the eyes of his audience glitter with tears. ‘And now?’ He spat on the bare floor. ‘Now I live in an empty shell and play no better than a child.’
 
         Pulling on his gloves, he seized up the hatchet from behind the stove. He slammed the front door behind him and clattered down the stairs two at a time, swinging the axe over the stair rail so recklessly that steel clanged on steel.
 
         By the time he reached the entrance hall, Mrs Gessen had emerged from her door in alarm. ‘I thought I heard something. Mercifully, it’s only you.’ Since the night of the near-miss she’d become uncontrollably nervous; her eyes flickered like a lizard’s and her head jerked.
 
         ‘Yes, it’s only me,’ repeated Nikolai, but his voice echoed through the damaged hallway, sounding nothing like his.
 
         ‘What’s that you’re carrying?’ Mrs Gessen’s relief visibly faded at the sight of the hatchet. ‘Where are you going with that?’
 
         ‘I need firewood. My hands are numb and I can’t practise.’
 
         ‘But where are you … what are you —? Surely not the trees?’ Mrs Gessen seemed to have absorbed his earlier thoughts; it was as if his anger had run through his cracked floorboards, through ceilings and floors, and finally seeped into her living room.
         
 
         ‘Well, there are plenty out there for the taking.’ He shrugged. ‘If the city wishes to hear the musical evocation of angels, then it must make sacrifices. Don’t you agree?’
 
         ‘Angels?’ stammered Mrs Gessen.
 
         ‘Shostakovich’s Seventh.’ He spoke impatiently. ‘I’ve been starved for eleven months, my circulation is so wrecked from malnourishment that I can neither get warm nor play a note, yet in five days I’m expected to perform a symphony for the city. Do you think that’s fair?’
         
 
         ‘But the trees! If every Leningrader cut down a tree, where would we be?’
 
         ‘Leningraders do not cut down trees.’ He thrust his face close to hers. ‘Most, it seems, would rather sit and look at the trees while waiting to die. I refuse to be one of them.’ He was so angry that the hallway began spinning around him and he clutched at the stair-rail. As he leaned there, breathing hard, surveying the familiar surroundings — the chipped plaster flowers above the door, the scratched floor, the far wall with its rows of letterboxes — reason reasserted itself. Perhaps he should consider an alternative plan? After all, the trees were in full view of a police patrol, and a madman wielding a hatchet would certainly be arrested. (Reasonable to the last! said Shostakovich, in his usual half-admiring, half-mocking way. How sensible to avoid trouble, so you can go on quietly planning your death!)
         
 
         ‘All right, you win.’ Nikolai, wiping his forehead, addressed both Mrs Gessen and the distant Shostakovich. ‘The trees can stay.’
 
         Mrs Gessen let out her breath. ‘They are the property of the city. I would have had to report you if I’d caught you in the act — or even en route to the act. And no one wants to report a neighbour, not after all we’ve been through together. A whole new collective spirit, that’s what these dark times have given us. A brave new —’
         
 
         ‘Yes, yes. Excuse me, please.’ Nikolai pushed past her new-found idealism and headed towards the letterboxes.
 
         ‘You won’t find any mail today.’ She shook her head. ‘Not today, and probably not for a long while.’ All the same, she moved a little closer; she’d always kept an avid eye on other people’s post. ‘My cousin works in the postal depot, you know, and she tells me there’s been no mail over Lake Ladoga for a week. It’s not clear why, but her hunch is —’
 
         ‘I’m afraid I have no interest in your cousin’s job,’ interrupted Nikolai. ‘Only in mine.’ He eyed up the letterboxes in a professional kind of way; his own box sat in the middle of a row, which made his task much trickier. He raised the hatchet high over his shoulder. ‘Stand back, please!’
 
         Mrs Gessen let out a shriek. ‘Are you crazy? That’s public property!’
 
         Ignoring her, Nikolai took a swing and the blade crashed deep into the wood. He wrenched the hatchet free and raised it once more. The second, equally accurate blow splintered the box into dozens of pieces. ‘What use is a mailbox if mail is never delivered into it?’ he said over his shoulder. ‘I’ll put it to better use.’
 
         ‘You’re going to burn our mailboxes?’ Mrs Gessen sounded aghast.
         
 
         ‘No, only mine.’ Nikolai began gathering up the shards of wood. ‘For today, at least. One box ought to provide sufficient fuel for one hour’s practice. Entirely for the benefit of our city, I might add.’
 
         ‘Enough fuel for today!’ gasped Mrs Gessen. ‘Do you live only in the present?’
 
         ‘Not at all.’ He clutched the wood to his chest. ‘I’ve already made a plan for tomorrow, and that does involve the trees.’
 
         In his mild-mannered days he’d never have managed to reduce Mrs Gessen to splutters; now, watching her back away and slam the door, he was almost impressed by his achievement. He turned to inspect his handiwork. ‘Not bad,’ he commended himself. There was a gaping rectangular hole where his mailbox had once been, but the surrounding boxes remained intact. ‘Not bad!’ he said again.
 
         It was while he was dusting the splinters from the remaining boxes with his sleeve (Always the considerate neighbour! commented Shostakovich) that he saw a corner of paper wedged between the back of the lower mailbox and the damp wall behind it. He could just make out a typed last name (his) and the first letters of a street name (also his). He put down his armful of wood, eased the sodden envelope out of the crack and opened it gingerly. A bill for repairs on his violin, dated a whole ten months earlier. He did some rapid calculations. Two weeks after Isaak Erkenov had written this out in his careful handwriting, he’d marched away with a division of the People’s Volunteers — and had never come back from the Front.
         
 
         He folded the note and put it in his pocket. Was Erkenov’s widow still alive? He’d have to find out, though how he’d pay the debt was beyond him. How extraordinary that he should find the account after all this time — and only now because of his reckless actions. He looked again at the grimy crevice into which the envelope had fallen. How much more of his mail was lying down there, lost? He fished down the back of the boxes with fingers that, thanks to the wood-chopping, were no longer numb — and felt another corner of paper. As he tried to grasp it, it slipped further down the crack. He cursed and kept trying.
 
         Behind him he heard Mrs Gessen’s door creaking open once more. ‘You can tell your postal-depot cousin,’ he said without turning around, ‘that I prefer my mail less than a year old.’ Very slowly, very carefully, he slid the envelope up the wall. ‘Got you, you bastard!’ The Gessens’ door slammed shut, sending dust showering off the long-disused light bulb.
 
         For a third time, Nikolai peered down into the crack. Nothing more. He gathered up his wood and set off up the stairs; he’d had enough of Gessen interrogations for one day.
         
 
         Back in the apartment, the chill was waiting. It seeped into him, a familiar and strangely seductive adversary. How easy it would be to lie down and give in. He went to the stove, threw the wood on the floor, and ripped open the second envelope. It had a Sverdlovsk postmark and had been posted — he peered closely at it — last October. Dull news, then, from his distant relatives in Sverdlovsk who, even in wartime, managed to find the weather the most interesting of topics.
 
         There were two sheets of paper inside but, surprisingly, the top one was typed — unevenly inked and badly aligned. Crouching by the stove, he scanned the page.
 
         
            Our first letter seems not to have reached you … We understand the situation in Leningrad is worsening … We have attempted several times to contact you by telephone … It appears your line is no longer working … We wish to reassure you, once again, that your daughter is safe. 
            

         
 
         At the bottom of the page was a small smudged stamp: Miusskaya St. Orphanage, Sverdlovsk. 
         
 
         Nikolai sank to his knees. He was trembling all over, but not from cold. With fumbling fingers, he pulled the second piece of paper out of the envelope. This was not typed but handwritten, and behind its wobbly lines he heard a small, certain voice:
 
         
            Dearest Papa, 
            
 
            I’ve had what Aunt T calls a chapter of accidents. The lady in charge is worried you haven’t answered her first letter but I told her you’re always busy. Please come soon. I miss you so much that I cry every day. 
            
 
            Your loving Sonya. 
            
 
            P.S. Could you bring the cello with you? I am very out of practice. 
            

         
 
         He tried to stand up, but his legs were shaking so badly he half-fell against the wall. He leaned there, his heart pounding. Sonya was alive. She hadn’t been blown into a thousand pieces, had not lain bleeding by a derailed train until her heart gave out, nor mouldered away in a muddy unknown grave.
         
 
         ‘My darling Sonya.’ His throat was full of tears and he could hardly speak. ‘Sonya, hold on, just a bit longer.’
 
         Suddenly he could see her face again, clearly and whole: her velvet-black eyes full of love, her hopeful smile, the dimple at one side of her mouth. She was saying something, though her voice had become so unfamiliar he strained to hear it. ‘I knew you would come for me! I knew you would.’
         
 
         The loneliness that had encased him like a coffin all winter split and fell away from his body. The release felt almost like pain. He crumpled the letter in his hand and held it as hard as he could. Sonya. The light in the room seemed to grow in intensity. As he watched, the stripes of sunlight on the floor wavered and ran together, so that he seemed to be standing ankle-deep in bright shimmering water. And still he repeated her name over and over, Sonya, Sonya, until it rang in his ears like a bell announcing armistice to a relieved and exhausted world. 
         

      

      
    

  
    
      
         
         

         
            Priorities
            

         
   
         Elias sat on the front steps in the evening sunshine, watching two black beetles parade around a pebbled arena.
         

         ‘They’re useless.’ Valery gave the smaller beetle a disappointed prod. ‘March, why don’t you!’

         ‘Perhaps they need food, like everyone else in Leningrad,’ ventured Elias. ‘My people don’t work very well because they’re hungry. I expect beetles are the same.’

         ‘No offence, but your people are musicians. Mr Shapran says musicians are soft. Whereas these beetles are generals, so they should be able to cope with any amount of hardship.’ Valery nudged the dawdling larger beetle with his finger. ‘That’s General Zhukov. If we’d kept him in Leningrad instead of letting Moscow have him, the Germans would have been pushed back in no time.’

         ‘Really?’ Elias knew little of the military snarl-ups that had occurred in the early stages of the siege. What he mostly remembered about last summer was the heat, so extreme that it felt almost threatening, and his fear when he first awoke to a skyline bristling with guns.

         ‘And this is General Meretskov.’ Valery pushed the other beetle along with a twig. ‘He recaptured Tikhvin for us on the ninth of December last year. Then the rail-links to Novaya Ladoga were re-established, and food could be brought across the lake.’

         This was something Elias did recall. It had been the one fact to cling to in a month when people had begun stealing ration cards from the dead.

         ‘Exactly! We might all have died if it hadn’t been for Meretskov. But look at him now! Bloody useless.’ Valery stared at the beetle lying on its back in the dust. ‘Do you think he needs some water?’
         

         Elias hesitated. He wasn’t sure how to play this game: were they talking about a beetle needing fluids, or the needs of a Red Army general? ‘How about some vodka?’ he suggested, a little desperately.

         ‘An excellent idea!’ Valery shoved a pebble towards the beetle’s head. ‘Here’s a flask, General. To help you on your way.’

         Elias watched hopefully but the beetle lay still, and Valery frowned.

         ‘Perhaps he needs sleep?’ Averting crises was something Elias did know about. ‘Maybe you should put them in their box — I mean, in their barracks — for the night?’

         ‘Zhukov never sleeps. He ran alongside his own convoy all the way to the Moscow front, just so he’d stay awake.’ Valery glowered at the motionless beetle. ‘That night he was fortified by nothing but a cup of tea.’
         

         Elias glanced down the quiet street. Was it too early to go to bed? Tomorrow was the pre-recording of his radio broadcast, a terrifying prospect. The day after that was the dress rehearsal — also terrifying — and then, worst of all, the concert itself. He needed sleep to stave off the thought of what lay ahead as much as to gather strength, but he was reluctant to go up to his empty room. Besides, Valery seemed to like having him around. Not so long ago he’d thought the boy would find him dull, lacking in imagination; even now, when he heard the familiar knocking and opened the door, a muffling shyness descended. But Valery didn’t seem to notice, and he included Elias in his games with the seriousness accorded to an equal.

         In the distance the guns rumbled on like never-ending thunder. A surveillance plane swooped low over the street, making Elias duck his head away from the roaring shadow. ‘What did you say?’ He was dimly aware that Valery had asked him something.

         ‘Do you miss her? Your ma, I mean. She nagged a bit, but she was very generous with her cough lozenges and that sort of thing.’

         ‘Miss her?’ Elias flushed. He and Valery had talked about air raids and the concert to come, about hunger in general and Valery’s specific craving for ice cream — but never once had they spoken of the grey, desolate morning after his mother’s death. The pale floating sky, the bumping journey through the streets, the silent procession of people dragging corpses to the cemetery. ‘Well, she was old, and very sick. Some would say it was a lucky release.’

         ‘But I guess you get lonely.’ Valery balanced a beetle on each thin knee. His legs were covered all over with the fine downy hair of malnutrition.
         

         Elias’s heart lurched at the sight. ‘Have you had enough to eat today? I’ve still got a bit of my bread ration left. We get extra this week because of the concert.’

         ‘I’m all right,’ said Valery stoutly. ‘I’m mostly hungry for the things I can’t have. It’s hard getting used to everything being different.’

         ‘I know what you mean.’ Elias spoke in a heartfelt voice. He still found it hard to believe that life could change so swiftly and completely: not only was the city shattered, but his own routine existence had been splintered apart. The moment when he unlocked the apartment door each day was the hardest of all. Even now, he listened and looked for his mother, only to be shocked anew by the flat bedcovers and the undisturbed air.

         ‘Look!’ Valery was pointing down the street. ‘Someone’s really in a hurry.’

         Elias’s eyesight had become so weak that, even with his glasses on, the world was blurred. But, sure enough, someone was sprinting towards them. It was rare these days to see a person running, except when the air-raid sirens started; most walked slowly and unsteadily, as if unsure they had enough energy to make it to the next lamp-post. ‘I think it’s —’ He stood up, alarmed. ‘Yes, it’s Nikolai.’

         ‘He’s your friend, right?’ Valery sounded as if he wanted to confirm that it was good news approaching, rather than bad.

         ‘Yes, he’s my friend.’ With slight surprise, Elias realised it felt all right to say this: not false or forced.

         ‘I’m so glad to find you here!’ Panting, Nikolai arrived in front of them and bent double, hands on his knees, recovering his breath.

         ‘Is everything all right?’ asked Elias anxiously.

         ‘More than all right!’ When Nikolai straightened up, his eyes were shining and his normally sombre expression was infinitely lighter.

         Elias stared. ‘You’ve shaved! I’ve never seen you without a beard.’

         ‘I did it this evening.’ Nikolai ran his hand over his chin, still marked with the chafing of an unaccustomed blade. ‘The air on my skin feels almost like a kiss!’ Tilting his face to the light summer sky, he closed his eyes, looking rapturous.

         ‘Is he drunk?’ whispered Valery.

         Elias shook his head and waited. At least he knew the news was nothing bad. For a moment, he’d feared that the concert —

         But Nikolai had opened his eyes, and they blazed like the sun. He seized Elias by the shoulders. ‘It’s Sonya. Sonya is alive!’
         

         ‘She’s alive? But how … where —? That’s absolutely wonderful!’
         

         ‘It’s beyond wonderful.’ Nikolai sank down on the step as if the elation was too much for him. ‘It’s a miracle. It’s everything I had given up hoping for.’

         ‘Who’s Sonya?’ asked Valery.

         ‘My daughter. My darling daughter, my Sonya! I found a letter, you see, that had been lost for the last ten months.’

         As the familiar wail of the air-raid sirens started up, Nikolai poured out the story: the lost first letter, the long-missing second letter, and the crackling phone call he’d managed to put through from Leningrad’s central post office that afternoon.

         ‘I heard her voice!’ His own voice was full of wonder and disbelief, as if he’d heard someone speaking from beyond the grave.

         ‘Will you go to Sverdlovsk? How will you get there?’ Although the sirens were shrieking, Elias was reluctant to go down to the cellar, out of the sunlight. ‘Is someone able to arrange a flight for you?’

         ‘That’s the reason I came straight here.’ Nikolai paused. ‘There’s a first-aid plane leaving for Moscow tomorrow evening, and Zagorsky has secured a place on it for me. From Moscow I can take the train to Kuibyshev, where Shostakovich will meet me, and he’ll arrange for me to travel on to Sverdlovsk.’

         ‘Moscow? Tomorrow evening? Shostakovich?’ Elias was aware that he sounded like a parrot, but he couldn’t help himself. ‘What about the concert?’

         Nikolai bit his lip. ‘I’m so sorry. I must go immediately. Please believe me, nothing in the world would make me miss the concert, except this one thing. She’s my daughter.’

         Elias looked at the lines on Nikolai’s forehead, the scratches on his hands, the threads trailing from the hem of his trousers. With one glance he took in Nikolai’s exterior, and then he tried, immensely hard, to imagine how it was to be him — what it might be like to love somebody so much that you’d sacrifice anything for them. ‘I see,’ he said. ‘Of course you must go. I do understand.’ It was nearly true. Perhaps one day he’d reach that point himself? At that moment, standing in the low sharp sunlight, with the sirens calling, anything seemed possible.

         ‘You do?’ Nikolai stood up and gripped Elias’s hands. ‘To be honest, I thought you’d be angry. I know how much this concert means to you.’

         ‘It’s just a concert,’ said Elias. ‘But if you’re meeting Shostakovich, you might let him know that, even with an incomplete orchestra, we’ll try to do justice to his symphony.’
         

         ‘Of course.’ Nikolai smiled. ‘Now, I suppose we should go down to the shelter.’

         ‘Do we have to?’ asked Valery.

         Elias hesitated. Since April, most of the shelling attacks had been on the outskirts of the city, and recently there’d been a number of false alarms to remind fatigued Leningraders that, although they were no longer in danger of freezing or starving, they weren’t yet safe. ‘We probably should,’ he said at last.

         ‘Yes, indeed,’ said Nikolai. ‘Now I have something very much worth staying alive for.’

         ‘How old is Sonya?’ asked Valery as he picked up his beetle box.

         ‘Nine. No, ten. She’s had a birthday since I last saw her.’ The tinge of regret in Nikolai’s voice was close to bitterness. He’d found Sonya, but there would be other, smaller losses to come to terms with.

         ‘Is she pretty?’ asked Valery casually.

         ‘She’s beautiful! But fathers are biased, of course.’

         ‘Do you think a twelve-year-old is too old for a ten-year-old? If that Sonya of yours was on a bombed train and now she’s a thousand miles away all by herself, she must be quite a girl.’

         ‘She wasn’t very interested in boys when she left. I think she likes cellos better.’

         ‘Oh, she’s a musician, too?’ Valery stumped up the steps to the front door, his disappointment palpable.

         Nikolai laughed. ‘What’s in the matchbox?’

         ‘Generals Zhukov and Meretskov.’ Valery brightened. ‘They’re having a rest before they go back into battle.’

         Elias watched Nikolai and Valery standing at the door, a tall figure in a crumpled jacket and a shorter one in a moth-holed red sweater. At the sight of their heads leaning close over the beetle box, he felt a familiar stab of jealousy. I could stay in the street and no one would notice. A bomb could drop on my head and no one would —
         

         ‘Mr Elias!’ Valery turned. ‘Come on!’

         ‘I was just telling Valery how grand the Philharmonia Hall is,’ said Nikolai. ‘And that you’ll be rehearsing there in two days’ time.’

         ‘Without you, more’s the pity.’ But Elias was filled with relief and joy; he was included! ‘Though now you’ve cut your beard off,’ he added, ‘perhaps, like Samson, you’ve become mediocre? And the Radio Orchestra already has a plethora of mediocre violinists.’
         

         ‘Do you know something, Elias?’ Nikolai held open the door. ‘I think you just made a joke.’

         ‘Yes,’ said Elias, stepping into the cool dark hallway. ‘I believe I did.’

      

      
    

  
    
      
         
         

         
            Dress rehearsal
            

         
   
         On the day of the dress rehearsal, purple clouds banked up in the west, massing shoulder to shoulder as if waiting for the command to break ranks and disperse across the city. The low mutter of thunder merged with the distant artillery. Elias had woken with earache so, in spite of the August humidity, he crammed on a furry hat before leaving the apartment. By the time he reached the Philharmonia Hall, the first drops of rain had started to fall.
         

         He was early, but Petrov had arrived even earlier and was pottering about checking the surface of the stage. He’d become so thin that his trousers, winched in with string, would easily have accommodated two of him. ‘Has the rain started yet?’ He wiped the end of his dripping nose. ‘It’s not a good day for the run-through.’

         ‘It’s never a good day for a run-through. Besides, the worse the dress rehearsal is, the better the performance. You ought to know that.’

         ‘You’re absolutely right, Mr Elias. As always.’

         Apprehensively, Elias looked about the cavernous concert hall. The only certainty about dress rehearsals was that they forced him to spend a good part of the next day in the lavatory, stricken with nervous diarrhoea. Today’s rehearsal would be even more nerve-racking than usual because it was the first time his musicians would play the symphony from beginning to end, all seventy sodding minutes of it. If they collapsed, dropped their instruments, ran out of breath — well, he might as well march to the Neva and hold his head under water until the world dissolved into black.

         ‘Yes,’ he muttered. ‘Hope for a bad dress rehearsal, Petrov.’
         

         ‘I certainly will.’ Frail as he was, Petrov looked exceedingly determined.

         ‘But don’t aim for total disaster!’ added Elias, alarmed.

         With the storm gathering outside, the light in the hall became increasingly dim, and the cracked white columns towered like tall trees. Two soldiers were setting out chairs on the stage. The clattering and thudding were both familiar and foreign — it seemed like a lifetime since Elias had last heard them.

         He watched for a minute, then stepped forward. ‘I’d like you to place out some extra chairs.’

         ‘Sir?’ The younger soldier looked up. ‘But we’ve been told the exact number required.’

         ‘I want a spare chair there.’ Elias walked among the rows, pointing. ‘One there, and there, and there.’ This would be his private tribute to those unable to play — including Alexander, his long-time adversary, and Nikolai, his new friend. ‘The chairs will remain empty,’ he said to the soldiers. ‘A memorial for the musicians we’ve lost to the war.’

         The orchestra had begun to straggle in, damp-haired, pale-faced. They unpacked in silence, keeping on their coats and their fingerless gloves. The bulky clothes did nothing to hide their emaciation; it was as if the near-unendurable winter they’d been through still lurked in their bones, hampering their movements and slowing their reflexes. As they took their seats, their expressions were half-determined and half-fearful: a Herculean task lay ahead, and they knew they were ill-equipped to meet it.
         

         Elias tried to sound calm. ‘Today is an important day for us,’ he announced over the rattle of rain on the windows. ‘For the first time, we will play the Seventh Symphony in its entirety. If you feel faint during a solo, you may rest only after it’s over. Please remember — I’m depending on you. Leningrad is depending on you.’

         Thunder groaned above the building, and the musicians shuffled their feet nervously. Elias heard a noise behind him: a few uniformed officials, armed with notebooks and clipboards, were being ushered into the front row. He bowed to each in turn, recognising only the wan Yasha Babushkin and the burlier Boris Zagorsky.

         He turned back to the orchestra and gestured to the oboe. ‘An A, please.’ Thankfully, his voice sounded reasonably steady.

         Once the tuning up had flared and died away, he removed his hat and placed it beside him on the floor. ‘I considered keeping this on so as not to hear any mistakes. But I’m never at my professional best with a dead animal on my head.’
         

         The musicians laughed, a small ripple that rolled away into the dark wings. They were on his side now, and they were ready to begin.

         The light had grown so dim he could barely see the score. Why couldn’t they have provided a generator for today? Did things have to be so difficult, right to the end? He raised his music stand a notch, and wiped his baton on his handkerchief; the waft of camphor made him suddenly miss his mother. With a small sigh, he raised his arms.

         He was keenly aware of the men behind him, watching attentively, pens poised ready to note his failings. But even more than this he felt the absence of those far more capable of assessment than these tight-lipped political officials. There was no Shostakovich to listen with tilted head, tapping an unlit cigarette on his knee. No Sollertinsky lolling in an aisle seat, affecting nonchalance yet absorbing everything. No Mravinsky poised on the podium, with his distinguished profile set in concentration. But of course, if Mravinsky were here —
         

         There’s only me! With slight surprise, Elias brought down his baton, and the first chords sounded full and certain through the dusty hall. Next the trumpets and timpani broke the line of the strings with their repeated, urgent two-note motif. Was it the stormy light that was transforming the sunken-cheeked brass players into powerful men whose insistent notes pulled the orchestra into line and began the ominous game of cat-and-mouse?
         

         Instinctively, he glanced at the string section, searching for Nikolai’s half-smile of concentration. Nothing but an empty chair — Nikolai had already been flown out of Leningrad in a flimsy plane, swallowed up by the blood-red sky of evening.

         And when he looked for Nina Bronnikova, he saw the piano standing silent and closed like a shuttered window. Some days earlier Nina had strained her wrist, and the doctor had emphasised to Elias several times that she needed rest. ‘If she’s forced to play the dress rehearsal, she’ll never make it through the performance,’ he’d warned, as if knowing that, when it came to this concert, Elias’s attitude bordered on the fanatical. Nonetheless —

         I need her here, he cried silently, his baton slicing through the air, bringing forth a harsh high C from the flutes and the oboes. Panic rose inside him. He was so alone! One man to lead so many — he didn’t know if he had the strength for it. And such a long way to go. He felt weak at the thought of the hundreds of pages ahead.
         

         There were ragged entrances and a few botched solos. At one stage Vedernikov turned white and sank back in his chair, and the notes from his flute became patchy and faint. But the music had its own momentum, rolling like a boulder down a gradual slope. All Elias could do was to guide it, hold it back, prevent it from rushing. Slow down! he mouthed at Petrov, and miraculously Petrov took in the command and did what he was asked, pulling the whole orchestra back with him, so that the long first movement marched on with inexorable dread to its ending.
         

         Behind Elias the air seemed to stir, but he heard no sound. Had his listeners been moved by the strength of the music? There was no way of knowing, but as he entered the lilting second movement the weight lifted from his shoulders. The symphony has its own life, he reminded himself. You don’t have to carry it alone.
         

         Then, pausing only for a second, the orchestra was treading softly into the adagio, its echoing phrases so plaintive and beautiful that, in spite of their familiarity, the hair on Elias’s neck stood on end.

         Finally — he signalled to the snare drum — they were rattling into the war-like fourth movement. ‘Non troppo!’ he mouthed. ‘Allegro non troppo!’ This was the movement that had caused him so many headaches — military fanfares from a depleted brass section, fast precise pizzicato from inexperienced strings — and now, perversely, he didn’t want the ordeal to end. But they were almost there, forging into a C major coda that sounded respectably loud. The churning woodwind, the hammering unison strings, the pounding drum duplets — and then an extended moment of silence, and the release.
         

         Where had the strength come from? It seemed as if he’d been infused with the energy of the composers whose music had thundered through this hall. Borodin, Mussorgsky, Rimsky-Korsakov, Scriabin, Stravinsky, Glazunov — not to mention all the conductors who had stood on the podium like lone men before a firing squad. Mravinsky, who’d brought Shostakovich’s Fifth to a close amid tumultuous applause; and, nearly fifty years earlier, Tchaikovsky conducting his own Sixth Symphony nine days before his death. All those restless, knowledgeable, egotistical men were there, ranged behind Elias — but they were no longer a threat to him. He let his head hang forward, and sweat poured from his forehead. For the first time in his life he stood shoulder to shoulder with these men, rather than confronting them.

         The aftermath was a blur of elated exhaustion. He was aware of Babushkin clapping him on the shoulder, murmuring ‘Quite adequate’, and Zagorsky and his assistants departing with slightly smug approval, repeating phrases like ‘That should do the trick’. Then he watched the odd process of an orchestra disintegrating, the unified body fragmenting into separate musicians. Sinking into a chair, he announced there would be no rehearsal for the next two days. He would hold a brief meeting the following morning, to talk them through the symphony — not everything had been acceptable, in spite of the official approval — but otherwise the musicians should rest as much as possible.
         

         ‘Considering the rather extraordinary conditions,’ he said, ‘you’re not expected to perform in tuxedoes or evening dresses — although you may be relieved to hear that I won’t be treating the public to this enchanting ensemble.’ He glanced down at his holed woollen jacket and trousers. ‘Believe it or not, I still have a tuxedo, which on several occasions escaped being used for fuel or foot-rags, mainly because it was fit for neither.’ There was a ripple of laughter. ‘Two final things,’ he added. ‘First, I’ve been assured that we will have electric light for the performance. And secondly, Comrade Zhdanov has announced that there will be a banquet after the concert.’ He paused, tightening his belt another notch. ‘So make sure you don’t eat too much beforehand.’ The orchestra laughed at this, too.

         Once he was alone, he walked into the auditorium and sat down in the middle of the fifth row. His body ached as if he’d been set upon by a street gang, punched and kicked all over. He stared down at his hands. Ten long years of conducting: had the whole of the last decade led up to this week? Or would he and his patchwork band be forgotten once the Germans were driven back? Would their efforts be remembered if — he clenched his hands and corrected himself — once Leningrad was freed? Once the elite swept back into the city, and the Philharmonia stage was filled again with its proper heroes, those elegant professionals plucked from Russia’s finest academies, playing perfectly restored eighteenth-century instruments?
         

         As the effects of the adrenaline faded, so too did his euphoric relief. To play the symphony in its entirety was an achievement, but the performance had been far from perfect — the timing was off, for a start. He checked his watch again. Seventy-three minutes. Where had the time been lost? Perhaps the third movement, in the final reprise of the main theme: the violas had felt heavy and sluggish. Or possibly the pizzicato section in the fourth movement, which had felt overly articulated and not sufficiently frenzied. Three minutes slow. Should he order a section rehearsal tomorrow, after all?
         

         Nikolai, of course, would laugh at this. ‘Three minutes? Twenty minutes is gross negligence; three minutes is artistic licence.’ But Elias knew exactly how long each movement was intended to be, for Shostakovich had specified timings in a letter to Nikolai. He hadn’t written that the first movement lasted ‘about’ twenty-five minutes, or that the scherzo was ‘roughly’ eight. When it came to work, Shostakovich used absolutes, a language that Elias fully understood. Having seen the numerals written in Shostakovich’s own hand, he’d copied them neatly into his workbook. By the time he’d been ordered to conduct the symphony, the four-part timing was mapped out already in his head.

         Frowning, he looked along the empty row. He imagined Shostakovich a few seats away, mouth pursed, eyebrows lowered. What would he have said about today? He never held back when voicing opinions on conductors, even the best and most internationally renowned. Toscanini? A conceited tyrant with the sloppy working habits of the near-sighted! In spite of his hatred of flying, Shostakovich would travel to America himself to prevent Toscanini from butchering another of his symphonies. Leopold Stokowski, on the other hand, was relatively talented, his free-hand technique quite effective, and he’d done a reasonable job on Symphonies One, Three and Six — but he was a little too fond of theatrical stunts to inspire complete trust. Closer to home, it was much the same. ‘I admire anyone who can control the Bolshoy Orchestra,’ Shostakovich had reportedly said, ‘but, to be honest, I don’t think Samosud will ever be a great symphonic conductor.’ Even the dignified Mravinsky occasionally came under fire for paying too much attention to detail and neglecting the overall plan.

         Yes, I know what you think of the others. Elias kept his eyes fixed on Shostakovich’s favoured concert-hall seat. And I’m fully aware of your opinion of conductors: that we’re craftsmen rather than artists, interpreters rather than speakers. I’m not asking for your approval — but could you tell me your opinion of today? What did you really think?
         

         The hall stretched silently around him. The only sound was the faint creaking of his seat. Along the row Shostakovich was staring straight ahead, the unruly lock of hair springing forward over his eyes. He was visible, but not quite solid. The cracked white wall showed through the weave of his suit jacket, the back of his head was blurred like a badly developed photograph. By concentrating very hard, Elias managed to make him less transparent. Then, in a familiar gesture, Shostakovich’s hand moved to stroke his chin. His lips were opening, he was about to say something —
         

         ‘Karl Elias?’

         Elias leapt up, banging his knee against the seat in front of him. It was Nina Bronnikova, making her way along the row towards him.

         ‘Am I disturbing you?’ she asked. ‘Are you still working?’

         Had he been talking out loud, or had his conversation with Shostakovich remained safely in his imagination? ‘Not working. Not really.’ He shook his head. ‘I missed … That is, you missed hearing the dress rehearsal. We finished half an hour ago.’
         

         ‘No, I heard all of it. I sat right at the back, so as not to distract you.’

         In the dim light her face looked paler than ever, and the dark rings under her eyes emphasised her frailty. Her wrist was bandaged, her black jacket was holed, her injured leg was thin. She was lovely. She was perfect.

         ‘What did you think?’ he asked casually, though his cheeks were burning.

         ‘It went extraordinarily well.’ She sat down beside him. ‘Brilliantly, really.’

         ‘I wouldn’t say brilliantly. In fact, we lost three minutes along the way. But they did well, for a recycled bunch.’
         

         ‘Zagorsky and the others were impressed. They were talking of positioning speakers towards the front line so everyone can hear the concert — not only our soldiers, but also the Germans. To make them realise that Leningrad will never be defeated.’

         ‘Really? My God, I hope we can live up to the challenge.’ He paused, reached out and nearly touched her arm, withdrew his hand again. ‘But how’s the wrist? I hope you’re not in too much pain.’

         ‘It’s going to be fine. It must be! I’m determined not to disappoint anyone.’

         ‘You could never disappoint.’ He said it instantly, without thinking. ‘Least of all me.’ He flushed again, yet he didn’t regret saying it.

         ‘Thank you.’ Nina looked at him. ‘You once told me you were no good at paying compliments, do you remember? But the things you say to me —’ Quickly, she brushed her hand across her eyes. ‘They make me feel as if I’m the luckiest person in the world.’

         Elias ducked his head, staring down at his shoes. ‘Oh, no, I’m the lucky one. Knowing … knowing you.’ He wanted desperately to leave this echoing hall, to walk through the streets and talk to her about things other than symphonies and the siege. Would it be inappropriate to ask her back for some tea?
         

         ‘I stayed behind,’ she said, reaching into her bag, ‘because I wanted to give you this.’

         ‘Oh! What is it?’ He took the small flat parcel. ‘A p-p-present? For me?’

         ‘It’s just something I thought you should have,’ said Nina with a smile.

         ‘M-m-many thanks! I can’t remember the last time I was given a present.’ Flustered, Elias fumbled at the layers of newspaper.

         Under the dirty wrappings there was a soft grey cloth, and inside the cloth was a little charcoal portrait, with the paper slightly torn round the edges.

         Elias gasped. ‘It’s him! It’s Shostakovich!’ He scrutinised the face. ‘But he’s so young here, just a boy. Where did you get this?’

         ‘It was made by Kustodiev. I was a friend of his daughter. After he died, Irina asked me to give it to Shostakovich, but he wouldn’t take it. He said he’s allergic to portraits of himself.’

         ‘It’s by Kustodiev?’ Elias looked at the signature. ‘One of the most famous artists of his time. Wasn’t he crippled?’

         ‘Yes, he worked from a wheelchair. Shostakovich went to school with Irina, and sometimes he stopped by their house after class to play the piano for Kustodiev. That’s when the portrait was made.’

         ‘But this is really worth something. If you don’t want it any longer, you ought to sell it.’

         ‘If I’d wanted to sell it I would have done so in December, when I thought I might die of hunger. No, I want you to have it.’

         ‘But why — why me?’

         ‘Shostakovich once told Irina he’d learnt a lot from her father. About struggling on under any circumstances — and also that, sometimes, working can save you. I thought you, of all people, would understand that.’

         Elias liked the portrait so much he could hardly breathe. ‘Look! Even at that age he had that … that resolve.’ It was true: the stubborn perseverance was there in the smudged adolescent face, the truculent eyes suggesting he was driven by something not entirely within his control. ‘Thank you so much,’ he said, wrapping it up again carefully. ‘I’ll treasure it.’
         

         ‘Well, I should go.’ Nina stood up. ‘You must be exhausted.’

         ‘Don’t go!’ blurted Elias. ‘At least, perhaps we could go —’ He took a deep breath. ‘Perhaps we could go together? You’d be welcome to come back to my apartment for some tea.’
         

         Nina nodded. ‘Thank you! That would be lovely.’

         When they emerged onto the street they found the storm clouds had cleared and the sky was a deep turquoise. Sunlight slanted across the broken rooftops, casting strange shadows on the wet pavements. They walked slowly, on account of Nina’s injured leg and Elias’s exhaustion. ‘It’s not far now,’ said Elias, every now and then.

         Later he couldn’t remember what they talked about. What he did remember was how, pausing at street corners or crossings, he would glance at her clear profile and the curve of her neck, and feel as if he were already home.
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         It felt odd opening the door to the apartment and ushering Nina inside. He’d spent so little time here since his mother had died. Soft dust lay on every surface, and the air felt thick with grief and silence. As he looked around, the memories and the exhaustion overcame him and he began to shake all over. Very carefully, he laid the portrait on the table and covered his face with his hands.
         

         ‘I’m sorry,’ he said, in a muffled voice. ‘I’m just so extremely tired.’

         Even boiling water for tea seemed an impossible task. It was all he could do to crawl over to the narrow divan and lie down. Nina covered him with a blanket and sat beside him. After some time, when he hadn’t stopped shaking, she lay down beside him and stroked his hair.

         It was a long time before he emerged from the darkness and opened his eyes. He was abashed and amazed to realise that, somehow, he had ended up lying on a bed next to the beautiful Nina Bronnikova. But then the year had been so full of strangeness.

         ‘Are you feeling any better?’ Nina spoke quietly, and as calmly as if the situation were nothing out of the ordinary.

         ‘A little,’ he said, turning his head to look at her. ‘I suppose the stress of today’s rehearsal was greater than I thought.’ He hesitated. ‘Do you think Shostakovich would have any faith in what I’m doing?’

         ‘Shostakovich is just one man,’ said Nina, ‘doing the job he was born to do, in the same way that you do yours. You must try to believe that.’ She told Elias what she’d heard about the Shostakoviches’ journey east: their long wait to board the overcrowded train to Kuibyshev, Shostakovich standing on the platform with a sewing machine in one hand and Maxim’s teddy bear in the other. Seven days and seven nights in a packed carriage: lost suitcases, borrowed socks and underwear. Shostakovich, wearing his old worn suit, wading into the snow at the side of the tracks to rinse crockery, fetching kettles of water from station houses, too shy to strike up conversations, too proud to ask for help, in a constant state of agitation.
         

         ‘Apparently they got off at Kuibyshev,’ explained Nina, ‘because he couldn’t stand the lack of privacy any longer. They were supposed to go all the way to Sverdlovsk.’

         ‘Shostakovich — shy? But he’s so forthright, even abrasive! And so highly respected. He’s already a legend.’

         ‘He’s a great composer. He may well end up a legend. But in this case, his share of the task is done and now you must do yours. What he might think of your efforts — well, perhaps that’s less relevant than you believe.’

         They lay there together and watched the golden evening light stretch over the wall. From the other side of the city came the distant wail of sirens; otherwise, all was quiet. Finally Elias plucked up his courage, hitched himself up on the pillows and put an awkward arm around Nina. Her bones jutted through her woollen clothing; her ribcage was as frail as a bird’s. But the strength he remembered from their first meeting was still there at her core.

         ‘Don’t you ever worry about anything?’ he asked softly. ‘You seem to have everything worked out.’

         Nina laughed. ‘If you knew how I felt today! The last time I was in that hall was to hear a performance of Mahler’s Fifth. When I walked in that evening, people noticed me. I was considered beautiful back then.’ She closed her eyes, but a tear slid down her face and into the pillow.

         ‘You’re still beautiful,’ said Elias. ‘You’re more beautiful than ever. Distractingly so. You distract me.’ He leaned closer and kissed her forehead, feeling neither tentative nor nervous, and he left his lips pressed against her temple, feeling the even beat of her blood.

         ‘I could conduct to your heart,’ he whispered. ‘It’s as regular as a metronome.’

         Slowly, Nina opened her eyes to look at him. ‘And yours? Is it steady?’

         ‘Some people say that I don’t have a heart. Many people say so. Surely you’ve heard that?’

         She slipped her hand inside his coat and under his shirt, so that her palm lay flat against his chest. ‘How could you possibly do what you do and not have a heart?’
         

         When the sunlight had slid away from the room and the sky was turning grey, she got up off the divan. ‘I’ll see you tomorrow,’ she said, kissing him lightly on the lips, refusing his offer to see her home. Nonetheless, he went to the open door and stood there until he could no longer hear her uneven footsteps in the stairwell, and then he went to the window.

         She was already in the street, treading carefully through the rubble, her hair glinting black like the wings of a swallow. She was known, and not yet known. He watched her slight, upright figure reach the corner. As she disappeared from sight, he felt a conviction, stronger than any he’d ever felt, that one day she would be his wife.

         Now he was alone but not lonely, and he picked up the neatly folded piece of paper from where it lay on the windowsill. Already he knew it by heart.

         
            Dear Karl Eliasberg. Warmest wishes for Leningrad premiere. 
            

            Deeply regret my absence. Am convinced performance will be  MAGNIFICENT. I greet you warmly. 
            

            D. Shostakovich 
            

         

         He leaned his head against the cracked window. ‘You can do it,’ he said, refolding the telegram. The chill from the glass entered his skull and spread through his body. It felt like strength. 

      

      
    

  
    
      
         
         

         
            Epilogue
            

         
   
         When the sun hits the edge of the mattress, he opens his eyes. Sleep-dust clogs his vision, and the room is indistinct. He senses, rather than sees, familiar shapes around him: the high rectangular window, the small stove, the dangling light bulb.
         

         It must be late because the sun’s already high. It seems surprising, after all that’s happened, that the sun still rises. He’s no longer the person he was a year ago, and the city, too, has changed beyond recognition. Yet the summer is familiar in all its blowsy green fullness and, as always, the stone walls and streets — however battered — have absorbed its heat.

         He stands up and stretches, making his spine crack and his shoulders loosen. As soon as he puts on his glasses, the room jumps to attention. As if for the first time, with the utmost clarity, he notices the straight-backed chair, the right angles of the window, the layered score on the windowsill.
         

         Below the window, the street is quiet and empty, but he can still see her walking there, threading her way past the broken houses, transforming the world. When he closes his eyes, his fingers feel the smooth coolness of her face. Behind him, the stove has become a small point of warmth, a leaping blue flame, and there’s the bubbling roar of water coming to a boil.

         Later, after a breakfast of strong unsweetened tea and black bread, he’ll read over the stack of paper, listening with his eyes, moving his hands in the air, shaping something invisible to others. If the day stays fine and there are no air raids, he’ll walk along the canal, just a few bridges, and then back home. It’s important not to meet or talk to people in the hours before.

         Later still, he’ll walk the long stretch of Nevsky Prospect all the way to the Philharmonia Hall, slip in a back entrance and shut himself away in a small one-windowed room. Shortly before 6 p.m., while putting on his white shirt (not pressed as perfectly as he’d like, but clean), he’ll turn on the radio to experience the odd sensation of hearing himself speak. ‘Comrades,’ announces his voice in crackling tones, ‘a great cultural occurrence is about to take place in Leningrad. In a few minutes you will hear live, for the first time, the Seventh Symphony of Dmitri Shostakovich, our outstanding fellow citizen.’ And he knots a threadbare black tie around his neck, pulls on his jacket and slips a folded piece of paper into his breast pocket. Because he’s clearing his throat, he misses a few sentences of his first pre-recorded public address.
         

         Opening the door, he walks steadily down a narrow corridor, leaving behind his radio-self still addressing the city of Leningrad. Or, at least, addressing those not already waiting for him in the auditorium, row upon row, stretching to the very back of the hall. ‘Europe believed that the days of Leningrad were over,’ the voice behind him is saying. ‘But this performance is witness to our spirit and courage. Listen!’

         Pausing in the wings, he listens, too. What does he hear at this moment? The scraping of chairs, the small twang of violin strings, a quick arpeggio from a clarinet; and, beyond these, the rustling of clothing and shifting of bodies, some coughing and murmuring, the sounds of anticipation. When he cranes slightly forward, he can see a row of microphones pointed like guns towards the stage, ready to catch the Leningrad Symphony and broadcast it to the world.

         He takes a deep breath and steps into the blaze of electric light, far brighter than any sun. Sweat leaps on his back, the orchestra rises to its feet, and the audience also stands, a dark gleaming mass of military badges and medals, and pearls.

         Soon the fluttering will stop and the musicians will become still with concentration, their backs straight, their fingers in position, their bows and mouthpieces raised — and their eyes also raised to him. For one perfect complete moment he stands, poised on the edge of silence. The only sound is the telegram in his pocket, rustling as he breathes, moving as steadily as a beating heart. 
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         Eliasberg’s musicians are starving, and scarcely have the strength to carry their instruments. But for five freezing months the conductor stubbornly drives them onwards to perfection, depriving those who falter of their bread rations. Slowly the music begins to dissolve the nagging hunger, the exploding streets, the slow deaths… but at what cost? Eliasberg’s relationships are strained, obsession takes hold, and his orchestra is growing weaker. Now, it’s a struggle not just to perform but to stay alive.
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The House Awakes
            

6.58 a.m. Tuesday, 24th October 1899
         
In late October of the year 1899 a tall, thin, nervy young man ran up the broad stone steps that led to No. 17 Belgrave Square. He seemed agitated. He was without hat or cane, breathless, unattended by staff of any kind, wore office dress – other than that his waistcoat was bright yellow above smart striped stove-pipe trousers – and his moustache had lost its curl in the damp air of the early morning. He seemed both too well-dressed for the tradesman’s entrance at the back of the house, yet not quite fit to mount the front steps, leave alone at a run, and especially at such an early hour.
The grand front doors of Belgrave Square belonged to ministers of the Crown, ambassadors of foreign countries, and a sprinkling of titled families. By seven in the morning the back doors would be busy enough with deliveries and the coming and going of kitchen and stable staff, but few approached the great front doors before ten, let alone on foot, informally and without appointment. The visitor pulled the bell handle too long and too hard, and worse, again and again.
The jangling of the bell disturbed the household, waking the gentry, startling such servants who were already up but still sleepy, and disconcerting the upper servants, who were not yet properly dressed for front door work.
Grace, her Ladyship’s maid, peered out from her attic window to see what was going on. She used a mirror contraption rigged up for her by Reginald the footman, the better to keep an eye on comings and goings on the steps below. Seeing that it was only Eric Baum, his Lordship’s new financial advisor and lawyer, Grace decided it was scarcely her business to answer the door. She saw to her Ladyship’s comfort and no one else’s. Baum was too young, too excitable and too foreign-looking to be worthy of much exertion, and her Ladyship had been none too pleased when her husband had moved their business affairs into new hands.
         
Grace continued dressing at her leisure: plain, serviceable, black twill dress – a heavy weave, but it was cold up here in the unheated attics – white newly laundered apron, and a pleated white cap under which she coiled her long fair hair. She liked this simple severity of appearance: she felt it suited her, just as the Countess of Dilberne’s colourful silks and satins suited her. Her Ladyship would not need to be woken until nine. Meanwhile Grace would not waste time and energy running up and down stairs to open the front door to the likes of Mr Baum. A sensible man would have gone round to the servants’ entrance.
‘Bugger!’ said Elsie the under housemaid, so startled by the unexpected noise that she spilled most of a pan of ash on to the polished marquetry floor. She was cleaning the grate in the upstairs breakfast room. Grey powder puffed everywhere, clouding a dozen mahogany surfaces. More dusting. She was short of time as it was. She had yet to set the coals, and the wind being from the north the fire would not draw well and likely as not smoke the room out.
This was the trouble with the new London houses – the Grosvenor estate architects, famous as they might be, seemed to have no idea as to where a chimney should best be placed. At Dilberne Court down in the Hampshire hills, built for the first Earl of Dilberne in the reign of Henry VIII, the chimneys always drew. No. 17 Belgrave Square was a mere rental, albeit on a five-year lease. The servants felt this was not quite the thing; most of the best families liked to own and not rent. But the best families were also the landed families; and land was no longer necessarily the source of wealth that it had always been since the Norman Conquest.
         
Elsie, along with the majority of the domestic staff, lamented the annual migration to London for the Season, but could see its necessity. The Dilberne children needed to be married off; they were too troublesome single. The young Viscount, Arthur, needed a wife to grow him up, and to give him the children he needed for the succession to the Dilberne title and estates: he was nearing twenty-six, so at least had some time to spare. Rosina, at twenty-eight, most certainly did not. The urgency was greater since she was no beauty and had recently declared herself to be a New Woman and resolved never to marry. London was the place for them to be, but the Season ended in August and here they all still were in October. The change in routine unsettled everyone.
Everyone knew Lady Isobel much preferred giving balls and dinner parties in town to hosting weekends in the country. The rumour also was she hated hunting, being afraid of horses – though otherwise fearless – and was out of sympathy with the male passion for shooting birds. This year the shoots had been let out to neighbouring estates. And also his Lordship had found himself obliged to spend more time in the House of Lords since the trouble in South Africa had flared up. Apparently he had business interests in the area. Neither Mr Neville the butler, nor Reginald the footman had discovered quite what these were: short of steaming open letters when they arrived (which Reginald wanted to do but Mr Neville forbade, for in his view reading letters left around was legitimate, steaming was not) there was no way of finding out. Mr Baum the lawyer carried documents away with him, or his Lordship locked them safely in the safe. And Elsie had overheard his Lordship say to her Ladyship that he could not forever be travelling up and down from Hampshire to attend the House, so they would stay in London until the New Year.
         
Elsie, personally, thought the smart new gambling dens in Mayfair and the company of his new friend the Prince of Wales was probably a greater attraction for his Lordship than politics. Elsie had been with the family for some fifteen years and knew as well as any what went on.
‘Three monkeys, three monkeys!’ Mrs Neville would urge – ‘hear no evil, speak no evil, see no evil’ – in an attempt to tamp down the servants’ hall gossip, though in fact she was as bad a culprit as anyone. And Grace, her ladyship’s personal maid, would point out that since upstairs saw so little need to preserve their privacy in front of the servants, any more than they did in front of their dogs, they hardly deserved any. All wished Grace would not say this kind of thing; it smacked of disloyalty and the servant’s hall, no matter how much it grumbled and complained, knew that by and large it was well off, and happy enough.
Elsie was not prepared to open the front door, no matter how hard and repeatedly the caller pulled the bell: there was smut on her face and she was not yet in her cap and apron. Anyway it was Smithers’ job. Elsie would wait for a direct instruction from someone higher in the hierarchy. This overlong stay in London meant she missed her sweetheart. Alan was a gamekeeper on the Dilberne estate; they were saving to be married. The sooner that happened the better if she was ever to have children. On the yearly trips to London, as it was, Alan, back in Hampshire, consoled himself with drink and frittered the money away. By the New Year there would be precious little left. Elsie was not in a good temper these days, and she was tired of working in a cloud of ash.
         
There were few cabs about at this early hour, and since receiving the morning telegrams from Natal, Baum had taken a bus, but half-walked, half-run much of the way between Lincoln’s Inn Fields where Courtney and Baum had their offices, and the Square. He did not grudge the effort, since on the whole he wished the Earl of Dilberne well, and had certainly lent him enough money in the past to want the debt repaid, and the sooner his Lordship’s affairs were in order the sooner that would happen. But while Eric Baum pulled and pulled the bell and no one came, he began to feel aggrieved.




    

  
    
      
         
A Certain Slackness
            

7.10 a.m. Tuesday, 24th October 1899 
         
Isobel, Countess of Dilberne, stirring in her cosy bed, was woken by the repeated jangling of the bell. One of the servants must have left ajar the green baize door which sealed the kitchen areas from the rest of the house, so the racket could be heard all over the house. It was too bad: they were getting slack: something must be done. London demoralized them; they were essentially country folk, accustomed to traditional ways: the city was awash with anarchists and revolutionaries, whose ideas could be infectious. At least her daughter Rosina, so far, confined her radicalism to the rights of women – and who could not be in sympathy? – but if you challenged one aspect of the established order you were all too likely to doubt them all. On the other hand, what decent and propertied young man from the shires would want to marry so headstrong and emancipated a young woman as Rosina? She was more likely to meet her match in London. The oh-so-amusing tale of how the sheer force of Rosina’s intellect had exasperated her choleric grandfather to death had got round rural society to the great detriment of her chances as a blushing bride. As for Arthur, he was certainly in more moral peril in London than in Hampshire, the city being awash with bright young women with new ideas and no background, but so far as she could see he was more interested in engines than in girls.
But Robert, irritated into action by the jangling of the bell, was now getting out of bed, letting cold October air in under the blankets, bringing the agreeable wandering of her thoughts to an abrupt end. She would rest more peacefully if Robert slept in his dressing room, but he said he liked the feel of his arms around her in the morning and as often as not spent the night in her bed. Now, as he gently covered her again with blankets, she decided that his continuing affection was more important to her well-being than the unbroken slumber and wandering thoughts of those who slept alone.
         
‘It’s not your place to answer the front door,’ she said. ‘The servants won’t like it if you do.’
‘It must be some emergency,’ said Robert. ‘Bad news comes by night.’
‘It isn’t night,’ she said, ‘it’s dawn.’
‘Too near the night for comfort,’ he said, but she sat upright to urge him to be more like Sir Francis Drake and finish his game of bowls before setting off to defeat the Spanish Armada, or like the Duke of Wellington finish his dinner before engaging with Bonaparte at Waterloo: so he delayed to admire her breasts, and that done, to embrace her.
His Lordship had great faith in his wife’s wisdom. The blood of a successful, if not aristocratic, man ran in her veins. For her father was Silas Batey, who had made his fortune in the sixties in the Newcastle coalfields. If Dilberne had married her to spite his brothers, who had married with more propriety into landed families, which at the time she had rather assumed was the case – he had come to love and value her most dearly.
She considered this good fortune as his shape rose and fell above her: decent women kept their eyes closed, but that, she imagined, was because they were lacking in passion. He was a tall broad-shouldered man with crinkly, still plentiful fair hair, and the strong jaw and sharp nose which was reckoned to be a mark of venerable French and Viking, Norman descent. In truth his nobility arose a good six centuries later. The original Earl – Hugh Hedleigh, Master Draper and Alderman of the City of London – being a commoner who had risen in power and influence to be ennobled by Henry VIII as the first Earl of Dilberne. Isobel, as it happened, was far more of a Viking than he. She came from Newcastle in the north-east, where the early violent migrations had been from Norway: she also was fair and pale, with wide-apart blue eyes and silky hair: less wily than her husband but quicker to act, and perhaps more principled.
         
In the meanwhile, ignored, Mr Baum waited on the step. He began to feel it was no coincidence that he was made to wait. As so often in this heathen land of ignoramuses, his race and religion told against him. The wealthy looked down their short, sharp noses and were happy enough to take advice and borrow money – though always reluctant to repay it – while feeling free to despise him for not being one of them. Thank God he was not. He stopped manhandling the bell-pull and sat upon the step, although it was cold and wet upon his behind, and contemplated his wrongs.




    

  
    
      
         
A Certain Reluctance
            

7.20 a.m. Tuesday, 24th October 1899
         
Mrs Neville the housekeeper assumed Grace or Elsie would be on their way to the door. She herself could hardly be expected to attend to it; the wares of dairyman, fishmonger, butcher and baker all seemed to be arriving at once at the trade entrance for the big dinner that evening. Everything must go perfectly. The Nevilles, butler and housekeeper, with forty years in service behind them, including some ducal experience, also fretted at their employer’s decision to stay on in London through the autumn. Life was more tranquil at Dilberne Court: they were in their fifties and had seen the job as semi-retirement. In the country the home farm provided most of the food, and the number of staff, mostly live-in and all loyal, was sufficient to make sure the household ran smoothly.
         
Here in Belgrave Square, accommodation was more cramped than it ought to be: only a handful of regular staff could live in. Agency staff had to be taken on, and Londoners were known to be a light-fingered lot, so that Mr Neville must forever be checking for missing provisions, cutlery, linen, wine and what have you. This morning though he was nowhere to be seen. Mrs Neville had ordered that he was not to be roused – he had not got to bed until past two because of his Lordship’s late arrival home the previous night, and this night’s big dinner would go on until the early hours. Mr Neville suffered from pains in the chest and Mrs Neville worried for him.
         
‘He’s fifty-three,’ she’d say. ‘A man can expect to live to fifty and a woman to fifty-seven. Now if only it suited the Good Lord to take three years off my lifespan and add it to Mr Neville’s, we could both go at fifty-four and be in paradise together without inconvenient delay.’ Grace, who was good at figures, faulted Mrs Neville’s arithmetic, but reckoned it all kept the older woman from brooding and grieving, so kept quiet.
In Mr Neville’s absence Reginald was in charge. He was a Dilberne Court man, and acted there as head footman. Here in London his duties were more numerous. He also drove the family cabriolet as required. Horse and carriage were kept in the mews at the back of Belgrave Square. Viscount Arthur liked to drive himself, and sometimes Miss Rosina would insist on taking the reins, though her mother felt it scarcely meet and right so to do. Reginald was a handsome, lively young man of quick, if sometimes rash decision. He was well-liked, frequently reprimanded and frequently forgiven. His unfortunate, rash, decision this morning was to ignore the caller at the front door. In his opinion Elsie was too dirty from the grates to be sent; Grace too grand to be asked. Cook was still in bed and Smithers the parlour maid in her absence already seeing to the staff breakfast. Reginald was hungry and did not want his morning meal delayed. He solved the problem at source by shoving a crust of bread between the bell and its electric wire to deaden the sound should it happen again.
         
‘Some street urchin, who’d best be whipped,’ said Reginald. ‘Ignore it.’
‘But it could be anyone,’ said Smithers from the stove. ‘Perhaps it’s the Prince of Wales calling by for his Lordship,’ she said now, ‘with tales of what he was up to last night. Best answer it, or it will end in tears.’ Smithers knew better than to joke about the Prince of Wales were Mr or Mrs Neville in the room, but she was alone with Reginald who had an agreeably ribald approach to the amorous lives of the nobs. Smithers, at thirty-six, a stout country lass with a double chin and bright small eyes, had long since given up any hope of marriage, but like so many of the female staff was happy enough to have the society of Reginald in their lives, as a source of shock, awe and adoration. Smithers was gathering ingredients together, leftovers from last night’s upstairs table to cook up as good a staff breakfast as she could. She was more generous when it came to cooking food than Mrs Welsh, but took more time about it. She planned to use beef fat to fry up last night’s bread rolls, chopped, with patties made from leftover chicken stuffing. The chicken itself was mostly gone. Arthur had a good appetite. The servants’ breakfast was never separately catered for, but left to their devices to make an adequate meal, to be served whenever time allowed. At Dilberne Court the routine was more set: in London the unexpected happened, even if only a doorbell ringing out of turn.
         
It was for Reginald’s sake that Smithers now added bacon to the fry-up. The flitch had been brought up from Dilberne Court where it had been cured in the Hampshire way, with sea salt. London bacon was cured with common salt, too little sugar, and too much saltpetre, thus hastening and cheapening the process, but souring the result. In more frugal households the staff would have been fed London bacon, mean yellow stuff which would have to have the sulphur scraped off it before broiling. But it was her Ladyship’s policy, though others thought it most extravagant, to allow her staff the luxury of eating much the same food as the family, although not necessarily, as could be seen from today’s breakfast, freshly cooked. Loyalty, as Lady Isobel was well aware in these troubled times of servant shortages, had to be earned, and could not just be expected. The smell tantalized Reginald, who had once told Smithers that when she was cooking bacon she looked almost attractive enough to marry. She had daydreamed sometimes since that this might possibly happen, but realized the folly of such hope. Reginald had a taste for bad girls, everyone knew, and Smithers simply did not have the looks.
         
‘Dirty Bertie,’ said Reginald, ‘and don’t let your betters hear you calling him that, has a wife to go back to whom they say he tells all, and quite enjoys the telling. He won’t be knocking on our door.’ Since the Princess Alexandra was known to have struck up a friendship with one the of the Prince’s mistresses, the rumour had arisen. ‘Telling’ was a misnomer since the poor woman was stone deaf. But that did not stop the rumour. ‘If they’re so desperate, whoever it is can come round the back.’




    

  
    
      
         
The Earl Opens the Door
            

7.35 a.m. Tuesday, 24th October 1899 
         
So it was his Lordship himself who eventually unlocked and opened the double doors of No. 17 to an ill-tempered Mr Baum; the bell had by now stopped ringing and Baum sat bad-tempered and cold-bottomed on the step. His Lordship found the doors surprisingly heavy and realized, startling himself, that he had never before actually answered his own front door. He wondered if paying others to do so made him less or more of a man. Less, in his own eyes, he supposed; more, in the eyes of the world. Less, because fate had landed him in this situation; it was not merit but circumstance of birth had led him to this pass; more because the world presumed his energy was so important it had to be reserved for more important things than opening doors. Worse, Reginald would make light work of the task, being a well set up young man, but even the maids seemed to have no trouble. He was growing old. It was alarming how the awareness struck him with increasing frequency. Mind you, bloody Gladstone had lived until ninety, working mischief and scribbling to the end. But on the other hand, Robert’s fellow Tories felt confident that if the Liberals finally brought in a Pensions Bill for the impoverished and very old – those over the age of seventy – few would live to collect it.
         
He the Earl was not immortal. His son Arthur must get going, get married, provide an heir to the estate. Otherwise, on his death his own younger brother would collect the title – and the estate debts, of course, which were plentiful. These days vast estates meant vast debts rather than vast wealth – and poor Isobel, if she lived so long, would be ousted even from the dower house, which was in a shocking state of repair as it was, which would not suit her at all. A pity Arthur had so little interest in political affairs, and Rosina so much.
         
By the time the door was finally opened to Mr Baum his Lordship was so preoccupied by his own thoughts that it was moments before he recognized the fellow sitting on the steps.
‘Good God,’ he said, seeing Baum. ‘You! Why?’ It was scarcely a genial greeting, and Eric Baum thought he deserved better.
Baum stood up slowly, and winced from a stiffness in his legs. He had, he explained, some urgent news from South Africa which he thought should be imparted to his Lordship before he set off for the House.
‘In my experience, news that is urgent is seldom of permanent interest,’ said his Lordship with a detached smile and the polite charm of the old Etonian who is actually delivering an insult, but one that only his own kind will recognize. ‘However, dear fellow, since you’re here – you’d better come in and tell me all about it.’
Robert courteously stepped aside to allow Baum to enter. He noted that Baum was wearing a bright yellow waistcoat with a stiff high collar, in the current fashion amongst some young men, apparently aping that of those who lived in God’s Own Country. Which was how the English sardonically enjoyed referring to the Americans and their vulgar, money-grubbing, noisy, self-affirming ways. His Lordship wondered quite how it was that he had ended up with a financial counsellor so attuned to the worst of contemporary taste. Once lawyers and professional men of all kinds had been predictably old, grey and cautious. No longer.
         
Baum repeated that, in his opinion, time was of the essence, and more that since his news affected the finances of the whole family, the Countess should perhaps be present at an immediate meeting, and the children too – they both being well into their majority and having so much of their wealth now invested in Natal. His eyes seemed to dart about uneasily, as a man’s might when he has something to hide.
His Lordship was mildly disturbed by his lawyer’s presumption, but since he was currently in debt to the fellow to the tune of some thirty thousand pounds, merely pointed out that her Ladyship normally breakfasted in bed and since neither of the children was a trustee of their trust funds, and he was, there was no necessity at all for their presence. And surely it was seemly that business matters waited until later in the day?
‘Stay to breakfast, my good man, stay to breakfast,’ he said genially, and at least did not suggest, though the temptation arose, that Baum might prefer to go round to the trade entrance and have breakfast in the servants’ hall, where no doubt at this time of the morning it was available. He remembered in time that it was the Prince’s friend and financial advisor Ernest Cassel – recently made a Knight of the Grand Cross – who had recommended Mr Baum to Robert as a shrewd and reliable financial counsellor and solicitor, with a background in mining and a good grasp of current commercial and financial matters. A good choice to manage the Dilberne financial estate, which in his Lordship’s own description was in ‘rather a jolly mess’.
But then Cassel knew well enough how to conduct himself as a gentleman, whereas Baum had just evidenced that he did not. Gentlemen wore their hats when out and about, were smartly attired, did not wear ridiculous fashions, or run through the streets in a panic to disturb other people’s slumber, and then sit gloomily upon their damp front steps.
         
Cassel was urbane and self-deprecating. ‘When I was young,’ he’d said to his Lordship, ‘people called me a gambler. As soon as the scale of my operations increased they called me a speculator. Now I am called a banker. But I have been doing the same thing all the time. You need someone reliable with an eye for detail, like young Eric Baum.’
But now Baum’s preoccupation with detail was running out of control. He seemed unable to stop babbling: her Ladyship had a good head on her shoulders and needed to be involved; the children needed to stop running up debts, Master Arthur’s tailor’s bills were now a matter of real concern with Mr Skinner from Savile Row contemplating legal action, and Miss Rosina had written a cheque to the Women’s Suffrage Movement, which Mr Baum was sorely tempted to deny. Suffrage would do women no good, they would all simply end up as work drudges, and men feeling no responsibility at all for their welfare, but to what degree was Mr Baum to use his own discretion in such matters? The bills came in to him and if he did nothing, nothing was resolved.
‘And these are the least of my worries,’ said Mr Baum, ‘I regret to say. What I have to tell you concerns all the immediate members of your family. All being signatories, all must hear it in person, in case of any future dispute. It is of great significance to all of them.’ Robert frowned; he was no more used to being told what to do than he was to opening his own front door. ‘Your Lordship …’ he heard Baum’s voice as though from far off.
He sighed. The debtor, it seemed, must not only be servant to the lender, but give the lender his attention. There was to be no escape. He rang for Mrs Neville, who summoned Grace, who roused Lady Isobel and the children with the advice that they were expected down to breakfast with his Lordship and Mr Baum at nine o’clock. In the kitchens Smithers complained and abandoned the staff breakfast. Elsie, who had at least managed to have the morning room fire burning brightly, ran to bring Cook down from her attic to help achieve a formal upstairs breakfast for five including a guest, one hour earlier than normal. In the meanwhile his Lordship left Baum to cool his heels in the library and went out to the mews to check that Agripin was getting the treatment he deserved.
         
The horse was a promising four-year-old bay Robert had recently won in a wager with the Prince of Wales. The Prince could well afford the loss, having backed Cassel’s Gadfly for a win in her maiden race, to the tune of five hundred pounds at seventeen to one. That win had been at the October meet in Newmarket. There had been eighteen in the field. The Prince liked to win at racing just as he liked to win at cards. It cheered him up. Agripin would need to be farmed out to Roseberry’s estate in Epsom for John Huggins to train, an expense Robert had not reckoned on at the time of the wager, but it was surely a good investment. You only had to look at the creature to tell he would eventually make someone a fortune, and at this particular time it would be just as well that he was that person, and that it should happen rather quickly.
The only reason he had transferred most of his, and Isobel’s, wealth – and indeed what was left of the children’s nest eggs – into the gold mine in Natal was that the seam was nearer the surface and a great deal quicker and easier to bring the ore to the surface than the diamonds in which so many of his landed friends and colleagues had invested. He hoped, rather against hope, that the news Baum brought was not to do with yet more trouble from the wretched Dutch Boers. The Modder Kloof mine was a few score miles to the south of Ladysmith, but so great was the British military superiority in arms and numbers the place had seemed safe enough. More, the Boer treatment of the natives was so appalling that loyalty from workers could surely be expected in the many British enterprises springing up in the area, providing employment, wealth and culture to a benighted land. Mind you, he supposed, that was probably the same assumption made by the Romans until they found the Iceni under Boadicea sacking Colchester and Londinium in 60 AD. What, after so much we have done for them – roads, rule of law, wealth, trading opportunities – still yet they can hate us?
         




    

  
    
      
         
An Early Breakfast
            

8.15 a.m. Tuesday, 24th October 1899 
         
Grace, in her attempts to bring the family down to breakfast an hour too soon, approached Arthur first. He stretched a long lithe arm from the bed and tried to grab her ankle – but that she knew was merely from habit. When he had been fourteen and she, at eighteen an agreeable, pretty and willing young thing, his enthusiasm had been greater. Now she could pull away easily enough; he remained, she thought, essentially a child, while she had used the last dozen years to grow in dignity and pride. Then she would have engaged in an unseemly tussle, giggling the while, but the passage of the years somehow dried up the capacity to giggle. The more one knew of the world, the less frivolous existence seemed. She could only assume Arthur still knew very little of the world. Men took longer to grow up than girls, and the upper classes were slower than the lower. He could afford to stay an innocent.
All she had to say was, ‘Stop that, Master Arthur,’ and he did. She thought there was probably some hope for him yet. By the time he took over the title he might become as good a man as his father.
‘Breakfast, with Pater? Why? Is there another tailor’s bill in the post?’ he asked her now.
‘Worse than that. That solicitor is here,’ she said. ‘Mr Baum.’
Arthur groaned and got out of bed. He was naked and beautiful, his skin a kind of golden brown wherever hair grew. Grace shielded her eyes from his parts. She knew them well from of old, of course – and she couldn’t help noticing now that they had grown even more impressive as he grew to full maturity – all the same she felt he might do her the courtesy of some small gesture to protect his privacy. The one thing which might lead her to take the jump, leave the safety of service and join the work force – she had savings which would enable her to take a course as a lady typewriter, and there were good hostels where working girls could live respectably and cheaply – was the sheer indignity of being treated as no different from a pet cat or dog, as another species altogether, so that their betters could perform their own animal functions – have sex, excrete, urinate, give birth, get drunk, vomit, quite freely in their presence. If the servants were young and pretty sexual favours could be expected from them, and no extra pay given, as if their bodies as well as their souls were owned. And though her experiences with young Arthur still loomed large in her mind, she suspected that he had hardly given the matter any thought at all in the last ten years.
         
‘But why at this hour?’ asked Arthur.
‘I have no idea,’ said Grace. ‘I saw him from the window. He looked like a bird of bad omen. He had a yellow vest, like Miss Rosina’s parrot.’
Miss Rosina kept a yellow-vested Senegalese parrot in her rooms, to the great annoyance of the servants. This bird was allowed to fly free from its cage, and scattered the floors with bits of fruit and vegetable matter and shat at will. The servants then had to do the cleaning up. Rosina had trained the bird to squawk ‘Votes for Women’ at any man who approached. Grace thought it was quite funny but down in the servants’ hall Mr Neville took it amiss.
         
‘All this fuss,’ he said. ‘Women! They’ll only vote the same as their fathers and husbands, so what’s the point? Waste of bloody time.’




    

  
    
      
         
Grace Wakes Rosina
            

8.25 a.m. Tuesday, 24th October 1899 
         
Grace went next to wake Rosina. She was a light and nervous sleeper, and never quite seemed to stop thinking, even when her eyes were closed. Her sleeping eyelids trembled. You could almost see the thoughts crossing to and fro just beneath them. Grace tapped on the little, white, long-fingered hand with her rather large and work-worn one. Rosina sat upright in bed, instantly. Like her brother she slept naked, but from principle rather than general carelessness. She was a member of the Rational Dress Association. She had little white breasts and pink nipples, which she made no attempt to cover up on Grace’s account. She liked to sleep with the windows open at night, which was all very well in the countryside, but, as everyone knew, the night air of the city was poisonous.
         
It was a great waste for such a graceful body to be unmarried, Grace always thought, but it was not her place to be Rosina’s friend. When Rosina turned eighteen she had declined the opportunity to have her own lady’s maid, saying she was perfectly able to wash, brush and dress herself, thank you. All the same, she was not above borrowing Grace from her mother from time to time and requiring Grace to mend, wash, iron and even accompany her to rowdy public meetings, should she prefer not to go to them alone. Thus she added to Grace’s workload but not her income, matters the gentry seldom thought about while pursuing their lofty principles.
         
Now Rosina got out of bed and looked around for her wrap. She was all long, pale, smooth limbs and slender body, centred by a copious reddish blonde bush of curly hair between her legs. She was as tall as her father, who was well over six foot, and shorter than her brother by an inch. Her jaw was too strong and her brow too prominent for real beauty. Her tongue was harsh – she spoke her mind and spoke the truth, careless of the feelings of others. She had refused to do the Season as girls of her class were required to do.
‘I am not a prize cow at a market,’ she had said at the time, ‘to be stared at and valued. I am not a slave girl at an auction to be bought for my body after due inspection. That is all the Season really is, that and an opportunity for the mothers to show off their jewels. I will not be part of it!’
Lady Isobel had remonstrated and then given it up. She had once remarked to Grace that God had blessed her with a handsome, cheerful and obliging son, then tried her with an unbiddable daughter. She must be thankful for what she had. Perhaps one day some brave man would come along and take Rosina off her hands and tame her.
Grace thought there was something not quite right with the connections in Lady Rosina’s brain. Most girls could bend their will to the demands of society, whether they were the gentry or in service. She herself found it difficult. She recognized the problem in herself – she was too clever for her own good, too ready to take offence for her own comfort. Why did she object to the way Lady Rosina now let her wrap slip to the floor? Why did she find the girl’s lack of self-consciousnesses offensive, get so upset if others felt free to behave as they wanted to, not as custom suggested? Yet she did. She had, she supposed, been marked by her own strict upbringing. Some reactions had been engraved into her being, and no matter how her mind argued with them, they had become part of her. She wondered if anyone would ever find a way to unpick these habits of thought and supposed not.
         
She picked up the wrap and handed it to Rosina, and felt a surge of relief as, in the interests of warmth rather than decency, she covered herself up. But Grace worried that she would never manage to find herself a husband. The girl did not have the right instincts. Arthur had no shortage of girls who saw him as an ideal partner, though none so far had seemed to particularly interest him. Rosina went to public meetings and took notes, but scuttled in and out, and didn’t stop to make acquaintances, as other girls would. For all her brave front she was nervous in crowds, and did not speak in public. She tried once and complained her voice rose an octave so she squeaked and the men around her shuffled and laughed in embarrassment and impatience until she stopped. So she did not try it again.
‘I don’t want breakfast,’ she said now to Grace. ‘I’m not hungry. I’d be content with a glass of water and some of Pappagallo’s nuts. What’s going on?’ Pappagallo was her parrot, who lived on a diet of sunflower seeds and pine nuts, hardly food for humans. Though Rosina was capable of arguing otherwise. She was a member of the Theosophical Society.
‘Mine not to reason why,’ said Grace, as she went through Rosina’s wardrobe and laid out suitable morning apparel, choosing the least eccentric articles of clothing she could find. ‘But Mr Baum is here. You are required to be there.’
‘I don’t see why I should,’ said Rosina. ‘Horrid little man.’
Rosina was also a member of the Costume Society, the Aesthetic Society, and the Rational Dress Association, so few of her clothes were conventional or did anything for her figure. She liked to go corset-less but hated sessions with the dressmaker, so was reduced to visiting stores and buying ready-made clothes, which tended to hang in folds around her bust, and grip her around her waist. Some of the new Liberty Style fashions fitted her, but tended to be draped in a flowing Grecian way or were quaintly old-fashioned and simply not suitable for breakfast. Grace in the end picked out a pair of brown velvet pantaloons and a frilly-collared floral silk shirt, and laid them out.
         
‘Pantaloons! Very daring for you, Grace,’ said Rosina, but she put them on.
‘Ours but to do and die,’ Grace murmured.
‘Oh, Tennyson,’ said Rosina. ‘The Charge of the Light Brigade. You are very knowledgeable, Grace, in spite of being so backward in many ways. I suspect you know more poetry than I do, had a better education at your Ragged School than I ever did at Miss Broughton’s Academy for Young Ladies. Father sent Arthur to Eton, but I was only a girl so Miss Broughton’s and a spell at a finishing school was good enough for me.’
         
‘There’s misfortune and misfortune in life, I daresay,’ Grace said calmly. She had been destined for service from the beginning: a foundling, taken in by Dr Barnardo, and sent to a good Ragged School where because she was clever, she was kept until she was sixteen. She was not taught shorthand or typing, her Headmaster believing that the skills were dangerous to society – the presence of unmarried girls in the office would lead to the collapse of family life – what married man could resist the temptation? She had no savings or family to support her, so her choice was a career in service, where if you were diligent, honest and pleasant, you could rise from kitchen maid to housekeeper, or factory work, which meant you could end up somewhere like the match works, where your skin turned yellow and your jaw got eaten away from the phosphorous, and you never got your full wages if you so much as dropped a match on the factory floor. Service was certainly preferable; the Dilbernes were good employers and kept a good table. All the same she found it hard to sympathize with Miss Rosina’s troubles. Grace went to the master bedroom to attend to her Ladyship.
         




    

  
    
      
         
Her Ladyship’s Troubled Morning
            

8.45 a.m. Tuesday, 24th October 1899 
         
As it was, even without the annoying arrival of Mr Baum, Isobel anticipated a busy day. There were eighteen to dinner and Rosina had upset her seating plans, deciding the company was not interesting, and had found a meeting she had to go to at a new ladies’ club in Bayswater, this one in support of the movement for the peaceful settlement of international disputes. Pleas from her mother merely hardened Rosina’s resolve. Isobel sometimes complained to her husband that Rosina had stuck at the age of sixteen, when girls were at their most wilful and argumentative. Isobel would rely on Grace to help her with the seating and the place names. Grace had her finger on the pulse of society, on the many-tongued gossip which travelled from lady’s maid to lady’s maid, concierge to concierge, footman to footman all around London: only butlers could be relied upon to be discreet. In any case that was the common perception.
         
At least the Prince of Wales had not been invited, as Robert sometimes threatened. Then the seating would become a nightmare, though Grace could be relied upon to know who would be welcome sitting next to the Prince, and who had best be kept at the further end of the table. And, after a great deal of fuss and bother, news might come in any case that he was unable to attend after all. In the same way as Rosina was so good at finding meetings that simply had to be attended or her very life would collapse, so the Prince would find his mother the Queen had summonsed him, or affairs of State had arisen that needed his attention. Or perhaps he would decide suddenly that his wife demanded him by her side. Not that this courteous and well-mannered woman caused her husband any trouble unless she felt his reputation was in danger.
         
It was not the expense of royal dinners that worried Isobel – though the Prince was a hearty eater – but extra agency staff would have to be brought in, usually undertrained and prone to spill food and chip plates in return for outrageous wages. Robert worried about large sums of money but not the small, assuming that the normal workings of a large household came to him by right and were therefore free of charge. Isobel had been brought up by a mother from the North, who would say things like ‘many a mickle makes a muckle’ and ‘look after the pence and the pounds will look after themselves’, and her daughter knew it to be true. ‘Come round to dinner,’ his Lordship was quite capable of saying to the Prince, but instead of the pleasure and pride that a normal dinner party would avail, the inclusion of royalty brought only anxiety and tension. She reflected that the way Robert dealt with problems was first to invite them and then deny them. When Grace called her she was already fully awake. After his Lordship’s earlier attention she felt languid and relaxed and her bed more comfortable than usual.
Her ladyship protested when roused that she saw no reason why she should be summoned early to breakfast just because of Mr Baum’s presence. He was just a trumped-up tradesman who dealt in money, not even goods. He did not know how to behave. Coming to the door so early was not the mark of a gentleman, nor was asking himself to breakfast. She could not for the life of her think why his Lordship put up with Mr Baum and did not send him packing,
         
‘No, ma’am,’ said Grace, whose normal role was to agree, receive information but not comment on it. His Lordship put up with it, thought Grace, because the Prince had recommended Mr Baum, because his Lordship was in all probability quite heavily in debt to Mr Baum, and because the children’s affairs were – rashly, in Grace’s opinion – dealt with by Mr Baum, which was why their mother needed to be in attendance. But hers not to reason why, let alone offer an opinion, just to decide what her Ladyship was to wear that day.
For Lady Isobel’s immediate morning wear Grace picked out one of her new health corsets, which did not grip the waist and force the bosom up, a mere four layers of petticoats, to be topped by a loose brown woollen dress that did not sweep the floor but approached the ankle, with a high collar in cream lace to frame the face. She twisted her Ladyship’s long, thick, fair hair into a simple top-knot. She needed no jewellery. It was merely a breakfast, after all. Only when her friend and rival the Countess d’Asti was in the offing, Grace knew, did her Ladyship worry greatly about her appearance. Then she had be firmly laced, encased in vast masses of expensive and heavy fabric, hair tonged and tortured into fashionable shapes, simply so as to keep up appearances with the Countess. Grace thought Lady Isobel looked even more lovely and youthful when simply dressed, as now. She might be the child of a coal mining family but there was nothing dwarfed or rickety about her, as there was, frankly, about the Countess, whose invitations were so eagerly sought after by all London society. The Countess was witty, mean, and, Grace always felt, slightly fraudulent. Why her Ladyship took the woman so seriously Grace could not imagine.
Her Ladyship, once dressed, shook off whatever mood had been oppressing her and remarked that times were changing: these days the doctor came to the front door not the servants’ entrance, and no one showed surprise – though some felt it: and if the Queen’s son could make the banker Cassel his confidant, friend and apparent equal, and invite him to State dinners? She supposed she must move with the times.
         
‘At least Mr Baum is only coming to breakfast,’ remarked Grace, ‘not dinner.’
Lady Isobel allowed the comment, and even smiled a little. Grace was a favourite. The poor tended to be misshapen and vengeful at worst, pimply and sullen at best – but Grace was tall, slim and fair and an excellent lady’s maid, quick, reliable, clean and willing. She seemed to have an instinctive eye for fashion. The Countess d’Asti had tried to poach her, but Grace had not been tempted away. As a result Isobel had raised her wages from twenty-four pounds to thirty the year: reproachful friends had told her this amounted to a betrayal. For one thing, if you paid more, other servants would feel entitled to more. For another, give them more, and they felt not that you were being generous but had underpaid them in the past. But Grace would use the money to buy card and water colours, and had decorated her room with really quite pretty little landscapes, and Rosina had claimed to have seen The Rubáiyát of Omar Khayyám and The Collected Works of Tennyson in her room. Grace’s parentage was of course unknown. Rosina sometimes speculated that Grace’s father was a famous artist and her mother his model who had left her illegitimate baby on the doorstep of the Foundling Hospital in Coram Street. Lady Isobel said Rosina must be responsible and not put these silly melodramatic ideas into Grace’s head: it might make her feel sorry for herself when actually she ought to be extremely grateful. She had been promoted swiftly through the servant ranks from kitchen to parlour to lady’s maid, and now had a good place.
         
It would be bad for Grace, and certainly bad for Lady Isobel, if the girl got ideas into her head, and decided to leave service and seek employment as a seamstress, a milliner or even a lady typewriter as had Rose, Fredericka the Countess d’Asti’s lady’s maid. Rose had simply left without giving notice, and had been seen working in a Bond Street milliner, leaving poor dear Freddie altogether in the lurch with a big ball in the offing and no one to do her hair. These days, staff showed alarmingly little loyalty.
‘Well,’ said Rosina, with the lack of pleasantry and tact which marked her, and was another reason, her mother supposed, that the girl was nearly thirty and not married, ‘I suppose if people are going to go on referring to you as “a beauty”, you’re going to need her services more and more. You are nearly fifty. You could try paying her more.’
‘I have done so,’ said Isobel, stiffly. ‘And it might be a good idea not to invite Grace in to your various meetings. God knows what ideas these peculiar speakers put into her head. Let her wait outside in the carriage.’
‘I daresay Mr Baum is going to be boring and scold Arthur about his tailor’s bills,’ said Lady Isobel to Grace now. ‘Poor Arthur must have something to cover his back. Tradesmen should know better than to try and sue for their money through the courts. Whoever is going to want their services if they make a nuisance of themselves?’
Grace did not mention what was common, if possibly inaccurate, knowledge in the servants’ hall, that his Lordship’s debts were out of control and that his close acquaintance with the Prince of Wales did not bode well for his marriage. Mr Neville kept an eye on the newspapers: agricultural rentals had struck an all-time low and the price of land had plummeted; and had not many thousands of Dilberne acres been sold off at a bad time to help pay ‘debts of honour’? That is to say, his Lordship had been gambling and it was possible that what he was losing, the Prince was gaining. So much was known for sure, and a great deal more rumoured. Documents that Reginald had glimpsed on his Lordship’s desk suggested that much of Lady Isobel’s inheritance from Silas Batey, her coal mining father, now deceased, had already been mortgaged to pay the Dilberne debts.
         
She feared Mr Baum’s attack upon the front door was likely to be of more importance than the clothes on Arthur’s back. A very handsome young back, Grace would be the first to agree; the vision of his golden hairiness this very morning was hard to forget, and with it came a churning sense of the awful injustice of the ways of the world. Grace found herself humming as she left the room and went down to breakfast. A hymn was running through her head.
The rich man in his castle 
               
The poor man at his gate, 
               
He made them high and lowly, 
               
He ordered their estate.  
               


Really? Did He? Why?
When she got down to the staff dining room, everything was in disarray. The downstairs staff breakfast had been abandoned, cancelled. Upstairs must take precedence.




    

  
    
      
         
A Whole Day to be Reorganized
            

9.00 a.m. Tuesday, 24th October 1899 
         
By nine o’clock a light breakfast was in the chafing dishes on the morning room sideboard: the servants would have to go without their pork stuffing patties for the time being. When she could find the time Cook would serve up what was left from the upstairs table. A whole hour had been stolen by Mr Baum from the day’s routine: and the staff thought the less of him for it. Between them, Smithers, Elsie and the sleepy Cook had within half an hour prepared porridge, haddock, bacon and fried potatoes, brown loaf (yesterday’s, the range’s oven not yet being sufficiently hot for baking), toast and honey, cold tongue and apples, kippers and buttered eggs. A dish of warm scones, cream and raspberry conserve had been purloined from the Austro-Hungarian Embassy at No 18 – Reginald was wooing the parlour maid there, and also – or so Smithers put it about – Janika von Demy, the Ambassador’s niece.
But Smithers’ stories had to be taken with a big pinch of salt, she being sweet on Reginald who never so much as looked at her, preferring, as she lamented, ‘the fine-boned type’. Nevertheless it had to be remembered Janika was foreign and so might quite possibly not know how to behave – Queen Victoria herself had married Albert, whom everyone knew was the bastard son of a German groom by his mother, the scandalous Louise of Saxe-Coburg and Gotha. Reginald’s sons might yet end up vons, if not Princes. Love, just occasionally, won over the basic laws of an ordered, God-fearing society, where the rich man in his castle and the poor man at his gate did indeed know their proper place.
         
 

When all were finally seated upstairs and Mr Baum felt he could at last open his mouth to speak, the Earl of Dilberne said shortly: ‘Breakfast first, then business.’
Mr Baum, silenced yet again, felt truly affronted, and now he didn’t care if it showed. His own wasted time meant nothing to them. It was a full two hours since he had run up the steps and rung the bell, since when he had been kicking his heels while his Lordship attended to his horses, the son to his automobiles, and the ladies to their dress. He had tried to be a friend, had hoped to be included, had put himself out for both father and son – the Skinner court case, which he had settled out of his own pocket, would have brought disagreeable publicity and it might have emerged that his Lordship owed his tailor even more than did the son – yet they continued to treat him like a glorified servant. Well, they would learn. They had gone too far. What was that line from Hamlet, which Mrs Baum had insisted on dragging him to – One may smile, and smile, and be a villain? Why had that come into his head? Sarah Bernhardt, a woman, had played Prince Hamlet – it had been most unnerving. Mrs Baum said it was because Hamlet had many feminine qualities, which he supposed to be true enough, in that Hamlet seemed to be confused, moody and much taken up by his own wrongs. His own view was that people went to see the play simply for the novelty value of seeing a woman playing a man, a mere fairground trick. Mr Baum composed his face to display a more friendly countenance. A man may smile and smile.
         
Lady Isobel was picking at toast and honey, having greeted Mr Baum coldly and failing to ask after his wife. Naomi Baum had met Lady Isobel briefly at a Charity Tea, and now lived in hope of receiving an invitation from the Dilbernes, any invitation. She could not hope for dinner, of course, but a simple ‘At Home’ one morning would help her into society, where she deserved to be. Naomi went to plays and concerts and had twice the wit and artistic sensitivity of any of the Dilbernes. Yet no invitation arrived. Mr Baum’s sorrowful brown eyes darkened at the thought, temporarily dimming the smile. There was a new determination, a new hardness in his heart. Why did he put himself out for these people?
He watched the daughter eat an apple, some scones and all the strawberry jam; she simply acted as though Mr Baum was not in the room. Rosina was a very strange girl, too clever for her own good. It was unfortunate for a woman to be born intelligent: it deprived her of essential womanly skills. Mr Baum, tall, melancholy, and not unattractive, was accustomed to having a response from young women, if only the second look, the glance held an instant too long. It was noticeable that no response at all came from Rosina. Her mother, on the other hand, responded, if only with an all-purpose haughtiness. At least, he thought, the girl had not brought her ghastly unhygienic parrot to the table, which practice had disturbed him more than once in the past.
Arthur ate hugely and happily, helping himself to all the fried potatoes and bacon left, and leaving none for Mr Baum, who was still picking bones out of his haddock. Had Mrs Baum served haddock for breakfast, Mr Baum thought, there would not have been a bone left in it. He would not have eaten the bacon, of course, but he would have liked some of the fried potato.
         
Arthur was at least talkative, smiling at Mr Baum with jovial, confident eyes, assuring him that he would get his ‘pound of flesh’ in due course. Indeed, he said, Mr Baum could fry it up for the tailors’ dinner if he felt like it, or his own dinner, come to that, though that might go against the Jewish religion. Mr Baum managed to laugh, sharing the joke. It seemed to be innocent fun, but how could Baum possibly be complicit in it? He felt teased and humiliated. Why was he even in this country, where insularity, stupidity, and xenophobia ruled? He would be in America by now had not his parents, impoverished and knowing no English, in flight from the Odessa pogrom, been put off the boat at Cork, when they had paid to be taken to New York.
The Earl of Dilberne seemed genial enough, and made a point of sharing the scrambled eggs with Mr Baum who, still hungry after his morning rush, treated himself to the remaining kipper, picking the bones out of the bright orange smoked flesh with scrupulous, silent care. At least in kippers one expected bones.
Elsie, hovering in the background, serving coffee and tea as required, realized there would be precious left of this meal for the servants. Leftovers would be nothing better than porridge, yesterday’s brown loaf and picked-over scones and jam.
‘Well,’ said his Lordship finally, dabbing his mouth and putting down the napkin. ‘Get on with it, old chap. Breakfast was the good news, now let us broach the bad.’




    

  
    
      
         
The Bringer of Bad News
            

9.40 a.m. Tuesday, 24th October 1899 
         
Mr Baum murmured that it would be wiser if the conversation they were about to have were conducted in private, but they did not even deign to respond. They were unworried by the maid’s presence. He had spoken out of turn, he realized, the servants being as of little interest to these people as the furniture.
‘Lord Dilberne,’ said Mr Baum, ‘news has come that Ladysmith is besieged by Boer troops. It was thought they would be already fully stretched at Mafeking but apparently not. They are well organized and have men and equipment to spare.’
Arthur filled in the ensuing silence by remarking that in his opinion, whatever anyone said, the Boers were an undisciplined rabble of farmers, that Kruger was no leader but a bible-thumper who believed the Earth was flat, and that he, Arthur, had it on good authority from army friends that the garrison in Ladysmith numbered at least five thousand disciplined and trained troops and was well prepared to withstand any attack. They would give the enemy a good thrashing into the bargain.
‘Ha,’ said his father, eventually. ‘Hum. I admire your patriotism and spirit, Arthur, but it is a mistake to underrate an enemy just because you don’t like him. This is hardly good news. Having no concept of the rules of war might turn out to be to the Boers’ advantage.’ He pointed out to his son that though Ladysmith was probably safe enough, five thousand troops trained in tight formation fighting and armed only with single-shot rifles might do well enough to repel savages and their spears, but the Boers would no doubt have Mauser magazine rifles and Krupp field guns. It was certainly an unsporting way of fighting – simply mowing down an enemy – but highly effective when it came to it. Lord Lansdowne at the War Office had assured the House that Lee-Metford bolt action rifles would soon be on the way to Natal, but ‘soon’, when it came to army procurement, could drag on for a long, long time.
         
Lady Isobel looked at her husband admiringly. He spoke fluently and so well; he was turning into a politician. Even his brothers would come to think well of him.
‘You describe it as “unsporting”, Father,’ said Rosina. ‘How can you describe it in such a way? It is savage; it is barbarous. Is it not bad enough to kill young men one at a time – but ten at a time! Though I daresay young women will get along well enough without them, if that is what they have to do. Men have only themselves to blame.’
‘Rosina,’ said her mother, somewhat acidly, ‘please leave such sentiments for your parrot to preach.’ Cook had left bones in the haddock. That was shockingly careless, but the kind of thing that happened if normal household timetables were disturbed.
‘Well, Mr Baum,’ said her husband, putting down his napkin and preparing to leave the table. ‘I am sure this is all very interesting, but as things stand there is very little we can do about the situation in Ladysmith. We’ll just have to leave it to the man on the spot to deal with – Sir George White, I believe. But thank you for coming in such haste to bring up the dire news. No need to panic – and the signing of documents can surely wait.’
         
‘The report is that Sir George is trapped inside the town with his forces, sir,’ said Baum, still smiling. ‘And that not only Ladysmith, but the area for thirty miles around is in enemy hands. That area includes the Modder Kloof mine.’ His Lordship returned to the table and sat down. Elsie sighed. Now she ought to replace his napkin with a clean one, but had come to the end of the pile. Perhaps his Lordship would not notice. He was speaking genially.
‘Why didn’t you say so at once? But White is a most reliable fellow. Won the Victoria Cross in Afghanistan. He is smart and a brave fellow: I have no doubt but that he’ll fight his way out and clear the area. It won’t hold up production at Modder Kloof for more than a week or so at worst. He’ll be looking out for Syndicate interests. And if White does fail, and I don’t see that he can, I believe General Buller is waiting in the wings. Remember Redvers Buller, Isobel? Came to dinner once. Much appreciative of the grouse. Got a mouthful of shot. Tall chap? Went shooting with him once or twice. Bit of a ditherer, true. Managed to shoot his own dog. That went the rounds. But nothing wrong with him as a soldier. He has a VC.’
‘Robert,’ said her Ladyship, ‘I have a very busy day ahead of me. We have a dinner tonight. Mr Baum brings us serious news, though I rather think it could well have waited until later in the day. Indeed, I daresay we will read it in tomorrow’s Times. But is this the news you have been trying to tell us with such urgency, Mr Baum? Or is there more? Is it possible that our gold mine has been compromised in some way and you are reluctant to tell us?’
         
‘That is indeed the case, Lady Isobel,’ said Mr Baum. ‘I too am to have a busy day. The Modder Kloof mine, a considerable part of your family investment in the Midas Gold Syndicate, in which I too I may say have a significant interest, has been sabotaged, looted and I believe flooded by criminal gangs of natives egged on no doubt by the Dutch rebels. All production has ceased and the native workforce has fled.’
         
The delectable Lady Isobel, removing the silver fork carefully from her delicate lips, had paled slightly at the news, but otherwise let no emotion show on her face. Mr Baum was sorry for her sake that this had happened, but he had warned the Earl of the risks, though with hindsight perhaps not strongly enough. The Earl had been in a hurry to raise funds. Initially he had been lucky, as his Lordship so often was, and a promising seam of gold was struck at Modder Kloof almost immediately the mine was opened. The financial danger – at the time simply that a mine could be opened where no gold was, and the investment lost – had been averted. The geologists had been proved right; the sandstone and shale layers had opened up and revealed their glitter. The future had seemed assured. The Dilberne fortune safe. Now this.
Well, he had done his best. He was just the money man. What did he know of war and politics? Dilberne, with his close connections at both the Colonial and War Offices, should surely have anticipated what would happen next. True, the Transvaal bristled with troops protecting the interests of British investment in diamonds and gold, following Cecil Rhodes and de Beers wherever they led, but perhaps their Empire was not after all as invincible as they assumed? As for my loan, thought Mr Baum, that will be the last of their considerations. They will think only of themselves.
‘I have to tell you that the dividends expected yesterday by telegraphic transfer did not arrive in the bank,’ said Mr Baum. ‘I hoped it was some technical error but after today’s communications I fear it is more than that. Gold has been stolen rather than shipped, and production had been halted.’
         
If Mr Baum had hoped for cries of alarm and despair he was disappointed. All that happened was that the whole family stared at him with slightly raised eyebrows, as if he were in some way out of order, had committed some grievous lapse in taste. Then his Lordship stood once again, smiled and spoke gently but firmly.
‘As I say, thank you for bringing us this news, Mr Baum. And now you must have a very busy day in front of you.’ He remained standing, giving Mr Baum no option but to get to his feet and leave. His Lordship’s napkin fell to the floor as he stood. It was unused and Elsie thought she could get away with folding and smoothing it and putting it back.
Baum reached the door and then turned back.
‘Good breakfast, what!’ said the Earl, still smiling.
‘It may be necessary for me to call in your debt to me,’ said Mr Baum, still smiling. He was learning fast. ‘Because I too am of course affected by the news.’
The Earl’s smile remained unaffected. Mr Baum left.
Elsie went with him and showed him out. By rights she should have fetched Reginald but the circumstances seemed to be such that a quick exit seemed appropriate.
‘Goyim,’ Mr Baum muttered. ‘All insane!’ and actually spat on the steps. Elsie ran downstairs and gave the servants’ hall the news of the Dilberne’s downfall. William the groom, a London man, newly employed, was fetched from the stables to wash down the front steps. The Dilberne servants saw no reason to expose themselves to unpleasantness when Londoners were available. Smithers went back up to the drawing room to help Elsie clear away and find out what was going on.
         
‘Smithers,’ said the Countess of Dilberne, ‘kindly ask Mrs Neville to deduct sixpence from Elsie’s wages. His Lordship should have been handed a fresh napkin when he returned to the table.’
‘Yes my Lady,’ said Smithers. She would of course do no such thing. Her Ladyship would soon enough forget all about it when she returned to her usual sunny mood, and Elsie was tried enough by circumstance as it was.




    

  
    
      
         
Après le Déluge
            

9.50 a.m. Tuesday, 24th October 1899
         
The Dilbernes remained sitting at table in silence after Baum had left.
‘Should you not be off to the House, my dear?’ enquired Isobel eventually. ‘You mustn’t let your day’s work be unravelled by that appalling little man.’
‘Not worth going. Fitzmaurice is speaking. He’ll use the opportunity to gloat over the Ladysmith news, and blame the ghost of Gladstone for everything. There’s the first reading of the Exportation of Arms Bill but Salisbury will have it thrown out. The majority will be narrow but it will be enough; I am not needed today.’
Rosina enquired as to what murderous end this particular Bill had been devised and her father replied it was the first reading of a bill to restrict the export of arms and materials that might damage the interests of her Majesty’s forces abroad. If Salisbury had it thrown out it would be in the nation’s interests: its terms of reference were too wide; it could for example interfere with the sale of coal abroad, coal being used to fuel enemy warships. Rosina should not look for bad intentions where they were absent.
Rosina remarked she did not care at all for the dealers of death and destruction and the sooner the bill was passed, the better.
Arthur said it was just as well women didn’t have the vote: if Rosina did she’d only vote Liberal, just to annoy. Women were so emotional: they let nice feelings get in the way of practicality.
         
Her Ladyship then said Rosina should put loyalty to her family before loyalty to the variety of eccentric causes she espoused. She asked Robert what the Prince’s view on the Arms Bill was, and her husband replied, with unusual asperity, that he didn’t see what that had to do with anything.
Isobel remarked, lightly, that she would not want her husband’s friendship with the Prince to influence his political judgement in any way. Nor would she want that friendship to have anything at all to do with her husband’s ability, at a time of coalition, to veer the House’s decision one way or another. It seemed to her that the voting might be rather marginal.
‘My dear,’ said her husband, ‘leave politics and financial matters to me, and concern yourself with the arrangements for tonight’s dinner, will you?’
It was as near as his parents had ever come, at least in Arthur’s presence, to having what the lower orders – or so Grace had once told him – called ‘a row’. He had been thinking of his breakfast more than the consequences of the news the lawyer bought and had switched off as soon as he realised his own debts were not the subject of any particular upset. Something about the gold mine outside Ladysmith? Looted, flooded? But it was abroad; obviously things would not go smoothly there. His father was always indulging in mad, impractical schemes, and always oddly out of date. The diamond boom was over; gold was a flash in the pan. The future was in mechanisation, but the older generation found it hard to understand change. When his father died and he came into the title he would probably get rid of yet more estate acres, they being no source of income at all in the face of food imports from abroad, a trend he could see steadily increasing. Though he could see a future in setting up an off-road circuit for auto racing and using the surplus acres for a track. Road racing had already been banned in France – too many fatalities, over which people made a dreadful fuss – but would eventually overtake horse racing in popularity.
         
He would keep Dilberne Court, of course, whatever happened: he had that much sensibility of family in him, whatever his father thought. Pater saw him as a frivolous idiot, and for some rather perverse reason of his own, he, Arthur, had enjoyed playing up to the role. Now that it seemed his father was the idiot, investing the family money in some harebrained scheme, he might need to present his serious side. Why on earth had Mr Baum been chosen as an advisor? Was his father so influenced by his new friend the Prince that he must take his advice in everything? Baum was good enough when it came to trivial matters like tailors’ bills and gambling debts, but mightier matters should surely be left in the hands of experienced Christians. Cunning was no match for wisdom. And his mother, she was the one with her head screwed on properly, not his father. He marvelled at her diplomacy: now she just smiled equably and ‘the row’ dissipated.
The brief burst of animation over, all fell silent. Elsie returned to the room and started clearing the remaining dishes from the sideboard with the kind of clatter that suggested everyone should vacate the room and get on with their lives. Nor, to Arthur’s surprise, did his mother reproach her or mention the matter of the missing fresh napkin. Maids had been fired for less.
‘Very good, Elsie,’ said her Ladyship. ‘There is a very great deal to be done today. Please ask Mrs Neville and Cook to see me later in the morning room, and send for Grace.’ Elsie went. Again silence fell.
         
Grace, thought Arthur. She was his mother’s favourite and rightly so. She was intelligent, useful and loyal. He did not think he had behaved badly to her. She had more or less offered herself: he had not seduced her; she had been more experienced than he was: he was fourteen and just discovering the joys of sex: she was fifteen, and in the silly, daring patch girls could go through, of whatever class. One thing had led to another, over a summer. He’d gone off to Eton, she had been promoted – or so he supposed: now she wore a starched and fluted cap and opened the front door instead of a plain floppy one in which she made the beds and emptied the pots – and had become stiff, formal and unwelcoming. The event was never referred to after that by word or glance. Perhaps she had realised, as he had, what she had to lose. She had certainly seemed to stop giggling over the years. He stopped thinking about Grace. He would rather think about combustion engines; they were less puzzling than women. He couldn’t wait to get back down to the garage.
Robert’s hand stretched out to take Isobel’s. She closed hers on his. The children looked in wonder at such a rare demonstration of love and trust.
‘One assumed,’ said their father, after a little thought, ‘that the area was well defended. We should have bought arms in from Krupps and Mauser when we could. I told them. Lee-Metford bullets are too soft: they stop no one. As well hit the enemy with bags of flour. Armstrong-Whitworth would have done better and we could have re-armed sooner. But one saw an advantage in buying arms from British sources only. Free trade when it comes to arms, is well known to have most malign consequences.’
         
‘Old Willie Armstrong is hardly concerned with consequences other than for himself,’ said his wife. ‘He supplied both sides in the American Civil War.’
‘Mere rumour,’ said her husband. ‘And that was a different time, a different world. I think we are beyond such niceties. Let trade follow the flag.’
Another silence.
‘A pity you did not at least consult me,’ said Isobel. ‘Working with servants as I do, I understand the concept of sabotage. How dinners get spoiled and mines get flooded, when least expected. But men work from theory and women from experience. I daresay that is the case.’
It was the only word of reproach on the matter her children heard her utter.
‘And I take it that what remained of my, and the children’s trust funds is lost as well? All that was left of my father’s wealth?’
‘The Prince has money in the syndicate as well,’ was all her husband said.
‘Had,’ said his wife; and then brightly: ‘So. We are ruined. What is to be done?’
His Lordship turned to Arthur and said, ‘You are the son and heir. You answer your mother. What is to be done?’
Arthur, taken aback at so direct an approach, said that if his father sold off the Mews and got rid of the horses, he could start a garage specialising in steam cars. He would make a fortune. Isobel explained that the Mews were leased not owned, there was no question of money from a sale. Arthur shrugged this off, with the replacement suggestion of selling off some more of the farms. His father said the automobile would never replace the horse. Rosina, though not asked for her opinion, said steam engines might amuse schoolboys, but were always frightening horses. She personally, she added, was going to train as a doctor and support herself. She wanted no part of the old world. Ignorance, illness and poverty were the source of all human ills. Abolish these and humanity would be reborn. So perhaps, on second thoughts, not a doctor but a reformer. She would start with the condition of many of the farm cottages on the Dilberne estate. They were damp, run down, crowded and unsanitary. Tuberculosis and any number of fevers were rife. It was a disgrace. She would build a model village and people would come from far and wide to see and admire, and the profits could be ploughed back into the estate.
         
The Earl protested and said he had spent unconscionable sums improving the land over the last five years. If the tenants could stir themselves out of their idleness and torpor to pay their rents on time they might find themselves better off. Rosina said that torpor was largely caused by poor nutrition and if the political classes could stir themselves to abolish free trade the poor might at least be able to afford something to eat. Robert pointed out to Rosina that the problem was holding on to Dilberne Court and the estate at all. Arthur said he would be sorry to see the old place go – tradition and all that – but he personally had no appetite for rural living, any more than his mother had. Robert looked pained that three centuries of hard work, dedication and noblesse oblige might be dismissed as ‘tradition and all that’, and Arthur felt suitably chastened but at a loss to offer any further solution.
         
Rosina said, with a rare show of self-interest rather than principle, that perhaps they had been foolish in not showing themselves more civil to Mr Baum, who presumably held their future in his hands. ‘If Pater has gambled our patrimony away, and got himself in debt to this moneylender – the least he should have done was to be agreeable to him. Moreover, Mother, I do not think you should refer to Mr Baum as an appalling little man, even in his absence. He does not know how to behave, it is true, but very many perfectly worthwhile people do not. He is only making a living, as people must.’
         
‘Rosina,’ said her mother, ‘the sooner you get married and stop telling other people how to behave the better.’
‘I don’t see at all why one would be a consequence of the other,’ said Rosina. Still Isobel kept her temper. Arthur thought how important it must be to marry someone of equable temperament. He wondered if it was possible to ensure that his future wife gave birth only to sons, but he supposed it was not.
‘Rosina is right,’ said her father, who often took a more kindly view of his daughter than did the mother, or indeed the brother. ‘It might have been wiser for all of us to have shown more civility to Mr Baum. Arthur, you should not have been witty at his expense.’
‘Sorry and all that, Pater,’ said Arthur, ‘but sometimes the tongue outruns the mind. I really must be off. I’ll leave you to sort this out. I’m needed in the garage. I don’t trust William with the boiler of the Jehu. The man’s a good mechanic but does not quite understand the power of steam.’
‘I would prefer that you stayed, Arthur,’ said his father. ‘You are to inherit the title, the trust fund is empty and you are perfectly old enough to give the matter some attention. The future of the steam car is neither here nor there. It is an absurd contraption, and dangerous as well. As for you, Rosina, you yourself scarcely acknowledged Mr Baum’s presence.’
‘All I did was ignore him,’ said Rosina snappily, ‘I didn’t make fun of him. So all of a sudden I am the one expected to be nice to someone Mama dismisses as a dreadful little man. I’m glad there is a Mrs Baum, or next thing you would be asking me to marry him.’
         
Both parents looked at her speculatively. Isobel said, ‘Well, my dear, it is a great luxury for a girl not to marry, one you may not be able to afford. The younger she marries the better her prospects in the world. With every year her charms wane. So I suggest you get on with it, for you have no dowry other than your looks to offer.’
‘Plainly spoken, Mother,’ said Rosina, bitterly. ‘I am sorry to be such a disappointment to you. Let me just say that I am surprised that so much of the family fortunes was trusted to a hole in the ground.’
‘Mines can be drained,’ said Isobel. ‘We must see this as a setback, not a disaster.’
‘What, drained, with hostile forces in the area?’ asked her husband. ‘After a mere two weeks wooden pit props rot under water. Iron fixtures corrode and rust. The Boers resent all mining, whether gold or diamond, in what they fancifully see as their territory.’
‘I think I should have been consulted,’ said Rosina. ‘You mentioned investing in South Africa, Pater, but no one said anything about mining. The conditions down the mines are shameful. It is no better than slave labour. Workers die.’
         
‘Rosina, please do try not be so disagreeable,’ said her mother. ‘It is hardly surprising if your father keeps some things to himself.’
‘A gold mine?’ It was Arthur’s turn. ‘We have interests in a gold mine? Why? Diamonds I can understand, you can use them in machines to cut other things with, but gold? It’s so soft. What can you make out of it, other than ladies’ jewellery and spare teeth? If there was money to spare, it should have gone into automobiles.’
         
‘Paper money will lose its value,’ said their father. ‘It is an invention, an abstraction, numbers on a piece of paper, a concept. Gold is real; it is not smoke and mirrors: you can see it and touch it. It is in scarce supply in the world and so can be used as a base from which to value other things. Gold is a wonder.’
‘You are such a romantic, dear Robert,’ said their mother. ‘You see only the glister, you forget about rotting pit props, strikes and sabotage. As for you children, when you gave your father power of attorney it was so that you, Rosina, could devote your valuable time and energy to improving the world, and you, Arthur, to the workings of the steam automobile as opposed to the petrol engine. You chose to do so and are in no position to complain.’
Arthur put some honey on his bread and ate it and said nothing more.
‘I am glad the mine is flooded,’ said Rosina. ‘It spares me from belonging to a slave-owning family.’
His Lordship said Rosina was at liberty to leave the room, there was too much chattering which precluded necessary thought. ‘I really cannot put up with any more annoyance than I have already had today.’
‘So Arthur is to stay and I am to go?’ enquired Rosina. ‘Yet I am the elder? The laws of primogeniture reach everywhere!’
So Rosina flounced out of the room and went to find Grace, whom she asked to help her compose letters to such medical schools as accepted women as students. She did not intend to marry anyone. Marriage was slavery, a woman offering domestic and sexual services in return for her keep, George Bernard Shaw had said so.
‘Yes,’ said Grace, ‘that’s as may be, and we all know him to be a very clever man, though some think if he were not a vegetarian he would speak more sense. But marry the right person and at least you can afford to get someone else to do the domestic servicing. The sexual servicing, in my opinion, can be quite enjoyable.’
         
‘Ugh!’ said Rosina.
 

Back in the breakfast room Robert suggested to Isobel that it might be wise to invite Mrs Baum to an At Home or whatever it was the ladies did to be hospitable. His wife should remember that times were changing and that these days those who were once powerless now had power. Isobel raised her elegant eyebrows and refrained from remarking that it was in male nature to look for their own faults in those most near and dear to them.
Robert had kept his composure remarkably well so far, for which she was proud of him, but she knew by the twitching of the vein above his left eyebrow that at any moment he might start shouting at either herself or more likely Arthur, who sat sulking at being prevented from going to rescue his new steam car from destruction by an over-pressured boiler; or he might start banging the furniture or the doors, simply to ease his tension.
‘I quite agree. Mrs Baum is pretty and noisy,’ said Isobel, ‘although she wears too much jewellery in the morning. I daresay she has a good heart, and I wish her no ill. But it would be an unkindness to her to set her down in real society. They would tear her to bits.’
‘Even so,’ said Robert, and his voice was rising in scale. ‘If Baum forecloses on my debt to him, we will have very little but the clothes we stand up in.’
‘I hardly think it will come to that,’ said Isobel. ‘Or that Baum will actually foreclose. We have friends in high places. And Mrs Baum will have an invitation from me by tomorrow’s post. Though only to one of the less important “At Homes”.’
         
‘Thank you, my dear,’ said Robert, and the vein in his forehead ceased throbbing. ‘Perhaps the Prince could be persuaded to buy his racehorse back.’
‘My dear,’ said his wife, ‘I don’t advise any approach to him at the moment. To them that hath shall be given. Not to him that hath not. Are you listening, Arthur, or still sulking?’
‘I am listening if that’s what you prefer, Mother,’ said Arthur. He was a handsome and charming lad: even when sulking he could not hide the agreeable curve of his lips, or the brightness of his smile, when he chose to use it. ‘Anyway they say the Prince is up to his ears as well, and since the Queen won’t finance him because of the latest scandal – he being too closely associated with Agnes Keyser for Her Majesty’s comfort – he has gone to his friend Cassel for money. Which is why the fellow has scrounged a KCB.’
‘Arthur, that is a foul calumny,’ said his father, his vein throbbing again. ‘The Prince is not to be bought.’
‘It is only what the servants say, Pater,’ said his son. ‘I am not saying it is true.’
‘Be that as it may,’ said his wife. ‘Arthur is only reporting back what is widely held to be the case. I would advise against spreading the news of our financial difficulties abroad. See them as merely temporary, and they will be. Poverty is seen to be as catching as the smallpox, and people flee from it.’
‘What about my tailor and his beastly letters?’ asked Arthur
‘Carry on spending,’ said his mother, ‘as if nothing were amiss. Carry on running up bills. Defy the sorry rogue to go to court, and he will not. On no account offer him part-payment, or he will take it into his head to demand the lot. “Let the fear of poverty govern your life and your reward will be that you will eat, but you will not live.”’ She spoke with vehemence, as one who knew.
         
There had been times when the lawyers of her father’s legal wife had prevented money reaching them, and little Isobel and her actress mother had gone hungry.
‘I only hope you are right, my dear,’ said the Earl. ‘I hope you have not learned too much from me. Heaven knows how I have got us into this mess.’




    

  
    
      
         
How the Earl Got Them into This Mess
            

11.40 a.m. Tuesday, 24th October 1899 
         
His wife knew well enough. Robert loved to take a risk: he loved to gamble. He was wily, but trusted too much. His impulse was to keep up with whoever was around to keep up with and keeping up with the Prince of Wales was no easy matter. So far as she knew his Lordship did not accompany HRH to the brothels of London but kept to the gaming clubs, though they were alarming enough: the most charming and attractive girls of loose morals gathered there in the hope of a little excitement and if they were lucky a protector. But she trusted him – he seemed too fond of getting back to his wife to succumb to any folly. Also, her Ladyship was well aware how hard it was to be anonymous in current London society. Servants carried news from household to household, hotel to hotel, stable to stable.
Just as well, Isobel thought, that her beloved father Silas was not alive to crow over Robert’s present predicament. Silas had warned her against the marriage.
‘Marry that young man,’ he said, ‘and you’ll end up poor.’
Thirty years later and Isobel could see that it might be true. The upper classes were up against it as never before. It could only be in desperation, Isobel thought, that Robert now surrounded himself with unsuitable advisors. Silas, who had started life as a coal miner and ended life as a coal baron, had foretold it. Land as a source of income was finished.
‘Where there’s muck there’s brass,’ he’d said. ‘Where there’s sheep there’s nought but wool, and who wants wool now cotton’s here? Your young man’s a second son, he won’t inherit. He’s not in the habit of earning a living. All he can do is chatter and look down his nose. It’s a good nose – I’ll grant you that – for looking down.’
         
‘He loves me, Father,’ said Isobel. ‘His father will set him up as Member of Parliament.’
Silas had snorted. ‘Then he’ll die even poorer. Tell him he’ll get not a penny from me and see what he says then.’
She told Robert, and though he blanched just a little, he said it made no difference, he loved her, and meant to marry her.
Isobel was Silas’s youngest child, and born out of wedlock. Her mother was a young widowed actress, Fanny Bridie, a member of the London demi-monde, that frivolous fringe of society where artists, musicians, poets and theatre people clustered together, talked, fornicated and chatted freely and all without any apparent sense of guilt.
         
Silas had married his cousin Nell when he was twenty and she was sixteen, and left to her own devices by him when she was thirty, already the mother of five boys who’d burst from her like peas from a pod, and who, like their mother, struck Silas as plain, dull, worthy and without special merit. Nell made no objection when her coal baron husband vanished from home for weeks at a time to cleave to pretty, lively, silly Fanny, the London actress. Nell was relieved that there would be no more babies, and that she could reap in peace the benefits of her husband’s ever-increasing wealth and status in the world. The fact that he had a mistress was no secret but seldom referred to.
When Isobel was born Silas thought that at last he had a child worth having – a bright, lively, pretty little thing, who could read when she was three, speak Latin when she was four and by the time she was fifteen was writing poetry, had been painted by Rossetti (some say she was the model for La Castagnetta), and keeping company with members of the Garrick Club, who often visited Fanny at her home, and who took her child up as a kind of mascot and wrote poetry to her, sometimes romantic, sometimes lascivious and often bad.
         
Within a few years Silas had replaced Fanny with another, but continued to support her and her daughter in some comfort and style. Fanny could never be accepted in bourgeois society of course, let alone in high society, but the handicap did not worry her. While there was food, drink, conversation and the thrill of the theatre, who cared? Her little girl grew and flourished on the edges of society where the rich and powerful mingled with the bohemians; she took good care to preserve the girl’s virtue and was rewarded when the young Robert Hedleigh wooed and won her.
The eldest son and heir to the Dilberne title would never have been excused such behaviour, but a second son was allowed more latitude, and Isobel’s charm was great and her manners perfect, so the imprudence of the marriage was all but overlooked, though some Hedleigh eyebrows were raised. But when it was rumoured that Silas had settled one hundred thousand pounds on the girl, so that she was, in fact, an heiress, society marvelled at the romance of it all. When Robert’s father and eldest brother were killed in a yachting accident in a storm off the Isle of Wight, and Robert stopped being ‘the Honourable’ and became an earl and she became a Countess overnight, Isobel’s origins were quietly overlooked. She seemed born to the title, preferred the town to the country, gave excellent dinner parties and lavish balls and her invitations were eagerly awaited by anyone who mattered. And who mattered in today’s Society was increasingly decided by Isobel, Countess of Dilberne.
         
Silas was a frequent visitor at Dilberne Court, and rubbed along well enough with his son-in-law while continuing to believe that the man had no head for business, though saw that perhaps he did for politics. He was of the view that few politicians died rich unless they were corrupt; and the landed gentry saw corruption as beneath them, though how long their principles would stand fast against hard times was anyone’s guess.
Alas, Robert had spent money he did not have on the lavish refurbishment of Dilberne Court. He had for long done what he could to avoid using his wife’s money. In the end he had asked Baum, a young solicitor recommended by the Prince’s friend Ernest Cassel – albeit that the latter was described by his enemies as a Shylock and a moneylender – for a loan to pay the builders. There were a couple of bad harvests. Soon he was eating into his wife’s money, and his children’s. He had no option. His Lordship gambled, the sooner to pay Baum back, and lost yet more.
Robert turned to Silas. Silas refused him cash but gave him free advice. Robert should grit his teeth, tighten his belt, sell off the less productive farming tenancies, and a couple of the villages – times were such that overdue rentals were running at atrocious levels – pay off Baum and the gambling debts: these money people were not tradesmen to be ignored but were dangerous – and invest the rest in the productive Welsh coalfields. Baum’s advice was different: forget coal, invest in the diamond mines of Kimberley.
Robert sold off a third of the Dilberne estates – which enraged his two remaining siblings, Alfred Hedleigh, the third son, who was an army officer in India and Edwin Hedleigh, the fourth, a country parson and amateur architect. As the eldest surviving son he had inherited the land outright – but the other two had their principles. Robert did not have the moral right, they claimed, to sell off land which had been in the Hedleigh family for generations. Robert was surely unduly influenced by his wife. Such a marriage could never have been expected to turn out well. He was landed aristocracy; she was trade, and a by-blow at that. Old wealth and new wealth would never speak the same language.
         
Forget that the unproductive Dilberne acres were sold to an idealistic developer who wished to create a self-contained garden city of ten thousand souls; to clear the tenants’ debts and rehouse them in better conditions than they had ever dreamt of; forget that much of the profit from the sale was to be set aside for improvements to the two thirds of the land and tenancies that remained: the Hedleigh brothers were not appeased.
The sale went ahead and notification arrived that the cheque had reached the bankers. His Lordship havered. Coal or diamonds? It just so happened that on the very day the cheque was safely in his Lordship’s bank – his Lordship now banked with Ernest Cassel himself, banker to the Prince of Wales – Silas was visiting his daughter Isobel. She was the only one of his many children whose company he sought, though when he did visit he had to put up with a son-in-law who was too pleasant a fellow fully to understand the world, and a grand-daughter Rosina who was too self-righteous to make concessions to it. Silas didn’t object to Arthur because they were both interested in engines.
But Rosina, then aged twenty-four, at the time much exercised by reports of two hundred and fifty deaths in the terrible accident at the Albion mine near Pontypridd that very day, had a heated argument with her grandfather over the morality of coal mining.
         
‘It is a disgrace,’ said Rosina. ‘That so many should die to make a few rich men even richer. The owners knew the mine was dangerous but they did nothing to make it safe.’
‘So a few people die that many will be warm?’ said old Silas, snappily. ‘It is not so bad a bargain.’
‘Coal is nasty, filthy stuff, ‘said Rosina. ‘God put it underground, there it should stay, and not be gouged out for reasons of profit.’
She was young but argumentative. Silas, who had started as a miner himself and ended up as one of the wealthiest men in England, who saw very well the benefit to himself, to his family, to this household, to his very country, of digging coal out and burning it, felt such a spasm of anger that, in the words of Elsie who was there to witness the event: ‘The poor old man just grabbed his heart, fell down in a faint and passed away there and then.’
‘All I did was speak the truth,’ said Rosina, over and over into the uproar, as doctors, police and lawyers gathered round the sofa where the body lay. Robert had been sent for. ‘Coal is nasty dirty stuff.’
‘Just be quiet, Rosina,’ said her mother, through tears. ‘For heavens’ sake, just for once have the decency to keep your theories to yourself.’
‘But it’s true,’ said Rosina.
‘You killed him.’ Isobel turned on her daughter and slapped her, short, fierce and hard against the cheek, and though after that mother and daughter were civil to one another, neither one ever really forgave the other. Some things once said cannot be unsaid.
‘Nasty, dirty, dangerous stuff,’ said Rosina but under her breath, out of the hearing of her mother who knelt beside the body, her head resting on the still chest. Rosina looked at her grandfather’s body with cold detachment. Already the white hairs of his beard were taking on a wiry appearance, the skin a marbled solidity.
         
‘My goodness,’ Arthur remarked at the time, ‘you don’t give in easily, do you, Rosy.’
‘Your difficulty in life, Arthur, is that you have no principles.’
‘And your difficulty, and ours, is that you have,’ said Arthur.
The love between the two siblings was fitful at the best of times. Rosina was her father’s daughter, Arthur his mother’s son. Conversations held over dead bodies carry considerable weight and are not quickly forgotten.
 

Silas’s will left the majority of his wealth to his wife and legitimate children, a mere fifty thousand pounds in trust to Isobel and her children – Robert could understand that, because when it came to inheritance the true line must be respected – and an equal amount to a coal-miners’ charity. Still, the fifty thousand pounds was a useful capital sum.
The choice remained, coal or diamonds. Public outcry over the Albion disaster was such that any mining venture at home, when one’s own countrymen were involved, seemed distasteful. Silas was no longer around to argue for it. It seemed a waste to pay Baum off – the gambling debts likewise – when the money could be more profitably invested. Baum was not pressing for repayment. It seemed he had connections to the South African diamond business. All the same some instinct, some sense that diamonds were too purely commercial, too distant from the day-to-day business of an English gentleman to be properly respectable, kept Robert havering.
         
‘Do make up your mind, Robert,’ said Isobel. ‘You will fritter everything away.’ By frittering she meant gambling. He was back at the tables with the Prince. ‘At least set the money to work; if it sits in the bank it may simply lose value.’ She was grieving for her father: angry with her daughter, upset by not having been able to go to Silas’s funeral. She accepted that this right must be left to the legitimate family, but she was left with an agitating sense of unfinished business, of impending doom and Robert would come home in the early hours from his jaunts with the Prince, over-exhilarated by winning, downcast by loss. At night, alone, it seemed impossible for her to keep warm.
Robert’s response to her gloom was to set about putting central heating into the Belgrave Square House, at huge expense, regardless of the fact that since the property was rented, not owned, no value would accrue to him. Isobel did not object too much. She liked to be warm. She cheered up.
Then Baum came up with another alternative. Gold. Nobody surely could fault gold. He put a prospectus from the Ladysmith Syndicate under his Lordship’s nose and enthused: the idea was to mine in a spot in the Modder Kloof region of the Transvaal, clearly a sure-fire proposal. A ridge of shale and sandstone intersected with promising veins of quartz, ripe for mining, had recently come to the notice of geologists from the Royal Institute. Now the Transvaal was safely in British hands the place swarmed with prospectors. Gold was a safer proposition even than diamonds, which had already made many a humble Briton rich. Why should not gold do the same for the landed gentry? Or platinum? The quartz might contain pitchblende which could yet prove promising. It contained an element called uranium and traces of a strange new substance called radium, an almost pure white alkaline earth metal, which turned black on exposure to the air but emitted a strange blue glow.
         
His Lordship consulted the family. Their money was at stake as well as his own. Isobel made no objection. ‘Just put it where you can’t get at it,’ she said. Robert could see the wisdom in this.
Rosina was by now too absorbed by the weekly meetings of the Fabian Society to give the matter much thought.
‘If I argue you’ll fall down dead like Grandfather,’ she said, ‘just to pay me out for being a woman and having a mind of my own. Do what you like.’ Which her father took as assent.
Arthur had more important things to think about, such as getting down to Nice in France for the ‘Speed Week’ auto race in March, properly outfitted by a new and trusting tailor. His boots and gloves were to be made of sealskin, which was expensive, but light and supple.
‘Go for gold,’ Arthur said. ‘If the decision is Wales or Natal, go for Natal. The weather is better and labour is cheaper. Benz and Daimler are exporting there: we need to get into the market too. Do what you think best, Pater.’
So Pater did. A generous seam of gold was unearthed in the very first weekend and profits began to flow from the Modder Kloof mine. All rejoiced. They were to be rich; the Dilberne family fortune seemed assured.
The British had learnt how to mow down Zulu hordes, but the irregular tactics of the determined Boers were new and surprising. No one had reckoned on the flooding of the mine by white enemies armed with Mausers and field guns.




    

  
    
      
         
A Solution is Found
            

11.50 a.m. Tuesday, 24th October 1899 
         
‘The problem now, surely, is less how we have come to this pretty pass but what are we are going to do about it,’ said Isobel. Robert, Isobel and Arthur remained sitting around the breakfast table, indifferent to Elsie’s suggestion, expressed in body language rather than words, that she should be allowed to get on, that there was a lot to be done before the dinner tonight, and the early breakfast had already upset the order of things. ‘If Mr Baum is not the best person to be indebted to, he is not the worst. I do not think he would dare foreclose. Imagine Dilberne Court passing into the hands of Mrs Baum, who knows even less than her husband how anything should be done.’
Her husband smiled at her joke. ‘Of course that won’t happen. But you should not judge poor Mrs Baum too harshly since we know next to nothing about her.’
Lady Isobel said she had encountered Mrs Baum occasionally at charity events organised by Freddie, Countess d’Asti – she had seemed pleasant and pretty enough, though a rather timid young woman, overdressed for the occasion. Alas, Mrs Baum had tripped on her own dress, stumbled, and in saving herself had broken a valuable Lalique glass lampshade, and then had not had the wit or self-command to simply move her cut hand so that the blood would drip on to the parquet floor rather than a white tufted rug recently imported from China, and especially precious to the Countess. The rug, though instantly treated with white wine and salt, had never been quite the same again and had to have an occasional table placed over it to distract the eye. The wound had bled quite profusely before bandages could be fetched. Mr Baum might plead for a Dilberne invitation all he liked, but it would not be forthcoming. Her Ladyship valued her possessions too much.
         
‘It is sometimes easier to wander off into trivia,’ observed Isobel of her own discourse, ‘than to face the problems at hand. I can see, my dear, that we are in dire straits, and that I am blaming not even the bringer of bad news but the wife of the bringer of bad news. We could always sell Agripin.’
‘Oh for Heaven’s sake!’ said his Lordship.
‘Do we even have enough to renew the lease of this house, which I believe is to expire in some eighteen months?’
‘No,’ said his Lordship.
‘Nor can we sell what antiquities and paintings we have without word getting round that we are to be pitied and sold up?’
We cannot,’ said his Lordship. ‘Nor would my brothers allow it. I suppose I could throw myself beneath the new tram to the Elephant and Castle, Arthur, and leave you to deal with your uncles.’
‘I sincerely hope you will not, sir,’ said his son, alarmed.
‘Please try to keep to the matter in hand, both of you,’ said Isobel, ‘namely, what is to be done? What are our assets?’
‘Sometimes you show a clarity of mind and an ability to speak it that quite daunts me. You can be more frightening than Salisbury,’ said her husband.
‘I am always more articulate when Rosina is not in the room,’ said Isobel. ‘She takes up so much of the moral high ground I tend to topple right off. Our assets, my dear, are our children. They have looks, breeding and manners.’
         
Arthur, at first taken aback, laughed heartily.
‘Rosina? Looks, if one can overlook her height, and breeding, but manners? She terrifies men out of their wits. She killed her own grandfather with a couple of sentences. Word gets round.’
‘I wish you would be serious, Arthur,’ complained his mother.
‘Even Kate in The Taming of the Shrew found her Petruccio,’ said Robert. ‘But I can see Rosina might present a difficulty. She will be off our hands eventually, I daresay, eventually find some penniless artist or poet willing to marry her. Together they can pursue Utopia and I hope they will be happy. But Arthur, I agree, my dear, is a different matter.’
         
‘I’d rather you did not take my name in vain, Pater. I don’t like the way your minds are working,’ said Arthur.
‘Lord Curzon’s wedding to Mary Leiter was a magnificent affair,’ observed Isobel, ‘and much approved by Society. Mary being American and her father being in dry goods was scarcely mentioned. Curzon was penniless at the time. And now look at him. Viceroy of India. And she is a most splendid vicereine. All on her father’s money.’
‘Just think of it, Arthur. Viceroy!’
‘You are teasing me,’ said Arthur. ‘I will not marry some fat plain American heiress for money.’
‘She need not be fat and plain,’ said his father. ‘Mary Leiter is a beauty, and made a most fetching bride.’
‘I can discreetly ask around,’ said his mother.
‘You will not, Mother,’ said Arthur, and went downstairs to ensure by his supervision that William did no irreversible damage to the boiler of the new Arnold Jehu.




    

  
    
      
         
The Earl Walks to the House of Lords
            

12.30 p.m. Tuesday, 24th October 1899
         
The Earl of Dilberne decided he might as well go to the House of Lords as not. The crisis in South Africa certainly demanded some attention, and he felt what he realized to be a childish need to be looked on favourably by as many people in high places as possible. The wealthy could afford to be haughty: the poor needed friends, and the more influential the better.
His walk took him down Constitution Hill towards the Prince’s residence at Marlborough House, around Buckingham Palace and then down Birdcage Walk to the Palace of Westminster.
The cabriolet, driven by Reginald, since William had been purloined by Arthur to work on the Jehu, followed close behind in case his Lordship encountered mud, embarrassment, or violence of any kind, though the area was both well paved and policed. Since all at 17 Belgrave Square was at sixes and sevens as the household prepared for the evening’s dinner, Reginald was happy enough to get out of the house.
On a corner near the Palace they encountered a flower girl who, unusually, had not been moved on by the police. The law liked to keep the area clear: there was always the possible, though unlikely, danger of an assault on the Queen by the mentally unhinged or an anarchist terrorist. The child was a pretty little thing, about twelve, perhaps, bare-footed and thin, none too clean, but with golden curls and a sweet mouth. She was selling decorative greenery from her basket – the kind with which Isobel liked to ornament her dining room. Robert remembered the Hans Andersen story of the little match girl, and when he arrived at the House told Reginald to stop on the way home, buy greenery for the house, and pay the child handsomely.
         
What did the Bible say? Cast thy bread upon the waters: for thou shalt find it after many days. Robert felt that lately he had cast so much bread upon the waters that it was high time some divine munificence came his way.
         
‘Good karma,’ his brother Alfred would say. Alfred had spent time in India.
         
It was a pity Robert’s relationship with his brothers remained so bad – when they found out about the Ladysmith fiasco, and his involvement with the project, it would certainly confirm them in their low opinion of his managerial competence. They would have assumed he’d at least put the profits from the sale of their ancestral land into the Welsh coalfields. These were currently booming – those who had chosen coal over diamonds and gold had done well.
On his way into the House his Lordship passed under a workman’s ladder and found himself crossing his fingers for luck. Or was it to avoid bad luck? He couldn’t remember. Isobel would know. At least he had Isobel. He was sorry for the Prince; married to a deaf Danish woman at his mother’s bidding. But he could not cheer up his Highness for ever. There had to be an end to gadding about. It was just too expensive.




    

  
    
      
         
Arthur Proposes to His Mistress
            

12.40 p.m. Tuesday, 24th October 1899
         
Even as Robert crossed his fingers for good luck, his son, Arthur was proposing to his mistress. She lived a mere ten minutes’ walk from Belgrave Square, in the opposite direction from the House of Lords. Many in the Lords enjoyed the stroll to Shepherd Market, with its cobbled streets and pretty little houses, after the close of business for the day. The brave, most agreed, deserved the fair, and the sons of the brave likewise.
‘Will you marry me, Flora?’ Arthur asked.
‘Don’t be silly,’ said Flora indulgently. She was a plump bigbosomed girl with wayward tendrils of blond hair, blue-eyed and pink-cheeked: her mouth was generous and kind and she wore lipstick, which marked her for the kind of woman she was – that is to say, not the kind cut out for matrimony. She was wearing a yellow satin wrap which fell apart at any excuse to reveal her right breast, swelling, silky to the feel and with a small pink-tipped nipple.
After Arthur had checked that the Jehu was not going to blow its boiler, he had walked the quarter of a mile to 5 Half Moon Street, knocked on the yellow front door with the brass knocker and roused Flora from her slumber: he felt entitled to wake her since he paid her rent, and her drink bills, and paid her a small allowance on top of that, on the understanding that she would offer Arthur, and only Arthur, her most agreeable hospitality.
         
‘How is that silly?’ he asked, offended. ‘If I’m already married they can’t ask me to marry someone else.’
Flora just laughed, and her bosom shook and the yellow wrap fell yet more open. The satin was appliquéd with velvet splashes of red flowers, Japanese style.
‘I have my pride,’ she said. ‘Run along little boy and marry someone suitable. It needn’t make any difference to you and me. You can still come and visit me.’
‘It doesn’t seem much to ask,’ he said. ‘Considering how much you have from me each week.’
He ran his hands up beneath the wrap. She was wearing silk knickers with no crotch and his fingers encountered a soft fringe of curly hair.
‘You’ve only bought bits of me,’ she said, ‘not all of me. You’ve bought my body not my soul. One day I’ll meet a man who’ll really marry me and take me away from all this. Then I won’t need you any more.’
It was every whore’s fantasy, he knew that, and most unlikely to happen, but still panic rose in his throat. He could not do without her.
‘Perhaps I have already,’ she said, pouting.
It occurred to Arthur that he hadn’t seen the silk wrap before. He knew nothing about women’s garments but it looked expensive. How had she managed to afford it? He’d seen his mother wear one vaguely like it.
‘Is that new?’ he asked.
‘Of course it’s not new,’ she said, ‘you’ve seen it a hundred times. It’s a gift from long before your time.’
‘It had better be,’ he said, darkly. ‘Or all this stops.’
‘All this,’ Flora said, ‘all this! A tiny little rented house in Mayfair?’ And she said he wasn’t the only one in the world: others would be happy to take over from him. ‘The Prince built Lily Langtry a most splendid house at the seaside, where they could be together at weekends: he loaded her with jewellery and introduced her to all his fine friends. When I look at this little wrist I see not a single diamond upon it. It is a disgrace.’
         
‘You are not Lily Langtry,’ he said.
‘They say I look very like her,’ Flora said, tucking her left breast back beneath the yellow wrap so a red flower showed in its entirety. ‘Except I’m not so thin and pale.’
Arthur fell upon her and steered her back, giggling and cooperative, towards the crumpled bed. He saw no sign that anyone else but she ever occupied it. He wrenched the wrap aside and if he tore it he was glad. It was not of course that he loved her; she was only a whore, he told himself, and that he did not want to be cheated. If you had a title and money people lined up to cheat you. You had to be careful. Flora had promised exclusivity, and she should keep to it.
‘But you know,’ she said, as her lovely warm wet mouth groped for his intimate parts, ‘I should like a bracelet – not diamond. Diamonds are for wives: icy and sharp. Rubies are best, warm and passionate. I’d do a lot for a man who gave me rubies.’
Bet you would, he thought, as her mouth closed and pleasure stopped thought and prudence both. It occurred to him as he went under that if he did marry some rich heiress he would be able to afford ruby bracelets for his mistress. If the Prince of Wales could have an official mistress whom his Danish wife apparently quite liked, really one could do anything without anyone getting upset.




    

  
    
      
         
Lady Isobel Instructs the Staff
            

12.40 p.m. Tuesday, 24th October 1899 
         
At the same time that Robert was crossing his fingers, and Arthur was counting out the cash for Flora after proposing to her, Isobel was talking through the final touches of the evening’s dinner party with Cook and Mrs Neville. Both women were well trained and reliable: Mrs Welsh was a particularly fine cook, as was evident from the fact that her Ladyship had had to ward off several offers to buy her services, noticeably from the Countess d’Asti. And Mrs Neville the housekeeper, when helped by Grace, could achieve a most attractive table, napkins fluted, cloths spotless and starched, silver and glassware polished and sparkling, centrepieces elegant and of the moment.
Impressions of her Ladyship’s dressed dinner table had even been sketched once or twice and published in the Illustrated London News. The Prince himself was happy to dine at 17 Belgrave Square. Once Princess Alexandra herself had been a guest, a rare compliment.
         
Grace sat quietly taking notes, which her Ladyship would later consult, the better to judge the success of the menu. A responsible society hostess left nothing to chance. This morning her Ladyship showed a degree of anxiety in the slight tremble of her fingers and a high colour – not in the apple of her cheeks, which would have been becoming, but around her nose, which was not. Grace wondered what news Mr Baum had brought. Elsie’s garbled ramblings in the servant’s hall about the African mine being flooded and the family ruined had been dismissed as hysteria, and Grace was inclined to agree. The rich stayed rich. Mr Baum had been the one to be upset, muttering an imprecation and spitting upon the steps as he left.
         
Her Ladyship’s discomposure, Grace concluded, was most likely to do with tonight’s dinner. His Lordship had once on impulse asked the Prince to ‘come round tomorrow for a bite to eat’, greatly to her Ladyship’s upset, since invitations for that evening’s event had long been issued, a table plan drawn up, and a fitting menu organized, as his Lordship would well know. To make matters worse the Prince had responded with a vague ‘what a pleasure, unless of course something turns up’, thus leaving her Ladyship in a state of uncertainty. Her Ladyship had tried to make a joke of it, asking if that meant Daisy Greville turning up and his Lordship said that was one way of putting it, and both had laughed, but Grace could tell that, like the Queen, her Ladyship was not amused. On that occasion the Prince had not turned up, and all had been well, but if his Lordship could do it once he could do it again, and this was perhaps what her Ladyship feared, particularly as tonight young Lady Peaburton was to be one of the guests.
Lady Peaburton was soon to give birth and the situation was delicate. It would hardly do for the Prince and she to be at the same table. In the servant’s hall it was rumoured that the Peaburton child was a royal by-blow, and that the newly knighted Sir William Peaburton, whose fortune was in fisheries, had been bought off to marry the mother.
There had been much discussion as to whether her Ladyship was doing the right thing in receiving the pair at all.
‘Lower your standards and where will it end?’ Smithers had demanded. ‘I don’t want to be emptying the slops of those what don’t deserve it. It will be guilty parties in divorces at dinner next.’
         
Her Ladyship’s voice firmed as she went through the menu, and her hand stopped trembling. Her colour evened out as she spoke. Familiar tasks brought calmness. Minced sturgeon – the fish was new to Cook, a delicacy imported from the United States – lightly poached and garnished with parsley and lemon, its roe or caviar handled separately, served from silver bowls together with very finely chopped hard boiled egg and sweet onion, offered with paper-fine sheets of buttered brown bread. There was foie gras for those who might find the caviar too adventurous. (Her Ladyship certainly had no intention of economizing, Mrs Neville marvelled later: proving that the news that had brought the agitated Mr Baum to the door so early in the morning could not have been as bad as Elsie reported.) Clear mock turtle soup followed by turbot with horseradish sauce. Lark pie – Rosina alone to be served with chicken croquettes. (The girl had let it be known that she was repelled by the idea of gulping down a whole bird, while not apparently minding eating part of a big one.) Saddle of mutton with crab-apple jelly. Pommes de terre rôties and choux de Bruxelles. Marbled jelly, almond pudding, lemon ice cream. Cheeses and devils on horseback.
         
No fear then that the Prince would turn up, Grace concluded – if there had been her Ladyship would have improvised another two extra courses at least – lobster perhaps, a vanilla soufflé with a wine sauce, both favourites of his Highness, but easily prepared, and leaving the ovens free for their already daunting task. No, something had happened at the table after Mr Baum had left, and Miss Rosina had slammed the door as she left, to disconcert her Ladyship.
         
The menu had been settled a week back, and the sturgeon and turbot would be brought in by six in the evening to ensure its freshness. Otherwise all the ingredients were already in the pantry. The servants’ dinner – to accommodate in addition two agency staff employed for the occasion – was to be served at five: upper and lower servants were to have the same: soup made from bones and trimmings with macaroni; roast ribs of beef with Yorkshire pudding and greens, followed by cheese. Cook’s breath, Grace noticed, smelled slightly of sherry. Her Ladyship noticed it too and when the others left asked Grace to stay behind and asked her if she thought Cook might have been drinking.
‘If she has, your Ladyship, it will not be enough to imperil the dinner.’ Which soothed her Ladyship’s anxiety just a little.




    

  
    
      
         
Another Task for Grace
            

1.00 p.m. Tuesday, 24th October 1899 
         
‘There is something else, Grace,’ said her Ladyship, ‘it has come to my notice that you can use a typewriter.’
‘That is so, my Lady,’ said Grace.
‘Such an incessant clacking,’ said Isobel. ‘To write with a machine seems unnecessary when God gave us perfectly good hands to write with, but I suppose we must move with the times. And it is true handwriting can be hard to decipher.’ She remarked that the Countess d’Asti now employed a full-time social secretary to keep proper files and lists, not her usual scraps of paper in drawers, and added that though one would not want to go quite so far, it would be convenient if Grace extended her duties to take up a few minor secretarial tasks.
‘By all means, ma’am,’ said Grace, quite gratified. She boldly asked if her extra duties would meet with extra remuneration and was told no, because Grace was quite idle a lot of the time, was she not, as her attendance at typing classes confirmed, and so her duties could not be seen as onerous. Grace murmured that Miss Rosina by rights would have her own maid, but she had to be looked after as well. Her Ladyship kindly said she would consider the possibility of taking on another girl to train up.
What her Ladyship wanted, it turned out, was a typed and carbon copied list of wealthy heiresses suitable for her son the Viscount, which Grace would help to compile.
         
Gossip and information garnered from the best servants’ halls in the land, Isobel was well aware, tended to be more accurate than recommendations from friends, who would keep the best names to themselves: or would simply not know enough about possible candidates. The servants knew a great deal about the bad habits, disagreeable manners, and perversities of their betters. They made the beds, after all, and saw what soiled them.
Grace said she would be happy to do so, and could come back with names before the end of the week.
‘The sooner the better,’ said her Ladyship. ‘And I suggest you start your enquiries in Kensington, though it may seem rather far afield.’
In other words, thought Grace, the d’Asti servants’ hall. The Countess had two sons in their late twenties. They too would be seeking good matches, though presumably amongst the older aristocracy than the mercantile class. What the d’Astis needed was family rather than money.
‘And of course your friends in Dover Street,’ said her Ladyship. ‘The Oceanic is due in soon from New York.’
         
The Oceanic was the latest White Star transatlantic liner, designed for beauty and speed: it could make the crossing in just over five days. Her Ladyship’s friends would often stay at Brown’s Hotel in Dover Street when arriving or leaving for Southampton, and Grace would on occasion be lent to help out with packing or last-minute sewing for hard-pressed travellers. Her Ladyship was always generous with Grace’s services, if there seemed something to be gained from it.
         
‘As Francis Bacon said, knowledge is power, and it applies as much in society as it does to politics. Scientia potentia est,’  Grace had once overheard Lady Isobel say to his Lordship; he had wholeheartedly agreed and told his wife she was the best society hostess in the land and she had asked, ‘Better than the Countess d’Asti?’ and he had rather rashly replied, ‘Not even in the same class, my dear, though one has to admire the woman’s nerve. Not to mention her embonpoint.’
         
The Count and Countess had land near Piedmont, in the north-west of Italy, a singularly mountainous area far from Rome. They had come to live in London in search of a livelier and more cultural life than was available at home. They were seen as a little too colourful for comfort, their title inconsequential and dubious – Italian Counts were two a penny – and the connection to some foreign royalty which they claimed was somewhat opaque. But they were immensely rich, socially energetic, had a good table, and were indubitably good company. They did not shoot or hunt, however, and the Countess’s new red brick house in Pont Street in Knightsbridge was considered a trifle vulgar and over-ostentatious. Where 17 Belgrave Square was grand and dignified, Pont House was vulgar and ornate: plaster harpies peered down at the visitors from its balconies, and passers-by could see into the bay windows. Nevertheless the thinkers and writers of today gathered at the d’Asti table.
The Dilberne’s place in society was obviously more secure: they could offer the best shooting in the country and the best dinners in London; this was the true heart of London Society: the genuine thing; guests knew how to behave and could be trusted if ever a new acquaintance was to be made. The conversation might be duller behind the stone walls of Belgrave Square than the brick of Pont House, but it was safer. You would for example never have encountered Emile Zola, in flight from a prison sentence for what amounted to treason, at the Dilberne table. He had appeared three times at Pont House. Where the Dilberne’s table was solid mahogany and could seat twenty-four comfortably and twenty-eight at a pinch, the Pont House table was of a light maple laced with mother of pearl and seated thirty-four with ease, in itself a sign of too much openness. All kinds of unusual people were these days being accepted from the lower strata of society – guilty parties in divorce cases, fashion designers, racehorse owners, Jews, actresses, Americans, architects. Who knew where it would end?
         
Her Ladyship was accustomed to keeping an eye on what went on at the maple dining table of her upstart rival, both from the relayed gossip in the servant’s hall, and from, if only inadvertently, her own guests. To this end she used Grace. If anyone was desperate for a competent seamstress – so hard to find, these days! – to sew a spray of diamonds onto black velvet for a special ball, or to let out a waistband, or as when the newly married Lady Peaburton needed to minimize her pregnancy, with a tuck here, a flounce there, Isobel would say ‘Oh do borrow Grace! Grace is a miracle!’ and Grace would catch the bus to wherever it was, and oblige, and bring back such morsels of gossip as she found interesting.
It was Grace who, back from the d’Astis’ establishment in Pont Street, had informed Lady Isobel earlier in the week that marbled jelly in yellow and green with an ice sculpture table motif in the form of entwined white storks was quite the thing of the moment. This was to celebrate the success of the International Hague Convention, which was to limit the manufacture and exchange of weapons, and ban the dropping of explosives from balloons.
‘But why storks?’ asked Lady Isobel.
‘I believe they are the symbol of the City of The Hague,’ Grace had replied, and her Ladyship had thought for a little and then remarked that Freddie was really rather a silly woman and ice sculptures were all very well at the beginning of a meal, but by the time desserts were served were bound to have lost shape and definition, especially as white storks suggested a milk ice.
         
The Countess d’Asti, when not seeing to the proper display of her diamonds, or attending the theatre, the opera, or travelling to anywhere Mr Elgar, whom she much admired, was conducting his own work, had lately revealed herself as an admirer of Annie Besant, an earnest and influential mystic who campaigned for peace between the nations, the end of world misery, anti-vivisection and so forth. Isobel felt that allowing these worthy preoccupations to seep into the dinner table arrangements was a mistake. Who wanted their consciences disturbed while trying to eat dinner?
Her Ladyship had allowed the yellow and green marbled jelly on this occasion but banned the storks. Amelia Peaburton was on the guest list; she was a dear sweet girl, and would not want attention drawn to her condition. The fact that the stork was the heraldic symbol of The Hague might well escape her. She was charming but not renowned for her interest in world affairs. Amelia had been married for a mere two months but had clearly been expecting for several months more. Times were changing, one had to face it; and just occasionally they changed for the better. Once Lady Peaburton would have tactfully gone abroad for a year. Now it seemed totally possible to ask her and her new, recently knighted young husband to dinner, forget any possible doubts about the baby’s parentage – she had been seen once or twice with the Prince himself – and even look forward to the girl’s company. One did not go so far as to invite Lady Peaburton’s parents, even on occasions when perhaps they should have been, not because they had at first barred the door to their own daughter and son-in-law, and one disapproved, but because it occurred to one that they were just, frankly, irremediably old and boring.
         
The Countess d’Asti might go too far, too fast, but Lady Isobel was the first to acknowledge that at least she moved in the right direction.
And Grace understood by the reference to the Oceanic that her list of suitable candidates for the role of future Countess of Dilberne could be stretched just a little: that not to be English was not necessarily to disqualify. Perhaps not even to be a virgin. Though Arthur would have his own opinions on that, and she, Grace, certainly did. If one was going to be ‘in service’, reciprocal rights and duties applied. The least girls of the upper classes could do was stay virgins until they married. How else could they produce heirs with a lineage that made them fit for privilege? How did the Bible put it? Leaders of the people by their counsels… wise and eloquent in their instructions? Or as Smithers had put it: ‘I don’t want to be emptying the slops of those what don’t deserve it.’
         




    

  
    
      
         
An Informal Party Comes and Goes
            

8 p.m. Tuesday, 24th–1 a.m. Wednesday, 25th October 1899 
         
The dinner party went very well. Cook remained sober and no one noticed any shortage of courses. Conversation flowed easily. Rosina had relented and made an appearance, looking quite normal and indeed rather fetching in pale yellow silk and wearing a proper corset which made the most of her figure.
There was much speculation as to what the new century would hold.
It was unfortunate perhaps that when her father related that ‘In the Prince of Wales’ opinion, by the end of the new century everyone would be healthier, happier, taller and fatter, Rosina was heard to say: ‘Only if the evils of poverty, illness and ignorance are removed from our streets and I don’t see that happening for long time. And it isn’t a new century at all, only a new year. 1900 is the last year of the nineteenth century. The twentieth begins in 1901.’ But no one was listening at this juncture, as Lady Peaburton had been seized by a sudden faintness and was taken home early by her husband.
When the conversation resumed and turned to the stork motif in ice at the d’Astis’, Rosina glared but did not deign to reply when her father, presumably from the influence of more glasses of wine than was his habit, teased her by saying that the Hague conference was a frippery inspired by Annie Besant and her friends, and the nations were only happy when at war with one another.
         
There were oohs and ahs over the caviar; and no one would have believed for one minute that the ancient family of their hosts was in grave financial difficulty.
Carriages were at one a.m.




    

  
    
      
         
Grace Presents her List
            

10 a.m. Thursday, 26th October 1899 
         
One way and another it was a full two days before Grace could come up with a reliable list of suitable heiresses. Lady Isobel had hoped for it within the day. But tact had been needed, as her Ladyship required, and no sense of urgency conveyed. The d’Astis were only just back from the Howards’ place at Arundel Castle – ‘Roman Catholics, of course,’ remarked her Ladyship, doubtfully – and it had been Thursday before Grace could meet up with Sarah, the d’Asti lady’s maid. Nor had Sarah been of much help. The d’Asti boys were careless of their inheritance, such as it was, and were as likely to marry outside their circle as in. There were no lists, no plans. Agatha, the lady’s maid at the Austrian Embassy next door had a good list of the plainer girls, although most had been through three or four seasons and not yet been picked: and so not likely to appeal to Master Arthur.
‘Leave that for me to decide,’ said Lady Isobel, taking Grace’s neat lists and folders, old copies of the Illustrated London News and McCall’s, relevant portraits and photographs carefully ringed and flagged.
         
Grace’s chief informants had been George, maître d’hôtel at the Savoy Grill, and Eddie, the head concierge at Brown’s. The Savoy was awash with pretty girls ripe for marriage, even out of season, but none with noticeable fortunes.
         
Eddie at Brown’s had a friend who worked for the White Star Line and had access to the First Class passenger lists of all the transatlantic liners. Grace did what she could to put him in a good mood, in the cosy little concierge’s office just off the foyer. Eddie then divulged that the Oceanic had just docked at Southampton, but the only possibles were the O’Briens: they were wealthy enough, being the meat baron O’Brien’s wife and unmarried daughter but he couldn’t recommend them.
         
‘Not right for our young Viscount,’ he advised. ‘Dry goods is one thing, meat’s quite another, not so much barons in that world as mobsters. And from Chicago, not even New York, so no idea of how to behave.’ The mother had snored so loud the next door cabin complained, and the girl was a looker but had the kind of past there was no overlooking. ‘If they’re looking for a title they’d best forget it.’
‘What sort of past?’
‘Moved in with a man and lived as his wife.’ It seemed the Assistant Purser on the Oceanic came from Chicago, and so knew everything there was to be known.
         
Grace, respecting Eddie’s sense of protocol, had failed to add Minnie O’Brien to her list of marriageables. Eddie was a man of many contradictions. He was a well-set-up, vigorous man in his middle forties, with a bright blue eye, a flushed face, unmarried, popular with the staff and respectful to the guests, while living a double life as a trade unionist and radical.
‘I like to hedge my bets,’ he’d say. ‘Today’s enemy is tomorrow’s friend and vice versa.’ He was rumoured to have accumulated a nice little nest egg arranging special services for male guests. Grace did not mind at all putting Eddie into a good mood when he so required, though both were usually pushed for time. At least this way she wouldn’t join the pudding club.
         
Her Ladyship, of course, was not to know any of this. Having complained about the delay and received the nicely typed up and thoughtful document from Grace, her Ladyship dismissed her to get on with her work. Grace, who had hoped for at least a discussion on Master Arthur’s like and dislikes, on which she felt an expert, if anyone was, was most put out.
Her Ladyship studied Grace’s list at some length, crossing and ticking, and then summoned Arthur to discuss his forthcoming marriage.




    

  
    
      
         
Arthur Pays Another Visit
            

2.30 p.m. Friday, 27th October 1899 
         
His mother’s dinner party having come and gone without untoward incident, and quickly faded into history as dinner parties do, and since there had been no further mention of marriage from his parents, and the very best caviar had been served at dinner, Arthur supposed that one way and another the financial crisis had melted away. His elders had been panicking. Probably his father had been lucky at the Cheltenham races, or Mr Baum had changed his tune. At any rate, being of an optimistic turn of mind, Arthur decided he could well afford another visit to Flora. He paid for her flat by bank draft, but whenever he turned up to make free with her services it was a given that he eased her way with some pocket money.
She served him a delicious light lunch of French cheese, grapes and fresh white rolls, served with a Rhône wine, and made him comfortable in other ways; and when he was lying back on the bed satisfied and happy, watching her replace her garments one by one, almost as fascinating a sight as watching her remove them, just more relaxed, she said to him,
‘I have been thinking it over and realize I love you very much. I agree to your proposal of marriage.’
‘My what?’ asked Arthur. He had forgotten all about it. ‘Oh, that. No, no, that’s water under the bridge, my dear. It isn’t necessary any more. Everything is settled now. They were all just panicking. Things will go on as before.’
         
She looked at him sadly with quivering lip and tears gathering in the large blue eyes.
‘You told me you loved me. You promised to marry me. You can’t just change your mind. I will sue you for breach of promise. You have broken my heart and what’s more there is the financial loss. I told Jim I was going to marry you and I sent him away.’
‘Jim?’
Jim, it seemed, was a very nice rich gentleman Flora had met while walking her little dog in the park and Jim had offered to set her up in a little house in Maida Vale, much superior to the lodgings she currently had in Mayfair but she had said no, because she was going to marry into the Hedleigh family and her children would be lords and ladies. Now came this terrible denial, shock and disappointment.
Arthur’s good cheer faded. He could not bear to lose Flora. He was not born yesterday: Jim was probably an invention. The ‘breach of promise’ threat was an absurdity. No one would take a whore’s word against his own. On the other hand, and this was the really outrageous part, he realised Flora was perfectly capable of deceiving him with another man: assuring him too that he was ‘the only one’ while using the very bed he, Arthur, had paid for. Or more than one, as had happened to his friend Ernest Dowson the poet. Dowson’s sweet all but pre-pubertal Cynara turned out to have a whole flock of admirers.
I have been faithful to thee, Cynara! in my fashion. Yes, but what about Cynara? What had she been up to?
         
You couldn’t blame the girls: they had to make a living: fidelity was something a man had to expect to pay very highly for. Ernest Dowson had ended up marrying Cynara, and a very good wife she was proving, though hardly one who could move in any society other than the demi-monde. But Ernest was a poet. Arthur was a gentleman. Different rules applied.
         
He should not care, but the thought of Flora with another man made Arthur feel ill.
Arthur fell upon his knees and begged Flora to stay with him, to be faithful to him, to ignore offers from other men. He offered to increase her remuneration. He might even have to sell the Arnold Jehu to be able to afford it. That a man should consider selling a car to keep a mistress happy was not in the ordinary run of things. This must surely impress her. Perhaps he did indeed love her.
Sobbing and plaintive, but already cheering up, Flora accepted his offer of three pounds a month more than the twenty pounds she already received, plus a rental of five shillings a week.
‘I love you so,’ she said. ‘I want no one but you, and I never have.’ She put her milk-white arms around him and dragged him back into bed. The sheets were exquisitely clean, exquisitely embroidered. Her little dog sat on its red velvet cushion and looked on: the canary in the gilded cage sang its joy in their passion. It was worth it.
Arthur’s allowance was three hundred pounds a month. He owed his tailor Mr Skinner of Conduit Street one thousand, eight hundred and fifty pounds. His father refused to pay off the debt, which Arthur thought unnecessarily mean. The Earl, Arthur had observed, could spend just as much on a night’s gambling with the Prince, and though his father persuaded himself that the losses and gains evened out, Arthur doubted that this was the case. A gentleman’s tailoring requirements were not trifling: he required not just a dress suit, a morning and an evening suit, but appropriate clothing for bicycling, riding, hunting, golf, and motor sport: white kid gloves were needed for evening wear and after one wear would have to be replaced. More, several copies of each garment would have to be made, since in the end brushing failed to remove dust, dirt and grease, and fashionable fabrics did not stand up to much washing, no matter how careful the laundress. Wardrobe life was short and garments went out of fashion. His Lordship had declined to provide Arthur with a personal valet, and Arthur got by, but it was a false economy.
         
The Viscount, as Grace had observed, kept his dressing room manageable by the simple device of handing over any garment which displeased him to Reginald and telling him to find a home for it. Over at the Austrian Embassy, she had noticed, staff often appeared on their days off in Master Arthur’s cast-offs.
So what really was another three pounds a month for poor Flora, whose hopes Arthur had so cruelly and thoughtlessly dashed? The qualities one looked for in a wife were very different from those of the girls one had fun with: nevertheless all deserved to be treated kindly and generously. God would provide if his father wouldn’t.
Arthur assumed, as did his mother, that his father did not keep a mistress. Like her he took it for granted that though his father so often accompanied the Prince to the smart gambling houses of London, he did not go on to the brothels the latter liked to frequent as night turned to dawn. The Prince, a disappointment to his mother the Queen, was a man of prodigious fleshly appetites. The Queen had arranged her son’s early marriage to Princess Alexandra both in the interest of affairs of State, and in the hope of quenching these appetites and so avoiding scandal. The plan had worked for a time. The unwritten understanding was that the prime duty of a royal couple was to provide heirs for the succession. After two males had been born to the virgin bride – one spare, in case of illness or accident – what royalty did with their lives thereafter was at their discretion. Alexandra had six children in quick succession, but apparently stayed in love with her husband: at least no scandal had been attached to her. The Prince, however, very soon took advantage of the fact that fidelity was not required of him. He and Alexandra simply did not ‘get on’, as everyone knew, whereas the Dilberne marriage was surely a love match. Different and more exacting behaviour was expected from the Earl and his wife, especially by their children. Good husbands were not expected to keep their wives company of an evening, but must treat them with respect and not expose them to humiliation or shame. Gambling dens were one thing, brothels quite another. That was left to Royalty, who actually had little need for them, other than to indulge in the more extraordinary of tastes.
         
‘If you make it five pounds a month more,’ said Flora now to Arthur, ‘I can think of even more interesting things we could do which you might quite appreciate, which a lot of other girls don’t like but I do.’
‘Oh please,’ he said. ‘Please. Tell me. Show me.’




    

  
    
      
         
The Earl of Dilberne Lunches

with the Powerful
            

1.00 p.m. Friday, 27th October 1899 
         
On the Friday, Robert found himself, to his surprise, lunching at the House of Lords with not only the Prime Minister himself but the Unionist Leader of the House, Arthur Balfour, the Secretary of State for War, Lord Lansdowne, the Colonial Secretary, Joseph Chamberlain, and the President of the Board Of Trade, Charles Ritchie. Balfour had actually beckoned the Earl over as he entered the Peer’s Dining Room, and had a chair fetched for him. Everyone moved up in a most welcoming way.
Robert wondered why. His interest in politics was fitful; he had no great influence in the land, other than that perhaps his friendship with the Prince of Wales, the Queen’s son, might be seen as potentially useful to some. He attended the House of Lords because he liked the calm of the library and the company of civilized men. Because there were no women around, it was a place free of troublesome emotion. A man could say what he pleased, not what it pleased a woman for him to say. There would, perhaps, be some friendly antler-locking, but little bitterness.
         
Robert had no great ambition to improve society. Experience had proved that intervention in any social plan merely ended up with shifting the boundaries of good and bad around. What advantaged some could only ever be to the detriment of others. Give workers a bath and they would keep coal in it. Raise taxes and the wealthy would save money by dismissing their servants. Mostly he kept his opinions to himself, voted for Salisbury, and left it at that. But he was no fool, and well aware that this sudden elevation to the grace of the grand panjandrums’ table meant they wanted something from him. Which, considering his financial plight, could only be to the good.
         
In the first reading of the Exportation of Arms Bill that morning, a bill which ‘sought to prohibit the export of certain classes of military equipment when it was necessary to prevent such equipment being used against British or allied citizens or military forces’, Robert, though by birth and inclination a natural Tory, had voted with the Liberal Unionists against the Bill. It had been passed by only three votes, not surprisingly because as a bill it had been hasty and ill-conceived, as Mr Baum had happened to point out during the course of breakfast, and had alarmed mining interests. Smokeless coal and its by-products could easily be converted into military equipment, and gold was often used in trade between nations, even when they were in a formal state of war. Mr Baum, for one, would certainly not want this badly constructed legislation to go through in its present state, nor would many of his friends whose prosperity depended upon the free international passage of trade. A vague patriotism must be weighed against loyalty to friends and national advantage against national pride.
As he had listened to the discussion of the Bill with Mr Baum’s strictures in his ears, Robert had decided that for once the Liberal Unionists were in the right: the Bill should not pass. In joining the ‘Noes’ he had become a floating voter, and as a floating voter he must be wooed and won, which was why he now enjoyed the company of anyone who was anyone in the beleaguered Conservative party. The beef was excellent: the Yorkshire pudding light and golden, the gravy excellent, better than any Cook achieved. But she was something of a French cook. Not of the old-fashioned English variety. There was no fancy French cooking in the Lords. He liked it this way.
         
Conversation was at first light and cheerful: no pressure was put upon him, no reproach on his batting for the wrong side. He hoped they’d get round to suggesting some form of preference, an actual paid job in the administration – hardly a Secretaryship, that required unusual intelligence, let alone a President, which suggested unusual probity: but a junior Ministry, even if only of Fisheries – the trout fishing at Dilberne Court being famous – would claim a good salary, and a good salary at the moment would be more than useful. He wondered briefly how much he had realised that voting ‘no’ would be to his financial advantage and quickly dismissed this from his thoughts. He was a bumbling fellow up from the shires, no sort of wily politician.
He had listened to Baum’s voice, that was all, and responded to it, as was his duty. Baum’s was the voice of an experienced man of commerce. Robert wished he and his family had been more civil to the man. It was the behaviour of a rich man who thought himself unassailable. Now suddenly he was a poor man. It behoved him to change his ways.
‘The war was inevitable,’ observed Salisbury over apple pie and clotted cream, ‘though most regrettable. The behaviour of the Boers gave us no choice. We have to protect our colonial citizens from their bullying and the natives from their cruelty. One could not countenance a Dutch South Africa with, what? German naval ships using its ports? The Boer would bring back slavery if they could, too. Yet jingoism, as one sees it in the press, is most distasteful. But one hardly wants to arm the enemy, does one, Robert? The inference taken from your vote this morning might be that you do.’ Ah, finally, thought Robert, over cheese, to the point.
         
‘Nor does one want to impoverish the nation, sir,’ he said.
‘In what way impoverish?’ asked Ritchie of the Board of Trade. ‘Why do you say that?’
‘To quote a character in Major Barbara,’ said Robert (by great good fortune Isobel had persuaded him to take her to the Shaw play at the Savoy, and he had woken from sleep to hear a few memorable lines), ‘“the worst of crimes is poverty”, and what leads to poverty is damage to our great manufacturing industries through government interference. The Bill is both contrary to mining interests and too vaguely drafted to be safe.’
         
‘Well well,’ said Salisbury. ‘Quite understand your position, Dilberne, but perhaps you should avoid the theatre in future. If Mr Shaw has his way we will all end up Whigs!’ Robert relaxed. He’d got away with it. ‘We must get to know you better, Dilberne. You’re a good fellow, well liked, with quite an influence in high places.’
High places? The PM, Robert supposed, could only mean the Queen. But that was folly. He had met the old lady three times, true, but being a friend of the Prince was the opposite of a recommendation. The old lady thought her eldest son quite unfit for the throne, and was so confused by her daily dose of sedatives from the quacks that however he behaved she was not likely to change her mind in a hurry. Where the Prince had influence was round the gossipy dinner tables of London’s high society, and surely Salisbury in his gravity, could not take what went on there seriously?
‘I hope you trust in our Party’s capacity to steer the great ship of State into smoother waters than we have lately encountered,’ went on Salisbury. It seemed as much a plea as a statement.
         
‘I do indeed, sir,’ Robert replied, with the formality which seemed suddenly to be required of him, ‘given the accumulated sagacity gathered at this table, I could not do otherwise.’ But he found he had crossed his fingers as his Irish nanny had taught him to, when obliged to tell a lie. Had Balfour caught the action and frowned? Robert uncrossed his fingers casually.
‘Good,’ said Salisbury. ‘Good man. Stay with us.’ His beard was whitening fast – along with the Queen he grew old – but his authority was undiminished.
‘No harm done,’ said Balfour. ‘This time. The Bill goes to second reading.’
But his tone was very much that of the schoolmasterly ‘Just don’t let it happen again.’
Robert felt, as they left the dining room smiling, that he had passed whatever test it was and that he might get something even higher and better paid than Fisheries. He certainly hoped so.




    

  
    
      
         
Arthur Declines a Bride
            

5.30 p.m. Friday, 27th October 1899 
         
It was late afternoon before Arthur returned home. His mother was waiting for him. When she said it was time to discuss his marriage he expressed surprise and told her if money was still a problem he had been making enquiries as to a possible sale of the Arnold Jehu. He had paid five hundred pounds for it new: second-hand it would fetch a mere three hundred pounds. It was true enough; he had certainly contemplated selling even before seeing Flora, but the real reason, to which he did not allude, had been his speculative interest in acquiring a Serpollet or a Stanley – the newest models of which arrived fitted with a condenser, thus greatly reducing the amount of water the car must carry. He could of course make his own, with time, and sufficient garage space.
His mother for her part ignored this talk of automobiles and simply showed her son a list of the twelve most eligible young heiresses from abroad currently in London. There were photographs of a few, sketches of others in the Illustrated London News, McCall’s and the Royal Gazette. 
         
Arthur laughed.
‘Leftovers from the Season, I suppose,’ he said, leafing through the folder. And it was true, none were blessed with beauty, though a few looked kind and friendly enough. But as his mother was well aware, that is not what young men are looking for, especially if others are looking, and they are always looking.
         
What Arthur saw was what his friends would see: jaws that were too large, eyes too small, foreheads too low, teeth crooked, bosoms too big or too small, legs too short or hands too big. Girls with wealth and beauty were in short supply. Wealth will make up for a good deal, but not everything. Whoever was to be his wife would have to take her place in London’s society if he was to have any fun at all, let alone the respect of his peers, as he had realized with a shock when Flora said yes to his mad and panicky proposal. And children – there had been enough animal breeding on the estate going on during his childhood to know just how important heredity was. If a bitch, a filly or a mare ‘got out’ the line never ran true even though the particular mating had no issue. The bloodline was sullied. One had to marry a virgin, and Flora was certainly not that.
The Duke of Anglesey’s younger brother had married a very beautiful singer who was rumoured to have spent time in the Prince’s bed, and was accepted in society, but it seemed Royalty was exempted from the rule, and left no taint.
‘Mama,’ he said now, ‘not even to save the family fortune will I marry one of these. Do you really want a bearded woman to mother the Hedleigh grandchildren?’
‘You are too cruel,’ she said. She was looking at her most charming – plentiful light brown hair loosely piled on top of her small head, her bright, large blue eyes mischievous. He realized that in choosing Flora he had chosen someone very like his mother. The distasteful Dr Freud over in Vienna would have something to say about that. Something rather unpleasant, no doubt. Rosina would keep quoting the psychiatrist’s views on ‘sexuality’ and ‘neurosis’ over the dinner table, even when there were guests. It was most embarrassing.
‘May I remind you that your father married me for my money, and we have lived happily ever since?’ Isobel now said to her son.
         
‘But you were a beauty,’ he said. ‘You are,’ he corrected himself.
‘Then what are we to do?’ she asked. ‘Starve?’
‘Pater can sell his stables and stop gambling,’ he offered. ‘Rosina can stop giving money away. Money is such a vulgar subject, anyway.’
‘My dear boy,’ said his mother, ‘we are moving into a new century. The acceptance of vulgarity is the beginning of wisdom. I thought, of the two of you, you might be the one to live in the real world, but I see you do not. What is to become of us if you do not grow up and rather quickly? You are bright enough, just idle. Like your father, who is perfectly intelligent, but so easily diverted.’
‘I’ll go and see Baum if you like,’ said Arthur. ‘Perhaps he will lend Pater more. He’s rich as Croesus.’
‘Arthur,’ asked his mother, ‘do you even know the meaning of the word “interest”, as it relates to money?’
‘No,’ said Arthur. His mother sighed.
‘In order to lend,’ she said, ‘people have to be offered an inducement. It is normally money. The percentage of the original loan is known as simple interest. Compound interest is when interest is added to the principal, so that from that moment on, the interest that has been added also itself earns interest. And then of course favours can be asked on top of that. The Prince, for example, offers Mr Cassel honours in return for loans. This very year, and against the Queen’s wishes, Cassel was made a Knight Commander of the British Empire.’
‘Mother, that is a scandalous rumour. Her Majesty does only as her duty directs.’
‘I daresay,’ said his mother, ‘but you are very ignorant of the ways of the world. We have little to offer Mr Baum other than to receiving his wife into my drawing room to meet others with whom she can ingratiate herself, and so enter Society. There is no end to the ambitions of the children of Abraham.’
         
A most dishonourable thought flashed through Arthur’s mind, quickly to be dismissed. If his mother was to sacrifice her son to an unknown and plain heiress for the sake of money, perhaps she should consider sacrificing herself to Mr Baum? She was beautiful enough, though past her best years. It might work.
‘Your young lady friend, whoever she is,’ said his mother, ‘at least provides an honest service in return for her pay. Perhaps you could share her with a friend and halve the cost? No one will think less of you.’
Arthur was shaken. How on earth did his mother know about Flora? Of course: as ever, the servants’ hall. One imagined as a lover that one was invisible, but it was not the case. Others saw, looked, noticed, talked. Arthur usually and prudently asked Reginald to drop him off ‘somewhere in Mayfair’, but occasionally, if it were raining hard, he asked to be taken to Flora’s exact address. Reginald would take the news back to the servants’ hall. Someone, probably Grace the go-between, must have told his mother.
‘Mother,’ he said, ‘I don’t think this is a suitable conversation for you to be having with your son. It’s the kind of thing fathers are meant to talk about. Just don’t worry about things so, old thing. Something will turn up. We won’t starve. Pater wouldn’t let us.’
He declined to look further at the list drawn up by Grace.
‘Absurd,’ he said, and left the room and took a bath.




    

  
    
      
         
Something Turns Up
            

5.45 p.m. Friday, 27th October 1899 
         
It was Minnie O’Brien who turned up, only daughter of Billy and Tessa O’Brien of the Chicago stockyards. She was twenty-five, a slight fine-featured girl, with strong eyebrows which lent her face character and intelligence. She was delicate in her habits – ‘fussy’ according to her mother – her chin a little pronounced perhaps and her neck a little long, but her arms the right length for her body. She had little white hands, a bosom neither too pronounced nor too slight, and with the plentiful brown hair and blue wide eyes Arthur so favoured. Better still, from a young man’s point of view, she was without annoying ideas of social progress of the kind that made Rosina such difficult company: she liked to paint and draw and was interested in the history of the decorative arts. Her voice was soft and sweet, and her accent when she spoke was only slightly American, she had had the best elocution lessons money could buy in Chicago.
Even as Arthur left his mother’s side that afternoon, Minnie was driving round Belgravia, perched next to her mother Tessa in an old-fashioned four-wheeled growler, noisy but comfortable, provided by Brown’s hotel for visiting guests – Americans always asked for them; they were ‘cute’.
Tessa was a large, red-faced, energetic woman who spoke her mind and spoke it loudly; how she had produced so refined and spiritual a girl as her daughter no one could understand. Though some of her cattier friends did murmur that on the occasion of the foundation of the Art Institute of Chicago – of which, as wife to a leading meat baron and philanthropist, Tessa was naturally a founder member – she had vanished for an hour or two behind the antiquities with a certain well-known English painter, Eyre Crowe, whose slave painting ‘Slaves Waiting for Sale’ had graced the walls of the Institute thereafter. The meaner would even search for likenesses and compare Minnie’s wide-apart eyes and strong brows with a sketch of Eyre Crowe also held in the Institute. Some said yes, some said no. And rumour had it that Billy O’Brien was not capable of producing a child. There had been some unfortunate accident in the stockyards when he was boy. Others said no, Billy had a gruff enough voice, didn’t he?
         
Tessa O’Brien’s husband Billy, broad, big-bellied, vigorous and ruddy-faced, had started in the stockyards at seventeen, was running a single abattoir at the early age of twenty-five, and five of them by the age of thirty. By the time he was forty, he was the capitalist conquistador of all Chicago, where the hogs, cows and sheep of the USA were gathered, slaughtered, packed and from thence dispatched. He was too busy to be jealous or possessive of his wife – either emotion would divert him from his main business of making money – but all knew that his daughter Minnie, so fragile and refined, was his darling. He kept her well away from the blood, splintered bone and occasional accidental human remain which went into the hamburgers for which the nation was now famous.
‘Belgrave Square, honey,’ Tessa was saying. ‘And what d’ya know. There’s the Mexican flag. Don’t say the beaners actually have an embassy in a proper country? We want number seventeen, driver.’
‘Mama, where are we going?’ asked Minnie, alarmed. ‘You can’t call on people you don’t know. Not here in London.’
         
‘I am simply leaving my calling card,’ said Tessa, ‘as Mr Eddie that nice concierge suggested. It is all the done thing here. Then they’ll be in touch with me. It’s the Earl and Countess of Dilberne’s place. Fancy us from the stockyards making it to Belgrave Square. When you do meet the son make sure you don’t say anything clever.’
‘Why ever not?’ asked Minnie.
‘Because it puts men off,’ said Tessa. ‘Don’t you want to end up with a husband?’
‘Not particularly, Mama,’ said Minnie.
‘Do try to be not so peculiar,’ said Tessa. ‘After all that’s gone on you can’t afford to be choosy.’
The growler drew up, and Tessa gathered her plentiful skirts and went up the broad steps of No. 17 Belgrave Square and pulled the front doorbell. Mr Neville came to answer it, took one look at who was waiting, and assuming it was someone calling about the vacancy for an assistant cook said, ‘Down the steps to the servants’ entrance, please.’
Tessa was not easy to put out. She thrust her calling card upon him. ‘Don’t go dropping it, honey,’ said Tessa. ‘It’s not muck. Neither am I. Tell her Ladyship Mrs Billy O’Brien and daughter are staying at Brown’s and waiting her call.’
‘What I do for you!’ she said to her daughter, nevertheless, as she hoisted up her skirts and got back into the motor carriage. ‘Even their servants are stuck-up snobs. But you can’t live with your mother all your life. You won’t be able to stand it and I certainly can’t.’
‘I don’t mind that much,’ said Minnie. ‘And there’s Father too. He’d like it.’
‘Your father wants the past forgotten, you married off, out of his hair and with a title he can crow about. Surely you owe him that, after all he’s done for you?’
         
His daughter had spent some weeks living in sin with a painter in his studio in the lively post-fire Burnt District in Chicago, and taking no care whatsoever to be discreet about it, until she discovered he was already married and had three children. After that Minnie had ceased to be a marriageable prospect at home, just an endless source of gossip. Now she was twenty-five and ageing fast.
‘But does it have to be an Englishman?’ begged Minnie, examining the perfect ovals of her pink fingernails, as the driver resumed his trip around the grander residential areas of London. ‘I have met a few. All they do is hunt foxes, kill birds and eat meat. Couldn’t it be a Frenchman? A Parisian artist, perhaps? How about Toulouse-Lautrec? He has a title.’
‘How you do delight in teasing me,’ said Tessa. ‘He’s a dwarf and a drunkard and the Good Lord knows what else.’
And she tightened her formidable jaw, and Minnie’s sensitive mouth took on its six-year-old’s sulky downturn, which only happened when she was in her mother’s company, and they continued their sightseeing in silence. Tessa was glad enough to be in London, for the winters in Chicago were monstrously cold: their house at home was centrally steam-heated, pipes clanking and banging as if they had a life of their own – but set your nose outside the door and it froze off. Here icicles melted almost as soon as they formed. London houses were poorly heated but at least were quiet; servants moved about on tip-toe and spoke in hushed voices, at home everyone shouted as if they were out of doors in a high wind and herding cattle.
         
She missed Billy and his strong arms round her at night – he liked a cuddle and she liked a grope, and it was pleasurable enough even if it couldn’t ever be quite the real thing – but the Brown’s Hotel’s box-spring mattresses were magnificently comfortable and she resigned herself to being apart from Billy. She must concentrate on getting Minnie settled. The sooner it was done, the sooner she, Tessa, could get home.
         
Tessa wondered if perhaps while in London she could leave a card at Eyre Crowe’s residence. But perhaps better not to stir things up. He was an old man by now, successful and wealthy. It would be simple enough to find out where he lived. The Art Institute of Chicago had links with the Royal Academy. He might be pleased enough to see his daughter: but his wife, should he have one, and most men of wealth and position did – might not be pleased: word might get back to Billy, who would see it as disloyalty after all he had done for Minnie: and heaven knew how Minnie would react – it could be opening a Pandora’s box of trouble. Besides which, she could not be 100 per cent sure – it was just that as Minnie got older she looked less and less like the other contender to her parentage, Billy’s red-headed best mate Kevin Murphy, a man without noticeable sensitivities, and looked more and more like the English artist. Minnie belonged amongst the English titles, not the stockyards, and that was the truth of it.




    

  
    
      
         
Her Ladyship Receives Tessa O’Brien’s Card
            

10 a.m. Saturday, 29th October 1899 
         
It was ten the next morning before her Ladyship was handed Mrs O’Brien’s card. The butler had seen no need to hurry. He was a small bald man with a mild squint in gentle brown eyes, and half the size of his wife. ‘But Mr Neville, why did this take a day to come to me?’
‘I did not think your Ladyship would particularly care to receive it. She looked like trade to me, your Ladyship. Certainly she did not know how to behave. Calling cards are received and delivered in the mornings only.’
‘You must learn, Mr Neville, that times are changing. The most significant in our society can often seem the most shabby. They are so busy making money they have no time for style. It is a pity but it is the case. Fetch me Grace.’
‘Grace,’ said her Ladyship, when the latter appeared, ‘why did Minnie O’Brien not appear on my list? She seems by far the most suitable contender.’
‘I did not see her as at all suitable for the Hedleigh family, ma’am. According to the concierge at Brown’s, Mrs O’Brien and her daughter Minnie were due in on the Oceanic – and it does seem the girl’s single, has trust money and is heir to the father’s fortune. But he’s an Irish meat baron; nothing but a jumped-up butcher, and the girl has a reputation. She’s soiled goods, ma’am, and doesn’t try to hide it. She won’t do.’
         
‘And Mr Arthur is not soiled goods?’ asked Isobel.
         
‘It’s different for men, ma’am. The lady of the estate needs to be above reproach. Women need to set an example. I’m not putting myself up as an angel, but they say Minnie O’Brien lived for a time with a married man. It’s like dogs or horses, the way I’ve heard his Lordship say. Once a bitch has got out, she never breeds true.’
‘As a matter of interest how did this news get to you, Grace?’
‘The concierge at Brown’s got it from the Oceanic’s purser, who got it from the chef of the new Silversmith hotel in Chicago, who was a passenger, and he got it from an art dealer in New York – I can’t exactly remember the details but news travels fast. I didn’t think a cattle family, ma’am, would be what you wanted. Aren’t they only one step up from gangsters? Hang their enemies from meat-hooks in their abattoirs?’
         
‘Low gossip, this is, and rumour, Grace, and you are not to spread it beyond these walls. Speak to the Brown’s concierge – and explain to him that this is a calumny, both pernicious and false. The girl is spotless, and everyone must know it. There’ll be a good tip for him next time I come by for tea.’
And no tip for me for telling lies, thought Grace. She was still hurt and angry. Where was the acknowledgement of the ingenuity, time, effort and skill required of her to come up with the list? She had even ‘been nice’ to Mr Eddie to get hold of it, though it was true she might well have done that anyway, and now her advice was simply ignored, swept away. You just couldn’t trust the gentry. They would treat you as one of themselves when it suited them, and treat you like muck when it didn’t.
Grace was feeling generally discontented. She was fond enough of the young Viscount and wished him well, but if he was going to marry for money, let him at least marry a girl fit to carry on the Hedleigh name. Well, she would see to it that he did.




    

  
    
      
         
Eating Out: a Dinner Party at Pagani’s
            

8.30–11 p.m. Tuesday, 31st October 1899 
         
So that was how it was that less than a week later Arthur and Minnie were seated next to one another at a dinner party in Pagani’s in Great Portland Street, a restaurant favoured by American visitors, a place where Tessa was recognized and felt at home. The Countess had booked a private room but Tessa would have rather they’d sat in public to see and be seen, so that she could recount back home which famous world musicians and artists she had encountered. They compromised on an alcove where they could see but not easily be seen.
‘My, oh my, I must say, I must say,’ she kept repeating. ‘Little Tessa sitting in London at Pagani’s! If my friends could see me now!’
Mrs O’Brien, as Robert and Isobel agreed, when comparing notes later that night, was both outlandish and oddly attractive. She spoke too loudly as Americans were given to doing, and was alarmingly overdressed, more as though for a ball than a restaurant. Diamond necklaces were not for dinner, nor for too large an expanse of décolletage not in first youth. A clip, or ear-rings would have been right. She actually thanked the waiter when he brought the beetroot soup rather than pretended he didn’t exist, which was the English way. Yet, both agreed, she was good-natured enough, while she didn’t know quite how to conduct herself, who from the land of log cabins and cowboys ever did?
         
The girl had made a better impression: pretty enough, if a little quiet, although the mother made up for both of them, and aesthetically acceptable, wearing a triple string of pearls, and a simple uncorseted blue dress with modest neckline, which clearly came from one of the new, very fashionable and expensive French couture houses. What Arthur thought of her it was impossible to say. He’d yawned once or twice, but perhaps he was tired, though from what Isobel could not imagine, and had seemed distracted.
         
There were a mere eight in the party: his Lordship and herself, Tessa and Minnie, Arthur, the widowed Austrian Ambassador, Francis, and his niece and nephew – Janika, nineteen, beetle-browed, stout and serious and the eighteen-year-old Jan – from next door, had joined them. Jan had the looks and style of a young god, broad-shouldered, bright-eyed and with a thatch of blond hair and clean-cut features, and very little to say. His Lordship took the head of the table. Isobel feared it would not be an easy occasion: ‘eating out’ was still something of a novelty, and rather exciting, a trusting to the fates of ambience, company, food and comfort. But as it was, everything went smoothly enough. Any awkward silences were quickly filled by Tessa, and they were far enough from the other tables not to draw too much attention when she whooped with excitement or dismay. Isobel found she was enjoying herself. So apparently was her husband: his presence was required but hardly his serious attention.
         
Asked politely about the journey over Tessa O’Brien talked at length, and volubly about the crossing in the Oceanic. No, she said, the O’Briens had not enjoyed the trip one bit: the boat was vastly overpraised. It had been built for speed rather than for comfort, and rattled. There being no deck for a healthy promenade in the salt air, one was obliged to walk about inside the ship. There had been nothing to do but eat and use the library. It was a very grand library with a glass dome on top, true, but left room for only two chimneys when all the other Blue Riband contenders had three or four.
         
‘Wouldn’t you agree, child? A dreadful trip. No need to be bashful. Speak up!’ her mother demanded.
‘The library was very well-stocked,’ said Minnie, ‘which makes a change for a sea voyage.’ Her voice came at half the volume of her mother’s, but was clear, pleasant and distinct, and only gently accented, unlike the mother’s. ‘But apart from the saloon there were no portholes on board, only electric bulbs where portholes would usually be, four thousand of them, I believe, all dimming when the generators ascended a large wave, brightening when it descended the other side. Since we were mid-Atlantic there were quite a lot of waves. Reading was not easy, but I managed.’
‘That boat was designed by the finest architect in Europe and you are very lucky that your father has made enough money for you to travel on it,’ said her mother.
‘I am sure that is true, Mother,’ Minnie said, patiently. ‘But perhaps ships are meant to have builders not architects. It juddered all the darned way from New York to Southampton.’
‘Do not use that language, girl,’ said her mother. ‘And it was Oceanic’s maiden voyage. Small things can go wrong first time out, then they know what bits of the machinery they’ve got to tune up. They’ll sort out the generators in no time.’
         
‘The Admiralty paid to reinforce the bulkheads with iron plating,’ observed Arthur, with a rare show of interest in what anyone was saying, ‘so it could be used by the Navy should a war break out. That would account for the juddering.’
‘Not of course that anyone expects war,’ said his Lordship, rather hastily. But then he was sitting next to the Austrian Ambassador. Germany and Austria-Hungary were thick as two thieves when it came to naval matters.
         
‘If it was good enough for J. Pierpont Morgan I’m sure it was good enough for us O’Briens, Minnie,’ said Tessa.
His Lordship ordered dinner for everyone, as was his habit, consulting no one about their preferences. For generations Hedleighs had been told to eat up what was on their plate and not argue. It had worked well enough for him, why not for others? Discussing food was not in good taste in any case, and why would he want his guests wasting their time doing so? He ordered hors d’oeuvre variés, potage borscht, filets de sole Pagani, tournedos aux truffes, haricots verts sautés, pommes croquettes, perdreaux voisin and salade, followed by soufflé au Curaçao.
         
Tessa, accustomed to choice as she was, almost cut up a little rough, insisted on being told what borscht was and finding out it was a beetroot soup said she didn’t fancy it, and asked for soup of tomato instead. She asked the waiter what perdreaux voisin and salade was when it was at home, and when he hurried off to ask the maître d’hôtel, Tessa said, ‘See, he’s only pretending to be French. Minnie excels in French. You know what it means, don’t you, Minnie!’
         
To which Minnie, with a hint of a smile, innocently replied, ‘It’s just a salad of lost neighbours, Mother,’ which made Arthur look at her twice and smile back, which annoyed Tessa, who nudged Minnie and hissed, ‘I told you not to get too smart, Minnie. I can’t see what you think is funny about it.’
Isobel formed the opinion that Tessa was as anxious for Minnie to get together with Arthur as she herself was to get Arthur together with Minnie. It created a bond between them of, if not quite friendship, at least of common interest. The woman did not know how to behave, true, but would soon enough be back in Chicago, where no doubt she flourished, and Isobel wished her well.
         
The Austrian Ambassador, Isobel realized rather too late, as he let slip the occasional reference to Jan’s athletic skill and elaborate royal connections on his mother’s side – the poor woman was deceased – had the same ambitions for his young relative as she did for hers. A rich wife.
But there was no danger, as it happened: Minnie was indulgent to Jan but saw him as a boastful boy. She got on famously with Janika, and they talked happily enough about the charms of the Art Nouveau – all around them in Pagani’s – and how and why fine examples were so sadly lacking in the O’Briens’ native land. She and Arthur exchanged but few words – Isobel hoped Arthur could remember to talk about something other than automobiles, shooting birds, his tailor or the weather, but feared he would not. He did not easily reveal himself to young women. Rosina had mocked him too often into silence when he was small.
         
Rosina had declined to join them: she had to attend a reading of Havelock Ellis’ new volume of essays on sex psychology and secondary sexual characteristics in males.
‘Have to?’ her mother had enquired.
‘I could get out of it,’ Rosina had said, grudgingly, but when she added that she hated dining out with her father because he always ordered for everyone and would try to make her eat meat, and there would be a row, Isobel had conceded it might be better if she stayed away.
‘Besides, Mama,’ said Rosina, ‘it’s going to be so embarrassing. It’s just all so obvious. Minnie O’Brien! Even if she did marry Arthur what makes you think her father will part with a cent?’ ‘Your father and he will no doubt come to a gentlemanly agreement.’
         
‘Gentlemanly?’ shrieked Rosina. ‘Do you know about Billy O’Brien? Do you know about the stockyards? They’re a disgrace to modern civilization. He treats his workers like so much machinery. If they wear out he throws them away. They were better off in the cotton fields.’
‘Your father and Mr O’Brien,’ said Isobel, ‘will come to an agreement because without a penny there will not be a wedding. She will be anxious to be married. The girl’s not as young as she used to be.’
‘Nor any better than she ought to be,’ Rosina said and giggled. ‘According to Grace. Second-hand goods, Mother. You’re selling Arthur to buy soiled goods?’
‘I am happy to tell everyone you have a landscape painting class,’ was all her mother said to that. ‘I don’t want our guests subjected to a diatribe.’
Robert, the business of ordering briskly done, took little more interest in the women and children, and was now talking with Francis von Demy about naval exercises in the Pacific. He had to be prudent, since Austria and Germany tended to think and act as one, and it was common knowledge that the Prince did not get on with his cousin the Kaiser. The former had been overheard saying to the Count at last year’s big Christmas ball at the d’Astis’, ‘Never trust a cripple. They hold too great a grudge against the world to wish the best for it.’ The Prince knew how to put his worldly wisdom elegantly and concisely, which was why Robert thought, he managed to stay popular, in spite of scandal after scandal.
The Kaiser had a withered arm, a source of distress to his grandmother the Queen. The Prince’s passing comment on his cousin had come back to Her Majesty and been the source of yet another royal row. The Prince was often considered an excellent diplomat: it was just when Kaiser Bill was concerned his guard had been known to slip.
         
Robert’s first impression of Minnie had been favourable, just as first sight of a mare or a bitch could tell a countryman as much as he needed to know. As a mother to the future Dilberne heir she was acceptable. Glossy coat, even teeth, regular features and a soft voice which made the American accent almost quite bearable. She looked genial and docile enough. She might even have an intellect, though he did not think that was what his son currently looked for in a woman. Compared to the Austrian girl, whom Isobel had brought along presumably in the interests of comparison, there was no contest. A pity for the Ambassador’s family that though the boy had got looks, the daughter had not: plain girls were hard to marry off.
And then his Lordship concentrated on his dinner – he already rather regretted choosing the truffles; they tasted, if you could taste them at all, of something mildly rotten – and trying to extract such information from von Demy about the naval bases as the latter was willing to divulge. The diplomatic game being played in Europe and in the colonies, as the major powers vied for long-term influence and control in the world, was so much more interesting than Fisheries, where he feared he was destined. Remarkable how quickly one’s area of interest changed when one’s gold mine was sabotaged by enemy irregulars. On the other hand if he got Fisheries and a regular income the irritating problem of money would go away.
After those at the table had consumed the hors d’oeuvre, the sole, the tournedos, and the partridge, time came for the soufflé Curaçao. A hush descended upon the restaurant and even the waiters paused, trays poised above their heads for a second, as in a stop-motion film. Dame Nelly Melba, fresh from the Opera House and that evening’s triumph in La Traviata, was entering Pagani’s sumptuous arched lobby, unbooked and requiring an after-show supper with friends. Space was made for her party, chairs found, menus produced, the kitchens kept open: no trouble was too great. Her dress was elaborate, frilly, and emerald green, trimmed with fur. She bore herself theatrically, but with majesty.
         
‘She’d not be a beauty back home,’ said Tessa in far too loud a voice. ‘What’s all the great hoo-hah? Look at the size of her nose!’
‘Do hush up, Mother,’ said Minnie, gently, and Tessa did. ‘You know you tell me yourself to mind how quiet everyone is over here.’
She’s a nice girl, thought Isobel, not spiteful or condemning when others would be. Minnie would do very well for Arthur; she might be a little too clever for him but one can’t have everything.
‘Minnie can sing better than Melba,’ Tessa was saying, ‘she’s been to all the finest teachers in Chicago. Not so loud of course but with far less crackling.’
No, upon enquiry, it turned out Tessa had not heard Melba live but on a phonograph. Therefore the ‘crackling’. Everyone looked at her strangely. But then a little later Tessa came out with ‘We’re a Donegal family, sure, lots of labouring cousins back in the bogs of the old country, but Billy’s cut them out of the will, the lot’s going to Minnie,’ which was obviously aimed at the Dilbernes, and not the Austrian party. Young Jan clearly had a bad head for wine – probably unused to it – and was looking flustered and altogether ineligible, the carved young lips floppy rather than strong, the eyes bleary not alert, and in general seeming not so much youthful as unformed. Arthur, on the other hand, was looking very well, strong and Byronic, his mother thought, mature and more than eligible. The high white collar of the shirt framed his face, the white set off his high colour, and his curly hair sprang with such energy from his head no barber could ever reduce it to ordinariness. The flavour of the aristocrat clung to him – a mildly petulant air softened by habitual courteousness, a heightened sensuousness kept coolly under control – yes, if Minnie was a catch for her wealth, so was Arthur for his birth and breeding. His silence, for he was hardly talkative tonight and his mother wondered why, could, she hoped, be mistaken for gravitas and strength of will.
         
The fact was, though Isobel was not to know this, for her back was to the entrance lobby, that during the borscht course, Flora had entered the restaurant in the company of the Honourable Anthony Robin, a slim, lordly fellow whom Arthur knew, having fagged for him at Eton, where he was familiarly known as Redbreast, and known him later at Oxford, where he had been, like Arthur, a member of the Bullingdon Club. Flora in Pagani’s? This was just not right. With another man? With Anthony bloody Robin of all people? She had slipped off a white mink stole and handed it to a waiter. When did she last have a fur stole? She was looking rosy and very happy, like a girl having a good time rather than a girl earning a living, her smile friendly enough and not calculated. Though perhaps – could one really tell? She was wearing a silky white dress, uncorseted, with leg of mutton sleeves and little white satin bows fastened everywhere. Her hair was piled up loosely as Arthur’s own mother sometimes wore hers. Redbreast was looking unbearably proprietorial.
         
Flora caught Arthur’s eye and gave him a little apologetic smile, which made him suspect her the more. The two of them were led to one of the more private booths where diners who did not want to attract too much attention were put. Now he could not see them but watched as champagne and lobsters went to their table.
         
He tried to pay attention to what was going on at his own table but it was difficult. Mother was unashamedly hurling the O’Brien girl at him. He’d hoped she’d forgotten all about the marrying money business, but apparently she was still bent on it. The O’Brien mother was a nightmare, a circus act, she hooted when she laughed and threw herself about all the time as though she had all the space in the world, which he supposed in her own country one did. The girl didn’t seem, well, objectionable. She looked virginal enough but then so did Flora. He marvelled at how the worst kind of woman looked no different from the purest kind. Prostitution was meant to show in a woman’s eyes, in the hardness of her glance, but in his experience this was by no means the rule. The effects of poverty would show, in tired skin, a mean look, hardness of expression, but not always the effects of disreputable character. He wondered briefly what the reality behind Minnie’s gentle demeanour might be, but did not dwell on it. He was too taken up with outrage at thoughts of white-bosomed Flora and Redbreast conjoined that were too disgusting to face. He felt ill. Yet it was not as if he loved Flora. Men didn’t love whores, they used them. No, the problem was that she was taking advantage of him. He was paying for exclusive rights, and she was failing in her side of the bargain. She was royally cheating him, taking him for a fool. Exclusive, my foot!
When, over coffee, his mother suggested he accompany Minnie to the Victoria and Albert Museum to view the oriental ceramics, Arthur did not have the emotional energy to wriggle out of the arrangement. He found he had agreed to call for Minnie at two the next afternoon. Von Demy then suggested that Jan and Janika came along too, and Arthur agreed to this too though Mama was looking daggers. Better four of them than two; conversation would be easier. With any luck Jan would know about steam cars and leave the girls to look at old bits of heathen china to their hearts’ content.
         
He thought it was strange that when their party was leaving his father caught sight of Flora and said, ‘But isn’t that—?’, and then broke off, and when Isobel quizzed him, said, ‘Oh, nothing. Just the way that nowadays the strangest people get to the grandest places.’
Not that Pagani’s was in the least grand, Arthur thought. Gold wallpaper and a sprinkling of famous people with greenery-yallery pretensions did not make a place grand. Give him Rules or the Savoy Grill any day. Though the food hadn’t been too bad. The perdreaux voisin was just plump partridge slices on lettuce leaves with some kind of red sweet sauce. The meat baron’s wife was like a rather plump partridge herself. The daughter was like the sole Pagani, delicate and fresh with chewy bits in the sauce, mussels and prawns.
         
But Flora, ah, Flora, she was the soufflé Curaçao, evil, frothy and aromatic, and infinitely desirable. He realized he too had drunk quite a lot, especially of the Saint-Estèphe, the better to blot out the infernal vision of Flora and Redbreast in each other’s arms.
         




    

  
    
      
         
Angry People
            

4.30 p.m. Friday, 27th October 1899 
         
If Grace was angry with her Ladyship for ignoring her advice, and found it painful to realize just how lightly she, Grace, could be relegated from almost-friend to mere employee, Mr Eric Baum was incensed with the whole Dilberne family. They had mocked him and made light of him and worse, had failed to realize just how much consideration he offered them – running half the way from Lincoln’s Inn to Belgrave Square, kept waiting first on the step and then for breakfast – or even to take seriously how much they owed him. Money came easily to them, but had not to him. But it was not just his pocket they had hurt, but his pride.
Grace had gone straight down to the servants’ hall where they were having tea to let everyone know that Miss Minnie O’Brien, soon to be affianced to Master Arthur – not that the girl knew anything about it, but her Ladyship had set her mind on it and wouldn’t stop until she had her way – was not just a fortune-hunter but a title-hunter too and no better than she ought to be. But all that happened was that the staff ganged up against her.
‘Good for her,’ said Elsie. ‘You’re just jealous because you’re still sweet on Arthur. But he’s a big boy now.’
‘That’s enough of that,’ said Mr Neville. ‘And I’m surprised at you, Grace. Tell-tale tit, your tongue shall be split, and all the little puppy dogs will have a little bit?’
         
‘Pull the other one, Grace,’ said Reginald. ‘Master Arthur’s lady friend in Mayfair wouldn’t stand for it.’
‘You’re going to get done for pimping one day, Reggie,’ Smithers said, ‘and serve you right. The law’s changed. Taking Master Arthur along the way you do.’
 ‘Isn’t against the law,’ said Reginald. ‘It isn’t a brothel, just a nice little flat. It’s only when one or two gather together it counts as a brothel. Now if Miss Rosina was to move in…’ It had become known that Miss Rosina believed in free love; Reginald had driven her to a lecture by a Dr Havelock Ellis on sexual inversion. ‘Only then they might get me for procurement.’
‘That’s enough of that,’ said Cook. ‘Smithers, there’s gristle in the shepherd’s pie. You should have gone through the meat before you put it in the pan. And the porridge this morning was lumpy.’
‘Excuse me,’ said Smithers, ‘but I am the parlour maid not the cook. I occasionally help out, that’s all.’
‘Now now,’ said Mrs Neville, ‘see what you’ve done, Grace? Set them off!’
‘Another thing,’ said Grace, ‘the reason we’re still in this Belgrave hellhole and not in Hampshire is because his Lordship owes Pickfords so much they won’t send the movers in until he’s paid the bill.’
That made more of an impression. There was silence, broken by Reginald.
‘Nah,’ he said, ‘that sort of thing doesn’t happen to toffs.’
And Elsie said, ‘If they’re as broke as all that, how can Minnie O’Brien be a fortune-hunter?’
All reflected.
‘She wants his title and he wants her money,’ said Grace, ‘just because you don’t want to hear it doesn’t mean it isn’t so. We’ll all be out of a job soon enough.’
         
Another silence.
‘If they did go bust,’ said Cook, ‘I’d be all right. I’d go over to chef for the Countess d’Asti in Eton Place. She keeps two live-in kitchen maids, not one live-in and one agency, like here, and two afternoons a week off.’
‘We’ll join you, Cook.’
‘You haven’t been asked,’ said Cook.
‘Yes we have,’ said Mr Neville. ‘We’ve had the odd sign of interest. But she’s nouveau, she doesn’t know how to keep servants, the way Lady Isobel does. No one would guess her Ladyship’s father was in trade.’
‘Let’s hope it doesn’t come to it,’ said Mrs Neville. ‘It’s true, old money’s easier to work for than new. Old money looks after you, new money uses you.’
‘Bad blood has to out,’ said Smithers. ‘See it in Master Arthur and his whore, see it in Miss Rosina and her bloody parrot. No consideration.’
‘Always darkest before the dawn,’ said Elsie. ‘If we were all let go, Alan would have to marry me. I’d have no one else to turn to. I’d have a baby.’
‘It won’t come to it,’ said Reginald. ‘Toffs know how to look after themselves.’
And all agreed, over roly-poly pudding, a boiled suet pastry jam roll cut into slices and served with custard, and very comforting and filling, that this was probably the case, and their employment was secure.
‘Speaking for myself, I like being in London. Nothing ever happens in the country,’ said Smithers. ‘I miss my mother but at least we have Royalty to dinner.’
‘I don’t have a mother,’ said Lily, and snivelled a little. She had barely spoken before. All turned to look at her.
         
‘You have us,’ said Mrs Neville cheerily and decisively. ‘Make yourself useful, girl. Clear the plates and bring in the cheese.’
Which Lily did. She was the flower girl from Whitehall his Lordship had stopped to give money to. She was so small and thin Reginald had taken pity on her, brought her in and fed her. Then Mrs Neville had warmed her and washed her so she didn’t smell. Elsie had given her some old shoes. She was a street child, homeless. They’d made up a bed for her in the cupboard under the stairs. Smithers had argued against it: the child had impetigo, someone would have to pay for a doctor, someone was bound to start asking questions; but the next day Lily had scraped the parsnips for Elsie very efficiently (always a nasty job if the tubers are not fresh and firm) and somehow or other, like a stray kitten, the child had charmed her way in and here she still was.
‘I can always start up a brothel,’ said Reginald, watching her little hips squeeze behind a chair to get to the sink.
‘No joking matter,’ said Mrs Neville.
‘Wasn’t joking,’ said Reginald.




    

  
    
      
         
Mrs Baum Waits
            

7.50 a.m. Wednesday, 1st November 1899 
         
‘Still nothing interesting in the post, dearest,’ said Naomi Baum to her husband Eric. She was expecting the invitation from Countess Dilberne which Eric had promised her was on its way. Every morning she looked, every morning there was nothing. She had a nice new wire cage for letters to fall into but all that fell into it was an amazing number of bills for Eric relating to the new house. It was a lovely house, and when the garden had had time to grow would be beautifully situated, and of course she was grateful to him: but here she was with no friends and no neighbours and where was her life? Gone, gone, along with her grandmother and all memories of the family past.
Eric Baum, with his wife Naomi and their little children Jonathan and Barbara, had recently moved, along with Naomi’s eighty-year-old grandmother, from St John’s Street in Islington, where he and his family had an adequate rental above a carpet shop, to a spot between the villages of Hampstead and Golders Green. Here he had had built a quite splendid eight-bedroom house, set in a garden which was still, on this the first day of November, no more than a large patch of mud, and was likely to stay so until the spring. The road was still unmade-up and waiting a name from the Council. But the land had been cheap and it was obvious that London must soon explode out of its containment in the Thames basin and creep up the hills to the north. The air would be cleaner and the fog might not reach so far. Also, rumour had it that the Charing Cross, Euston and Hampstead Railway Co. was to drive the tube northwards from The Regent’s Park; in five years time what were now green fields would be prosperous suburbia and land prices extortionate.
         
The move had proved expensive, and tragic too. On the rough roads to North London, Pickfords had managed to shatter Naomi’s grandmama’s Russian tea-set, delicate porcelain cups and saucers. On opening the precious shoe-box, initially taken with her on the long trek out of Odessa when she was a child, finally in 1899 to be set on a mantelpiece in North London still wet with fresh paint, the old lady had discovered nothing inside but splintered shards of red and gold porcelain. Nothing would do for her but that it was an attack upon all Jewry by anti-Dreyfus forces.
         
Baum, irritated by her irrationality, harassed and tired, had mocked her. ‘What, Pickfords’ men, anti-Dreyfus?’ It had seemed a small enough crime, in the circumstances, but the old lady, nervous of the move in the first place, becoming more and more agitated on the journey out of London, had fallen into a rage at this final blow, accused him of betraying his own people, flung up her arms, clutched her head and collapsed senseless there and then, in front of Edward and Barbara. A doctor had moved her, acutely ill, to the hospital at New End in Hampstead where she could at least receive emergency medical care, and there had died within hours, before more suitable arrangements could be made. It had not been the best start for Naomi. She had not wanted the old lady moved. But Eric and the doctor had insisted, knowing it was the only chance she had of living.
And shiva had to be sat as best it could be in an unfurnished house in a strange community, and Harris Price the rabbi had to travel all the way from the St John’s Wood Synagogue. Naomi was most upset and saw the death as a bad omen for the future.
         
Eric kept to himself his belief that actually it was a good omen, that the broken tea cups were a sign that a dismal past was behind him and his family: that his children would grow up into a new century, in an England where to be a Jew would be a matter of pride, and not to be a victim, hated, feared and despised.
He felt he owed everything to Naomi, clever, kind and pretty Naomi, who had met the middle-aged Maude Cassel, daughter of old Ernest Cassel the financier, when both were working for a Jewish children’s charity in Spitalfields. Naomi was a struggling young chemistry student from the Royal College of Science, who still had time for charity work, and Maude did what she could to help and encourage her. Girls like Naomi would create the future. Naomi had recently become engaged to a brilliant fellow student, one Eric Baum. Maude had attended the wedding, and told her father Ernest about the boy’s successful studies in gold cyanidation. Ernest asked to meet him, was impressed and linked him up with John Courtney, the international lawyer, suggested the boy acquire a background in law, and funded him to do so. Now Courtney, Baum and Co. specialized in mining law in South Africa and handled a percentage of the many Cassel investments in Natal.
Maude had taken the Baums to a Christmas party at the d’Astis’ place. Eric had set up an – well, ‘acquaintance’ was hardly the word: the social gap was too great – but at least a business association with the Earl of Dilberne. Courtney and Baum now acted as the Hedleigh family business management, replacing their former stick-in-the mud advisers, Stitch and Stitch. Viscount Arthur’s Hedleigh cousins – plain masters and misses all, the children of his two uncles – Alfred and Edwin Hedleigh, had inherited small sums through their maternal grandmother, which Stitch and Stitch now also administered. The children had not lost, but neither had they gained, and money must be made to work, that was the way of the new world. Money could not be left alone just to lose value.
         
The deal with Cassel which had enabled Eric Baum to lend Dilberne money had gone somewhat awry, and Eric had actually lost money on it. Not much, but the subsequent personal debt, which had remained unpaid month after month had somewhat soured the relationship on both sides. What he’d mistakenly thought was a real friendship with the Earl of Dilberne, which would perhaps end up with a spot of shooting on the Dilberne estate and a new social life at a level appropriate to his own rising income, had not transpired. He had been kept waiting deliberately at his Lordship’s front door. He had nevertheless ventured to push his luck, and hinted, perhaps rather strongly, that an invitation to his wife for one of the Countess’s social events would be in order. But no invitation had ever arrived. He had led Naomi to expect one, and Eric hated to disappoint her.
The ‘garden’ was still a mound of builder’s rubble. Naomi was often in tears as she tried to set up house so far from the East End, so far from the shops; buying from unfamiliar and on the whole unfriendly shopkeepers who did not understand bargaining, had not heard of feather quilts, and sold strange bland foods which her forbears would have spat out in disgust. There was no synagogue near Golders Green. With the arrival of the children her whole life had become circumscribed with domestic obligations. Enough to do as wife and mother and to keep the religion alive in this land where she was often made to feel a stranger. Her children were to be enrolled in the City of London School on the Embankment where their religion was tolerated, even encouraged. Until the Tube actually arrived at their doors – and no sooner was a transport company created, with great fanfare, than it seemed to go bust – the journey there and back would be time-consuming. If they’d only stayed where they were life would be easier.
         
‘Not with an east London address,’ Eric had said firmly. The NWs will very soon come into their own, mark my words. Friends and associates are buying round here. Now we’ve gone first they’re following. Start a school in the garden room while the children are little. I promise you an invitation from the Countess of Dilberne will arrive soon. I will see to it. You will charm and delight society as you charm and delight me.’
He did not tell his wife the humiliation he had been exposed to on the steps of Belgrave Square. But he would show them. He would pay them back, squeeze a little harder. His Lordship had at least voted against the Exportation of Arms Bill. That must have gone against his landed gentry grain.
But the Countess of Dilberne had evidently not taken the hint about the invitation. She was nothing but a selfish snob. Attractive, yes, not thin-blooded and high-browed like so many of the real aristocracy, but looked as if she was capable of having a good time in bed. She had no reason to give herself the airs she did. Her father had started as a miner. She was living off borrowed money. Her good fortune was due to luck and looks, not hard work like his own. He would like to see her brought down a peg or two.
The bad news was that building the house had been far more expensive than he had anticipated. Land prices had shot up while he was mid-transaction. The building of the new Underground station, which had lured him to Golders Green in the first place, was to be delayed, perhaps for years, and he’d have to take the bus to Finchley Road, and thence to Chancery Lane, changing at Oxford Circus. He rose at six each morning and did not get home until eight, sometimes later.
         
They would be made to pay. He would tighten the pressure.




    

  
    
      
         
Tessa Tells Minnie How It Is – Or Tries To
            

9.30 a.m. Thursday, 2nd November 1899
         
‘He would make your life easy,’ said Tessa to Minnie. ‘And it would please your father very much. You could have a big society wedding in Westminster Abbey or St Paul’s.’
‘I don’t know that I want an easy life, Mama. I would rather have an interesting one.’
‘You had an interesting one with your Mr Stanton Turlock. And look where that ended.’
‘It wouldn’t have ended if you hadn’t interfered.’
‘He was a madman! Of course it would have.’ They were breakfasting in their rooms at Brown’s. The coffee was rich and strong, the rolls and the butter fresh. They were enjoying their stay. They bickered, but idly. Minnie was recovering from a broken heart and public humiliation. She had fallen in love with her art teacher, Stanton Turlock, a handsome young painter of unfashionable subjects, mostly Red Indian chiefs, whom he painted in the same way that he made love to Minnie, with verve and ferocity. Alas, buyers preferred landscapes to put on their walls, rather than depictions of the mighty now brought low. Both Minnie and Stanton saw this rejection as a sure sign of his genius. In the name of free love and the power of the muse, and celebrating the event with a very public party, Minnie left home and moved into his studio in the romantic Burnt District. She later told Tessa that the heady fumes of turpentine and paint must have besotted her and drugged her senses. There was uproar at the Institute and of course at home. Tessa and Billy had had Stanton Turlock tailed by a private eye who came back with the information that the painter had a double life. He was already married, and had a wife and children in San Francisco: money from Minnie’s bank account was already being filtered off for the wife.
         
Billy O’Brien had Turlock, never reckoned wholly sane, it transpired, beaten up and locked away in a lunatic asylum, and Minnie was obliged to return home. She was ashamed, chastened and stunned by the extremity and rapidity of dramatic events, but told herself she had recovered from Stanton’s betrayal quickly enough. It was the idea of Stanton Turlock she loved, not Stanton himself. Fortunately she had not fallen pregnant. But her reputation was lost amongst the decent families of Chicago, and her beloved father even forbade her to go on painting.
She’d come home to Prairie Avenue with a sex-inspired Monet-style flower-subject canvas tucked under her arm and Billy had just torn it to bits in front of her eyes. That had offended and upset her more than losing her lover and her ‘reputation’, for both of which she discovered she cared very little.
‘I’m a practical man,’ Billy had said. ‘I don’t blame you. You take after your mother. A girl on heat’s no different than a sow on heat. She takes it where she finds it. Just stop this art shenanigan. I don’t mind it in a gallery but it has no place in a decent Catholic home. Your mother wants grandchildren, and no one in this town is going to marry you. You’d best go abroad and buy yourself some toff who doesn’t know your history. Your mother would like an outing. And a title in the family is good for business.’
Tessa was indeed happy enough to go on a European tour, to stay just around the corner from the Royal Academy where so many of Eyre’s paintings were exhibited. There could be no harm in just looking, in reminding herself of the past, when she had been the kind of buxom blonde girl painters liked around, as bed companion, model, cook and laundress, preferably all at once. She had heard that he was still unmarried, there was no Mrs Crowe. There would be nothing untoward in her visit, no risking her own marriage; so many and so much depended upon it, Billy himself, her standing at the Art Institute of Chicago, charities all over the land, and there could be no upsetting any of it all.
         
But still it would be interesting to see The Dinner Hour, Wigan, of which she had seen a copy, painted in 1874 when Eyre had returned to England, and see whether the girl in the foreground was as like her in the original as it had been in the reproduction. She’d worked in the packing factories in Chicago when first she met Billy – well, that was not quite accurate. She’d met him in the burlesque theatre where she worked of an evening. He liked to watch but couldn’t do. It didn’t stop him loving her or she him. He’d had a nasty accident in the yards when he was a lad and would never have children. All his energies went into making money. But he was always good for a cuddle and had even let her know that if she wanted his friend Murphy to sire a child, he would look the other way on one occasion and one occasion only. The occasion had arrived and in the same week, as it happened, had an impulsive encounter at the rather drunken opening of the Art Institute of Chicago with Mr Eyre. Minnie had arrived, and if the baby didn’t look in the least like Murphy, Billy wasn’t to know a thing like that.
         
Life never turned out the way you expected it. One way and another, it was quite a marvel Minnie had turned out as steady as she had, and with any luck another marvel was in store for the bog-Irish O’Briens when the girl ended up as Lady Minnie Dilberne, society beauty, in quaint old England.
         
‘Besides, I don’t think they let commoners marry in Westminster Abbey,’ Minnie said.
‘You wouldn’t be a “commoner”, you’d be a viscountess.’
‘Only on the way out, not on the way in.’
‘But you’ve been thinking about it?’
‘Oh sure,’ said Minnie, casually, as if it was nothing to anyone.
‘So you like him? Really like him?’
‘Ma, I scarcely know him. We spent one hour in the Victoria and Albert museum. Which is so impressive – do you know the Queen herself, whom no one ever sees, actually came to the opening? It is all very glorious. I am so in love with England. As for its native sons… I daresay one is much like another, and this one is good-looking and pleasant enough. Though all he can talk about is the number of birds he’s killed, and steam automobiles, and what a disgrace it is that electricity is taking over from steam – or maybe he thinks that’s a good thing, I don’t remember; I didn’t listen all the time. But then Pa can talk about nothing but hogs, sows, cattle and refrigeration cars, and you and he get on happily enough. One has to take men with a pinch of salt.’
‘But I haven’t got a brain, Minnie, and you have. You will be easily bored.’ She looked at her daughter with sudden alarm. ‘It’s all very well dressing up and playing at Lords and Ladies, but you’d be such a long way from home. Supposing you were lonely.’
One thing to persuade a daughter to marry when you think she will not, quite another when you think she is likely to do it. She said as much to Minnie. Minnie should think long and hard about the man she married. Some women, these days, even chose to stay spinsters rather than put up with a man.
         
‘But I thought you wanted grandchildren, Mama. And Papa is right, I blotted my book so badly no one I’d accept would accept me, for all my money. Even if I had stayed a good girl, there’d always have been too many like me on the market, and it is a market: Papa certainly thinks so. All my friends had declarations of love before they were twenty and I never had a single one.’
‘You will say these clever things that put men off.’
‘No, it is worse than that. I am perfectly good-looking but there is something about me just not very attractive to men, and I must face it. I don’t know why, it’s just like that.’
‘I do. You look at men as if you judge them.’
‘But I do judge them. What can they expect? They are not gods; they are just male human beings. How can I pretend otherwise? Stanton was the only one who ever said he loved me, and he was mad. Or so Father says, not to mention a whole team of alienists. What am I to make of that? No, I will do without love and marry suitably and please everyone. This young man seems totally suitable.’
Tessa sat down heavily. She burst into tears at the shock of it all, indeed she howled, so noisily that the chamber maid knocked on the door and asked if everything was all right. Minnie assured her everything was, and sent her away. She went over to her mother and embraced her.
‘You just cannot be upset, Ma. This was what you wanted. You tell me time is running out for me and I am not likely to do any better. Arthur and I talked it over as we walked round the Serpentine. He was so bored in the museum I took pity on him and we agreed to go for a walk. The young Austrians stayed behind, they are so accustomed to being stiff and formal the museum seemed a garden of earthly delights to them. Arthur and I spoke freely. I like that about him. He says what he thinks. Few men do: if they did most women would run from the room screaming.’
         
Tessa gaped at her daughter. Minnie in England seemed a different person than the one she knew at home. The one in the USA was withdrawn, discrete and diffident, and had indeed attracted few beaux – partly because her father suspected every young man who came along to be a fortune-hunter and drove them all away – and partly because if her father didn’t do that, she did, wilfully or no. How Stanton, who it transpired had already spent months in a lunatic asylum suffering from an ailment called manic-depression – had succeeded where many had failed, Tessa could not imagine. This English Minnie had gone to the museum wearing an uncorseted gown which showed her ankles above her little buttoned boots, and if you looked at her from behind you could see the actual movement of her hips as she walked. It was very daring, and so very much in advance of anything that was done at home.
‘In suiting others we suit ourselves,’ said her daughter now, more blithely. ‘Arthur’s parents want him to marry someone rich, and I turn up. My parents want me married and settled down before I do something else dreadful, and he turns up. We are obviously made for each other. Fate has decreed it. He is taking me to Rotten Row on Saturday but the style of horse riding over here is very different – he warned me. He’s quite a jolly man, really.’
Tessa smiled, and looked her daughter up and down. She saw everything that she had made, and, behold, it was very good.
‘Whadd’ya know, Melinda,’ she said. ‘Well – whadd’ya know!’




    

  
    
      
         
A Proposal at Second Sight
            

1 p.m. Saturday, 4th November 1899
         
The outing had been more than diverting. Minnie hadn’t felt so cheerful since the blow of discovering Stanton’s deception, and the depths of it. The man who defied convention, who despised marriage as a bourgeois fantasy, was already married, had two children, and a history of insanity. She had vowed never to trust a man again, let alone love one. But now, on the banks of the Serpentine Lake in Hyde Park – how she loved London! – Arthur had wound a twig around her wedding finger and said, ‘There, we are officially engaged.’ Then they had pecked each other on the cheek.
‘Are you serious?’ she had asked.
‘I am completely serious,’ he said. ‘It is time I got married. One has to look after the succession, you know. My mother has decided you will do, not least because you are a wealthy woman and know how to behave. Your family has decided I will do because I am a viscount, eventually to be an earl, not as good as a duke but certainly better than a baron. You will not interfere with my steam cars: I will not interfere with your little artistic sketches. Once we have achieved two sons, one for the title and one spare in case of illness and accident, we will both be free to go our own ways.’
‘I must have time to think about this,’ she said. ‘You disappoint me. You seemed a woman of quick decision.’
         
‘Oh very well,’ she said. ‘Let’s do it. One could go further and fare worse.’
The expression on his face did not alter. He just blinked a little.
‘We will wait three months before we announce the engagement,’ he then said, ‘for the sake of Society’s reaction, and for the sake of the household, which would otherwise have hysterics. We must show some sign of developing passion between us. The servants like a show of true love. It makes the crops grow, according to a Scottish wiseacre called Frazer, as reported by my sister Rosina, who is very learned and goes to lots of lectures. Rosina is anxious that I get married to save her the necessity, though you may not be quite what she has in mind. The harvest has been poor lately and though I doubt that our marriage will put an end to the depredations of Free Trade, it will cheer the estate workers no end.’
‘I can see that is important,’ she said. ‘My father maintains that happy hogs are profitable hogs.’
‘So over the next months I will pretend to woo you, and you will pretend to be doubtful about accepting me. Then you will capitulate, and we will declare our true love. We will tell no one, except possibly my sister Rosina, who you have not yet met, and loves a secret. She is very tall and more like a man than a woman. I hope she doesn’t put you off. She is very advanced, and I advise you to disapprove of her views in front of my parents, especially my mother, though I have no idea whether you’ll disapprove of them or not.’
‘You are putting a great deal of trust in me,’ said Minnie. ‘My mother is very good-natured and loves to buy clothes and tease my father, but she doesn’t take formalities very seriously. I imagine I will have to take many things very seriously if I am to be an adequate Lady of the Manor at Dilberne Court.’
         
‘I will drive you down there soon so you can inspect it. We may have to take a chaperone. Perhaps we could find someone quieter than your mother? Though I have nothing against her; she seems a very jolly woman.’
‘She is,’ said Minnie, ‘and as for a chaperone, please realize I am an American. In the new world, young women manage very well without being watched all the time.’
‘I can see it would be more fun without one, though I am not sure that I approve. But there will be staff waiting for us at the other end. The place is Jacobean with all kinds of pompous bits added on through the centuries, but still really quite pretty, even quaint in a large kind of way – there are forty-five bedrooms – but not very comfortable. In becoming a viscountess you will sacrifice a great deal of comfort, and will have to live with a great many dreary family portraits. It will be hard work.’
If indeed Arthur did as he said, and drove her down to Dilberne Court, Minnie would know that he was serious. As it was she could not be completely sure. His voice had a slightly jeering quality, as if he were mocking her. American men spoke from the heart when they spoke to women. English men spoke as if through some emotional filter made of flannel: it was hard to know what they were really about.
‘I wish to preach, not the doctrine of ignoble ease,’ she quoted, ‘but the doctrine of the strenuous life. Theodore Roosevelt said that earlier this year. I met him at a reception after he spoke in Chicago. It was a wonderful speech, about the feminization of America. My father said it might be true in New York but it couldn’t be said of Chicago.’
         
‘Was he wearing yellow gloves?’
‘I don’t think so,’ Minnie said, confused.
‘We were guests at his wedding in St George’s Hanover Square ten years or so ago. He was wearing yellow gloves. It was such a foggy day it was just as well. Mr Roosevelt’s gloves were about all you could see in the church at all. I thought perhaps it was what all Americans wore to their weddings. But maybe it was just a safety measure because of the fog.’
         
‘Oh you are dreadfully sharp,’ she said, ‘and cynical, and not at all what I’d thought Englishmen to be, but I like that. And so – we have friends in common in the person of Teddie Roosevelt.’
‘And we have not had a single fog since you came to the country,’ said Arthur. ‘You must bring good cheer. I hope you paint bright cheerful scenes?’
‘Landscapes, mostly,’ she said. ‘Wide plains and large skies. I daresay I will have to bring them down to English haystack level – your galleries are full of such paintings – when I become a proper English lady.’
‘So long as you are not an impressionist,’ he said, ‘or you will make our fogs worse. In Oscar Wilde’s estimation, it is art that created them in the first place, in particular the works of impressionist painters.’
‘I know,’ said Minnie. ‘I think we will get on very well. Wilde talks about the wonderful brown fogs that come creeping down the streets, blurring the gas-lamps and changing the houses into monstrous shadows. The current climate of London can only be entirely due to this particular school of art.’
‘Don’t be deceived, Minnie. May I call you Minnie, not Miss O’Brien? You don’t seem at all like a Miss O’Brien. I must warn you I am primarily an engines man. I only know about Wilde because Rosina made me come to a talk at the Slade where they were discussing a book called Imitations of Art. I yawned all the way through to make her angry, which she was.’
         
‘But Imitations of Art was part of my course at the Institute too,’ she said. She knew now was the moment to mention Stanton Turlock, but she did not. Time enough later.
         
‘Obviously we were meant for each other,’ he said. It was a pity that his voice still had its slightly facetious note. ‘Here, let me try to kiss you, and you will pull away and I will look most upset, and so we will continue until it is time to declare our most practical and convenient troth.’
He bent to kiss her – her head came up to his shoulder – but she did not pull away. For his part he did not object or look upset but kissed her on the lips. His lips felt soft in the middle but quite hard and firm round the edges. Stanton Turlock’s lips had been the other way round. She preferred Arthur’s, which quite startled her. She had thought she would never fancy another man again. Not that Stanton had done much kissing or wooing. He proceeded straight to the point but with such conviction it had been impossible to resist. A gentle suitor would make a change.
‘I quite look forward to marrying you,’ she said. Were they joking, were they not?
‘We might even fall in love,’ he said. ‘That would be most convenient. I do not deny that it would be better if you were one of us, obviously, but the ones of us available at the end of the season are quite unbearable to look at, and mostly rather poor. All the rich ones have been snapped up.’
‘My father sent me to Europe to buy a husband and a title,’ said Minnie, ‘and he will pay generously. We get on very well, on the whole. His settlement will certainly be more than enough to pay off all your family debts. My mother can persuade my father to do anything. He worships the ground she walks upon. She wants grandchildren and would love them to have titles. They mean a lot in America. This is the kind of talk that is usually left to lawyers but shall we simply get on with it ourselves?’
         
‘We already are,’ he said, ‘I appreciate it.’ So since she was declaring her assets, she added that she also had a few hundred thousand dollars in a bank account in London, it suiting her father’s tax arrangements to have her keep it there. ‘I could always “borrow” from that if I had to, though I would rather not.’
She also suggested that since she was the only child, the sole heir to the O’Brien Meat Company, to have her as his wife would open up lines of credit for anyone who had the great name Dilberne – enough to buy new harvesting machinery to put their acres back into profit again, not to mention purchasing any number of steam cars, or electric, or even cars with internal combustion engines. She hoped that would compensate for the vulgar absurdity of the nature of her father’s business.
He did not deny any of that, but merely remarked, ‘There is no future in the combustion engine, unless we can figure out some better way of compressing the fuel–air mixture it requires. Even if it can be done, water is free and all around us: petroleum has to be refined and is expensive and there must be an end to digging it out of the earth.’
Then he observed that his mother might find having the O’Brien Meat Company in the family something to hide rather than celebrate, but he did not think his father would be anything other than heartily relieved.
‘My father is very good at acquiring and spending money, just very bad at paying it back. I must admit I take after him. You will be quite horrified to hear about my tailor’s bills.’
Then he took her hands in his – he had traces of black engine oil beneath his nails, just as Stanton always had green oil paint – and said that even if her father refused them a penny he might very well still marry her. Better an entertaining life than a dull one. ‘Don’t you agree?’
         
Minnie had found herself blushing. At the beginning she had been vastly entertained by Stanton; in the end unkind people had forced her to look at the truth. He was a liar, a cheat and a betrayer, even a male nymphomaniac, and, according to her mother’s doctor, suffered from a manic-depressive psychosis. Until he became violent she hadn’t even noticed. She thought it better not to bring the subject up with Arthur. Young men could be very high-minded. They liked their wives to be virgins, and she liked Arthur.
         
‘Oh yes, yes,’ she said fervently. ‘I have to confess that my real name is Melinda, but nobody calls me that.’
‘I like it,’ he said.
‘Now, Mama,’ Minnie said to her mother over the next morning’s breakfast. ‘I didn’t mean to tell you all this and you are to keep it to yourself. People can be very strange. Tell no one yet that Arthur and I have already reached an agreement. Look how upset you were yesterday, for no real reason at all, other than that we were being practical, when it would have been nice if we were being romantic.’
Tessa said she wasn’t one for keeping secrets; they seemed to speak themselves when she was around, but she could see the sense of it. She would keep mum. She asked how they had parted yesterday and Minnie said that Arthur had delivered her in a cab back to the hotel, and they had been careful to give the concierge, Mr Eddie, the impression that as a romance this was in its very early, merely friendly stage. She had offered Arthur a limp hand and he had touched it with his lips, through her gloves, in the most formal way.
‘And did he suggest you meet up again?’ asked Minnie’s mother.
‘We are to go riding together in Hyde Park in a week or so,’ said Minnie, ‘but he has to do some work on his automobile first.’
         
‘Typical male,’ said her mother. ‘But I suppose that’s better than nothing.’




    

  
    
      
         
A Matter of Reputation
            

5.15 p.m. Saturday, 4th November 1899
         
‘Butter wouldn’t melt in her mouth,’ Mr Eddie had said in the lobby to the under-manager, gazing after Minnie’s retreating back when she arrived back from her walk in the Park with Arthur. She’d been wearing an uncorseted red velvet gown from Liberty which followed the lines of her body, an unusual sight in a smart hotel like Brown’s. More such dresses were to be seen in the Ritz, which catered for a younger crowd. ‘Someone ought to warn that poor young man.’
To the outside world, Mr Eddie, red-faced and smiling and getting on for fifty, seemed the soul of good nature but was in truth a weary and resentful man, sending guests off as he did to shows he would never see, restaurants where he would never eat, delivering hot water bottles in the middle of the night to chilly maiden ladies, and expensive lady bed-companions for men who travelled alone. He passed on information about guests, mostly for money but occasionally on moral grounds. Mr Eddie had not yet had word from Grace to the effect that the O’Brien girl was to have her reputation protected.
         
Mr Eddie often thought how sensible it would be if only the chilly maidens and the rampant men could get together, but that was not how the world worked. Also, it would be very hard on his pocket. A hot water bottle went on the bill at two shillings with usually a sixpenny tip for him: a lady companion of really high quality could cost as much as twenty-five pounds for a short visit, fifty pounds for the night, and a fiver for him. Once he had been given a tenner, but the lady in question was indeed a lady, and did it for fun, not because it was her vulgar profession.
         
He liked Grace, whom he saw when she was about her Ladyship’s various errands, delivering letters, presenting her card, welcoming her guests, collecting packages from abroad. They could share their discontent with so many of the inequitable ways of the modern world – the class system, the oppression of the proletariat and so on. He thought that one day he might ask her to marry him, though perhaps he was too old to change his ways. They could join their nest eggs together, buy a little house, and start their own household. But then they might start complaining about each other, instead of she about the other servants, or he the hotel guests. Best to leave things as they were. Occasionally he could persuade her to join him on the sofa in his office for the odd half-hour. She would take no money from him: she said she saw these sessions as fair exchange: it was not only men who had desires which must be satisfied. She was a strange one, too clever for him, but always welcome on his sofa.
When Grace called by, breathless, with a message for him to the effect that Minnie O’Brien’s reputation was to be protected, he agreed to spread the news that she was pure as the driven snow, a virgin, but an enemy had spread rumours about her in Chicago, later discovered to be wholly untrue. These things were easily done. Grace was grateful and showed her gratitude in the usual way.




    

  
    
      
         
Arthur is Moved to Visit Flora
            

5.30 p.m. Saturday, 4th November 1899
         
Arthur had been well satisfied with his conversation with Minnie in the Park. They were two of a kind. She did not whinny and moan and flutter fans as girls were inclined to do when meeting a well set-up and eligible young man. She liked him well enough, as most girls did. She was probably fertile. With the Irish blood came many children. She was no prude, and almost eager when he kissed her. What a stroke of good luck. He had told his mother something would turn up and it had. They would marry, his tailor’s bill would be paid, his parents would be pleased, and he would be able to pay Flora’s rent without worrying whether his funds would suddenly dry up. The wretch Baum would be put in his place, his father freed from financial pressure. A pity about the Meat Company but it was not too high a price to pay to save the family’s face and fortune. He and Minnie would make their home in London, somewhere better than Belgrave Square, with more mews garaging.
The kiss had been interesting. He’d meant it just as a bit of acting but it had set off a spark between them before he had even touched her lips. Recalling it put him in mind of Flora. He would go and visit her, become part of her, drown in her. It was how a man relaxed. He was entitled. Sex set off a kind of creative energy in him; vaguely to do with the tightening of screws, the driving of pistons, the grinding of cog wheels; when it was finished with, new ideas were left in the detritus of experience. Get rid of the feminine and the masculine was set free to act.
         
He had not of course mentioned Flora’s existence to Minnie. It really did not concern her now, and even after the marriage, if all went well, it still would not. ‘Thou shalt not commit adultery’ applied to other men’s wives, not bad girls off the peg. That surely was what Moses meant, when he handed down the Commandments; sex with slave girls did not count as adultery for Abraham in the Bible, and Flora was to all intents and purposes a slave girl. One woman all your life, otherwise burn in hell? It just did not make sense.
Nevertheless Arthur instructed Reginald to drop him off on the corner of Half Moon Place instead of at Flora’s door. He was glad he had. There was a growler there already, its light off, and the driver waiting, trying to read a newspaper in the gloom of the gas lamp. Why? Flora had strict instructions to keep herself available from six to eight every evening: no visitors. Worse, monstrously worse, the yellow silk curtains of her bedroom on the top floor were closed and he could see the silhouette of a man and a woman. The man he had no doubt was Redbreast, and the girl was Flora, her hair down around her shoulders. They were not doing anything alarming, just standing talking, but that made him angrier still. What had they got to talk about? Yet Redbreast leaned towards her as if she fully engaged his attention.
‘Little hussy,’ said Reginald, sympathetically. ‘Pretty little place this too, compared with many round here. Must cost a pretty penny. I hope you’re not the one paying the rent if you’re sharing. The police can get you for that these days. You’d be keeping a disorderly house. I blame Mr Gladstone. Shifty old bugger.’
‘I am well aware of the law, Reginald,’ said Arthur stiffly, though this was the first he’d heard of it. It was not the kind of conversation one enjoyed having with a servant, no matter how useful and worldly wise that servant was. It was Reginald who had found him Flora in the first place, pointed out that the Half Moon Street flat was to rent.
         
‘Sorry, sir,’ said Reginald. ‘It’s just you have to be careful with the better girls like Flora, and your Flora’s one of those. They promise things but you can’t trust them out of your sight. Do you have a key?’
‘I do, of course.’
‘Then why don’t you just go in, sir. Two can play at sharing.’
Arthur felt quite shocked when he worked out what Reginald was suggesting.
Though had not Flora suggested something more unusual than the missionary sex they had so far indulged in? If he paid for it? Knew how it worked? Well, he was already paying.
‘I imagine the other gentleman is Mr Anthony Robin of the Foreign Office, sir. I recognize the growler.’
Arthur was hesitant. There was so much he knew he did not know. He had read My Secret Life at Oxford, but it was so long and densely written, grubby and vaguely disgusting, it quite put him off sex for a time. You had to work out the positions to make any sense of what was going on and there seemed no point. There had been Grace the housemaid when he was fourteen but she was hardly experimental, and Flora had never so far offered anything fancy. He felt both aggrieved and excited.
         
‘If you ask me, she deserves what she gets,’ said Reginald, so Arthur let himself in the front door, and ran up the narrow stairs he had paid for and found Redbreast standing by the bed he, Arthur, had paid for, and Flora whom he, Arthur, had paid for, naked upon it, wriggling on her white mink wrap, rosy legs stretched wide apart with wanton lack of modesty, and a length of pink silk between his rival’s hands. It seemed he was about to tie one of her wrists to the brass bedstead. He had removed his jacket, but was otherwise fully clothed. His waistcoat was a sober-patterned damask.
         
Arthur was glad he had been to a proper school, as had Redbreast. Gentlemen knew how to deal with any social situation they happened to find themselves in, and how to surmount embarrassment. One kept one’s cool and made a joke.
‘I think this is my property, Redbreast,’ he said. ‘Perhaps there is some misunderstanding here?’
‘Oh my dear good man!’ said Robin. ‘If it isn’t Dillybutt! Of all people!’ Arthur winced at the use of his nickname. He hadn’t heard it for a good ten years.
‘Don’t tell me this lass has been misbehaving? Flora, have you?’ Redbreast bent over her, the end of his old school tie tickling her breasts, so she wriggled and giggled the more.
‘He promised to marry me and he let me down,’ said Flora. ‘I owe him nuffink.’ She usually managed a proper ‘nothing’, but in what could only be a surfeit of guilt her pronunciation had reverted to its original.
She tried to slip off the bed but Redbreast caught her wrist and tied the silk scarf or whatever it was to the shiny brass rail so tightly she fell back on it, gave a little cry of alarm and quickly put her legs together.
‘You promised, Dillybutt? Had you been drinking?’
‘Indeed I had,’ said Arthur. ‘I would hardly have asked her sober. But since I pay well over the odds for exclusivity, old fellow, I can’t quite work out what you’re doing in my house?’
‘Then you are not entitled, Flora,’ said Redbreast, ‘and must keep your side of the bargain. I too have paid over the odds.’ Redbreast tied her other wrist to the bed, and though she tried now to keep them together, parted her legs forcibly.
         
‘See to her ankles,’ said Redbreast, speaking with the authority of a fag master, so Arthur felt he had no choice but to obey. He found what he thought must be the white silk belt Flora had been wearing at Pagani’s and used it to grab the left ankle and tie it to the bedpost – she tried to kick out at him, but he got the leg caught soon enough – and used Redbreast’s now discarded old school tie, black silk with blue diagonals, to secure the other ankle.
Flora did not seem too aggrieved by the process. She kept talking and imploring for mercy and occasionally giggling. ‘A silent woman is above rubies,’ said Redbreast. ‘Be quiet.’ And, surprisingly, she was – if briefly.
Life was very curious, thought Arthur. There was Minnie, with her discreet body, her quick mind, her formality, with whom one could have one kind of intimacy and this one, a plump rosy shape full of exits and entrances, which offered quite another.
The matter was settled amicably enough and to both their advantage. Redbreast had first happened upon Flora weeping in the park, claiming to be an unfortunate virgin abducted from school by the man she claimed had now ‘let her down’. She needed funds to sue for breach of promise: then she took him home, explaining that the expensive flat had been borrowed from an actress friend until she had raised the necessary money. It wasn’t as if she was a whore. She wasn’t used goods, she claimed, on the contrary, she was good as new.
‘She has quite a way with words,’ Redbreast said. ‘That almost put me off. One doesn’t want to think of a brain working too hard behind that pretty face.’
Redbreast had agreed to pay Flora’s rent, and ten pounds the hour on top of that. She brushed up well, he’d even taken her to Pagani’s, and risked meeting anyone he knew. You’d never know from the look of her what kind of girl she was.
         
Neither of them wanted to lose her. They would simply share her, as she had tried to share them. She had started it. They agreed Redbreast would pay half the rent, from now on. Arthur would continue with the keep. Arthur must have the lion’s share, for was he not paying more? Granted, from each according to his ability, to each according to his need, but it was still 70/30 in Arthur’s favour. Things Arthur had thought not possible, Redbreast assured him, were.
‘Oh no, no, please,’ Flora moaned as Redbreast delineated exactly where and how they would attend to her. Arthur remembered the word from My Secret Life: ‘doodles’, faintly ridiculous, were always going stiff, stiffer, failing, growing stiff again – as his was doing now – a source of anxiety as well as satisfaction, rubbing here, rubbing there, explosions and squirtings of juices and so on, mucky stuff, ridiculous and disgusting. But looking at Flora, he began to see the charm of it. Something, whatever it was, had to happen. Redbreast had his clothes off. His ‘doodle’ was magnificent, surprising for so lank and academic-looking a man. Flora seemed to regard it with admiration, even fear, but then so she had honoured Arthur’s ‘doodle’ when first she saw it. Mind you, Arthur’s was not bad, better than almost anyone in his House at Eton for his height.
         
While Flora cried for mercy and regularly moaned ‘Ow, it hurts, have mercy, sirs, please don’t,’ and so on, and even managed a tear or two, she continued to offer herself, he noticed, by no means averse to sharing any of her attributes to amplify her pleasure. Really, these women were corrupt; they made beasts of men: he would only marry a virgin and make sure she knew nothing and never got to find out anything.
         
Why did one do this, he wondered, why was one driven to these slippery, mucky endeavours: the instinctive jerking and pumping, in and out, in and out, as if seeking out some vital centre that was so frustratingly elusive, and when you found it, ceased to be of any importance at all? It was an appetite like hunger, he supposed, that had to be satisfied if you were to live, and the same sort of unreasonable drive, just that this could only be honoured when it was employed to keep the race alive. Unlike food, which had dignity, elevated you, honoured you – a good tournedos, a delicate soufflé Curaçao – desire was designed to humiliate you by making you as low as the filthiest rutting beast; it made Flora mock the squealing of the sow as she was serviced, he and Robin mimic the stupid grunting of the boar as it did its business; yellow satin, pink gauze, white mink, scarlet damask, but still underlying it the sour black mud of the pigsty.
         
And why was he so glad to see that Redbreast’s doodle, though stouter than his own, if not necessarily longer when fully extended, did not have such excellent staying power? Why did that make him want to crow like some cock? It was beyond all sense.
When the pair left, some three hours later, Reginald and Redbreast’s driver were not only still patiently waiting, but, Arthur was sorry to see, in conversation; no doubt comparing the habits of their masters and betters. Well, it couldn’t be helped. Boys would be boys, everyone knew.
Reginald was unnecessarily inquisitive and asked Arthur ‘How it had gone’, and Arthur said he thought the girl had learned her lesson – though in truth when he left he had the distinct impression Flora was laughing at him, and when he told her he and Mr Robin would be coming round for her attentions together every Saturday afternoon to get what they had paid for, and separately whenever they felt inclined, she seemed not too vexed at all. Girls were difficult to impress.
         
‘I’ve known some of these girls take on six or seven at a time,’ said Reginald, ‘and not turn a hair. You say she was out with Mr Robin last night?’
‘They turned up at Pagani’s.’
‘Did she, sir!’ said Reginald.
‘She can’t possibly have known I’d be there,’ said Arthur.
‘Very few secrets in this town,’ said Reginald. ‘I reckon Grace and Mr Eddie have something going on. What’s the betting your little friend was wearing a white mink stole? If she was, it’s the one the girls pass round. Nothing like a jealous man to part with cash. She knew you’d turn up. How much more did she get out of you tonight?’
Arthur deliberately failed to answer. She’d got ten pounds more because he’d felt bad. He’d been a mug, that was the truth of it. Now he saw himself, not Flora, as the one who had been used and abused. Reginald, seeing the set of Arthur’s jaw, prudently fell silent.
Arthur took a hot bath when he got home, and spent a long time in it. His father had recently installed copper pipes for running hot water and Arthur was glad of it. Otherwise Mrs Neville would have made a fuss having to fetch hot water from the kitchen while the staff was doing dinner, and been curious. He was not proud of what had happened. He wished it had not. But he looked forward to the next time he saw Flora, with or without Redbreast, and also of course to riding with Minnie O’Brien on Rotten Row. But he had the Arnold Jehu to see to first. He had missed dinner but Cook might find him some bread and cheese and then he might spend a little time in the garages with his real darling.




    

  
    
      
         
The Gift of Equal Status
            

11.10 a.m. Tuesday, 7th November 1899
         
Tessa had arranged that she and Minnie should go first to Belgrave Square to collect Lady Isobel, and accompany her to her dressmaker in Kensington. One way and another things were progressing nicely. Greater love hath no woman than to share her dressmaker with another. Lady Isobel was granting Tessa the gift of equal status.
‘It’s all very well, Mama,’ said Minnie, ‘but a whole day shopping! Perhaps I could slip away after lunch and go to the National Gallery! So many paintings I long to see.’
‘I’m sure we have far better ones at home in Chicago,’ said Tessa. ‘And no, there’ll be no slipping away. You just concentrate on turning yourself into a future countess. See how it’s done.’
And Tessa tapped her rather plump foot in its little, heeled crocodile shoe, rang for the carriage, and without further discussion she and Minnie went shopping.




    

  
    
      
         
The Earl of Dilberne Contemplates the Future
            

11 a.m. Tuesday, 7th November 1899
         
It was a remarkably boring morning in the Lords, thought Robert. Dreary bills about electric power, dull debates about the various principles of inheritance in the Colonies. Lunch, though, was livelier. There was much animation about Ladysmith: it seemed things were not going too well, horse fever was rampant, the hills around the town were awash with fleeing refugees. Reports came escaped by heliograph and messenger – the Boers had cut the telegraph – that grown men, delicate ladies, children alike, were being herded into carts and shipped out of the area with little water and less food, carrying what pitiful possessions they had with them. Many Boers in all probability travelled with them, making their escape with the genuine refugees, to link up with their friends. Underground tunnels were being built where families could shelter from weaponry, but they were dusty, dangerous and vermin-infested.
Rumour had it that the northern firm Armstrong Whitworth was selling the Maxim machine gun to both Boers and British forces – a claim Robert was able to dismiss. One thing to sell arms to both sides in the American Civil War, as had indeed occurred, but surely Armstrong was a fiercely patriotic man, and would never do anything to harm British citizens or their interests. The Maxims were coming from Sweden via Germany; Robert had it on good authority. That is to say, the Austrian Ambassador had let it slip.
         
News of the Modder Kloof mine disaster had spread through the House. There was much sympathy for Robert – ‘just the kind of thing we’re fighting these Dutch to prevent. To save the diamond and gold mines – our boys will get it back, don’t worry.’ The kind of thing the irritatingly bumptious young Winston Churchill had been saying the other month: no wonder he’d lost his election at Oldham to the Liberals – too brash, too moody, too warlike for the North, but determined not to give in and to stand again.
But something else Churchill had said in that conversation came back to him now, a sudden shaft of light cutting through into the sepulchre of a subdued House. Churchill, wide-eyed and excitable, animated rather than cast down by obstacles, had declared: ‘The only way to make money is to spend money.’
‘But you must have some, to spend it in the first place,’ Robert had pointed out.
‘Borrow it,’ said the young man. ‘Borrow more, make more. My late father’s good friend Ernest Cassel could be helpful. You should meet him.’
‘As it happens we are acquainted,’ his Lordship observed, and added that his affairs were with Courtney and Baum. To which Winston had said, ‘Then you’re on the right road. My father was a great man for diamonds. Did him no harm. But in my view diamonds and gold are too risky: they cause wars. Best to choose something less sparkly, something that gets less attention. Manganese? Dull stuff, but mix it in with iron and mine flooding ceases to be a serious problem. The supports won’t rust. If you can drain a mine you can save a mine.’ He himself was sailing straight away for Capetown to report the new war for some newspaper. The new ease of communications – telegraph, telephone – was a boon to journalists. Imagination could flourish, feeding on immediate news and extremity of event. He would be back in time to take on Oldham again.
         
At lunch the Earl was nodded over to the powerful table for port and brandy, and discovered to his surprise that he was considered as an expert on the troubles in Natal. News travelled almost as fast in the House as it did at home. His voting against the Exportation of Arms Bill had marked him out as someone who at least had opinions on the matter. Having a view on Armstrong and Maxim guns had added to the general perception of Dilberne as a fount of knowledge.
Robert feared for his country if he was considered thus. Salisbury was an old man: his hands trembled as he took his glass. He forgot what he had just been told. His cabinet was still stuffed with lords, earls, viscounts, the odd marquess – most of them set in their ways, unable even to bring themselves to equip the army with Mausers or Maxims because they were repeater weapons and somehow ungentlemanly. One shot at a time was fair; more was too reliant on vulgar machinery, not valour. If one was to believe Churchill, the fight to crush the Boer was apparently more to protect the diamond and gold mines of the Natal than because the Boers were so unpleasant to the natives, which was the construction given to the public.
Well, the old chaps hadn’t done much of a job protecting his mine.
The need was for a steady hand at a steady wicket, one that didn’t tremble with age, as did Salisbury and his cronies, old tremblers all. Perhaps in a coming upheaval something in the War Office might come his way, or in the Colonial Office; bugger Fisheries. He must aim higher. He needed to. The rewards were more attractive. Times were hard when a man must pay more attention to his prospects than his integrity.
         
Young Miss Melinda O’Brien could have a very benign influence on his prospects. She was Irish, fine-featured and good-looking enough but with a name like hers presumably a Papist. The Irish Catholics were never renowned for intellect. Too many potatoes. Probably best, if Isobel’s efforts with the O’Brien mother continued to bear fruit, and the O’Brien fortune ended up with Arthur, that Minnie could be persuaded to convert to Church of England. He wondered what his grandchildren would look like? Be like? Could a child inherit republican fervour? Young Churchill’s brashness certainly seemed to have something to do with his American descent on his mother’s side. Hadn’t something gone wrong there – the expected dowry not come through: her father had reneged on the deal – had there been a bankruptcy?
If Isobel had her way, and Arthur did indeed marry Minnie, there was no absolute guarantee that the father would come up with the goods. Then what? Because Isobel’s father had been generous when she married did not mean that Minnie O’Brien’s fortune was certain. All the coal money had gone. Isobel was convinced he had lost it all gambling and horse racing, but the vast majority had been swallowed up by the estate, what with an outrageous tax at five pence in the pound, the price of land catastrophically descending, the impossibility of raising rent from tenants without ruining, starving them – forget profit from grain or livestock, so much was now imported from abroad. Gambling was a drop in the ocean; a necessary, useful relaxation.
There must be a way out. It was unfair to put pressure on young Arthur to marry where he didn’t want to. Isobel could be ruthless. He would have a word with her.
The young whippersnapper Winston Churchill had said ‘borrow the better to spend’: probably that was the way forward. He would call at Courtney and Baum’s and spread oil on the waters: he had perhaps been rather peremptory with Baum – but who would not be, dragged from their bed so early in the morning? He hoped Isobel had sent an invitation to Mrs Baum. It was a regrettable reality that social acceptance could be used as a tactic to win friends and subvert enemies. Also, to calm those to whom one owed money. The bill for the first round of the copper central heating pipes was in – whole-house heating was not really an extravagance. One had a reputation to keep up. Freddie, Countess d’Asti had had her house in Eaton Place centrally heated: even the attics for the servants. Isobel would fidget until she had the same.
         
‘Why so silent, Dilberne?’ someone asked, startling him. ‘Sorry to hear about your mine.’
Robert smiled. ‘Couldn’t get a word in edgeways,’ he’d been thinking to himself; he was going over the conversation last month with the thick-skinned young Churchill. How he’d had the nerve to plonk himself down a table of the great and the good, and started entertaining perhaps not everyone, but those he cared about, with his war stories from India and Cuba: wherever there was blood and gore, there he seemed to have popped by. Now he moved on to the Battle of Omdurman in ninety-eight. A force of eight thousand of Kitchener’s cavalry had been responsible for defeating a rabble of fifty thousand natives. Magnificent, as Churchill described it. Kitchener lost only forty-odd men, with less than four hundred other casualties, leaving ten thousand enemy dead and thirteen thousand wounded. It showed what well-trained cavalry could still do in a place like Africa, even when grossly outnumbered. All fine and good, Robert considered, except that now the cavalry horses in Ladysmith had been decimated by fever.
         
He was relieved when his bookmaker Fred had him called out of the House. Fred had some other tips for him for the St Anthony’s Cup, the steeplechase at Newbury. Was his Lordship interested? Fred also mentioned that his Lordship’s bill was running a little high, and perhaps he could see his way to meeting it in the near future, and his Lordship said of course, of course. The future was beginning to look clear, and altogether rosier. The day had turned from unlucky to lucky. He could feel it in his water.




    

  
    
      
         
The Fitting of the Dresses
            

12 noon Tuesday, 7th November 1899 
         
It was two day after Arthur’s visit to Flora, and the morning of his Lordship’s sudden visit to Mr Baum, that her Ladyship and the O’Briens went touring the smartest dressmakers and milliners of London, spending money the former did not have, and the latter had in plenty.
‘I’m sure we have just as good in Chicago, and far more becoming styles,’ Tessa observed in Madame Pearl’s, thus causing her daughter some embarrassment. Tessa had a bad habit of comparing her own city to London, always to the latter’s disadvantage. ‘Our trams don’t rattle so, I’ll swear,’ she’d say. ‘Our streets are cleaner, our horses are bigger, our buildings higher, and everything is so much newer and smarter.’ It was a habit born of insecurity, Minnie could see, the kind of brashness that gave the Americans abroad such a bad reputation. Minnie had tried to warn Ma not to do it, and she did try and try, but kept forgetting. On this occasion she even apologized, saying, ‘Oopsadaisy, sorry! It’s just your hats are so big one could take off at the nearest puff of wind.’
‘I dare say you have good reason to fear wind,’ observed the Countess of Dilberne kindly. ‘You come from the “Windy City”, I believe.’ She liked to show off her knowledge of transatlantic life.
The new Paris fashions were already in, and dominated the coming spring’s styles: wide-brimmed and piled up with crushed velvet roses in glowing true-life colours. They were charming, and Minnie, generally bored by hats, was persuaded to try one on. Tucked away amongst the velvet extravaganza was a glittering cluster, of jewelled cabochons in malachite and turquoise. It was not Minnie’s usual style: she preferred simplicity in the way she dressed, but when Tessa said ‘My, Minnie, your young man would go for that, any man would,’ Minnie actually blushed and said she’d have it. It cost twenty-five pounds, simply because of the jewels, and it was coyly half hidden amongst folds of lush fabric. That was just a single hat, and Tessa bought a couple of crimson grosgrain turbans for herself and Minnie in case the wind caught up.
         
Isobel caught the blush and was glad. Arthur had been remarkably reticent about his walk in the park with Minnie, almost off-hand, but had acknowledged ‘She was all right,’ he supposed, ‘for an American’, and he might take her riding in Hyde Park when he had time, as soon as he had fixed the Jehu so it was fit for a long drive. He forbade further questioning, and fixed his jaw in a way very reminiscent of his father, so she desisted. She was not displeased, but wished he would get on with it. Someone else might come along and snap the girl up.
Her Ladyship assured Tessa and Minnie that they simply must have new ball gowns – leg o’ mutton sleeves were going out of fashion, bustles were simply not worn any more, the interest having moved up to above the waist, and tiny waists were vital if the curved silhouette was to be achieved. There would be balls between now and Christmas to dress for. Fredericka’s Christmas party was famous for its showiness, though its guest list was not necessarily as exclusive as Isobel thought right. Writers and musicians were asked along: too many did not have a title and journalists from the society columns were in attendance. Freddie even held a kind of artistic salon every three months, for which she could obtain an invitation if Tessa cared to go along. Dress was remarkably free and easy: Tessa should perhaps have some tea gowns made up; she’d had her dressmaker create a very fetching one indeed for herself in a fine white lawn and pale pink lace, though she wouldn’t herself wear such a thing outside her own home.
         
It was at Freddie’s Christmas party three years ago that Robert had first met Mr Baum. That had not endeared the event to Isobel, on the contrary. Indeed, she had failed to add Mrs Baum to her guest list for her next ‘At Home’, as Robert had lately insisted, having got a glimpse of the address. Golders Green? Whoever had heard of the place? Some patch of ground outside central London proper, where once green fields had been, now muddy squalor as the property developers got hold of it? It did not augur well for an acquaintance! She supposed the new century was coming along and one couldn’t cling too much to the old ways, but Mrs Baum was going rather far, and too fast.
She was not looking forward to her own charity dinner in the presence of the Prince of Wales, only just over a month away. It would put the whole household into turmoil. Royal guests always created tension. Guests tried to impress or went too far the other way, and were aggressively nonchalant. It was at Robert’s insistence that she had invited the Prince and Princess, reciprocating a previous invitation to dine at Marlborough House which they had taken up. To her dismay the Prince had accepted, though the Princess declined on the grounds that she was representing Her Majesty at the opening of a shipyard on the Tyne that very day. As an excuse it could scarcely be argued with, and at least gave Isobel more freedom when it came to the guest list, which was yet to be made final. She need exercise less tact, less care not to offend or provide a source of gossip.
         
What she would need to provide was a sprinkling of pretty girls around the table. They were easy enough to find in the Season but in November they were in shorter supply; so far Isobel had only been able to rally plain and dumpy ones.
Should she invite the O’Briens? The Prince would be delighted with Minnie, as he was with any pretty, cheerful, cultured girl, but he would find the mother loud and coarse – the kind of person one might expect to meet at the d’Astis’, but hardly at the Dilberne’s. Isobel resolved, nonetheless, to invite both mother and daughter. She liked Tessa. She was tired of obeying the proprieties. Doing the right thing, running the estate, living up to the Dilberne name, setting an example, giving royal dinner parties and balls, had done her no good in the end. She had been reared frugally, but at least without financial anxiety. These days, she could not help noticing, the bills that Mr Neville brought in on their silver tray for his Lordship to open, tended to stay unopened. Robert was like Arthur, with his general over-trust in providence, his Micawberish confidence that ‘something would turn up’. As men got older their initial propensities and prejudices hardened: experience did not bring new insights, but merely reinforced the conclusions they had come to, sometimes misguidedly, when young.
Or could it be the case that it was the Prince’s influence leading Robert astray? Relying on horses to win races or cards to be lucky, as the Prince did, in the words of her father Silas, buttered no parsnips. Where would it all end? Bankruptcy? It could happen, did happen. The humiliation would be unbearable.
         
But in the meanwhile she needed a new dinner gown for the seventeenth. She had almost nothing to wear that had not been seen at least once: Christmas and its festivities had not yet arrived, the spring fashions were in. She supposed she should economize, but what was the point? She would never outspend Robert. Or perhaps it would be prudent just to buy a new fan and be satisfied by that? God knew they were large and spectacular enough this season to dwarf any gown.
The three women went by appointment to a Court dressmaker in Bond Street, where sherry and petits fours were proffered as they chose fabrics and patterns, and made purchases.
‘Moderation is the fatal thing: nothing succeeds like lavishness,’ said the Countess of Dilberne, as Tessa ordered three dresses at eighty-five pounds each. Even she felt slightly awed at the meat baron’s wife’s lavish tastes. Isobel looked at some fans but found them unexciting in spite of their size, and ordered a dress with a decidedly Gibson Girl silhouette for the royal dinner. She was tired of looking established and staid.
‘Never had your education, your Ladyship,’ said Tessa O’Brien. She had been swigging rather than sipping the sherry. ‘So take me as I am, just a bloody bogtrotter, left school at eleven, but not doing half bad for a girl who started half-naked in a burlesque show. Mind you, there was rather less of me then, but Billy doesn’t seem to mind a bit, he likes me as I am.’
‘“Nothing succeeds like excess”,’ said Minnie, rather quickly, for her Ladyship was looking quite startled. ‘It’s a quote from Oscar Wilde, Mama. A very smart but not very savoury Irishman, a writer who’d been in prison. We don’t quote from him much in Chicago, as people do here.’
         
‘I’m sorry for the poor man,’ said her Ladyship. ‘His plays did make me laugh, and we should not hold an artist’s life against his work.’ Which quite surprised and impressed Minnie.
         
The ball gowns once seen to, laced stays to keep the waist in then had to be bought from a shop devoted only to lingerie. Minnie thought the frankness of the window display rather remarkable, the length of bare leg displayed, though she said nothing out loud. Well, why not? A body was merely a body: she could not see it as a source of sin, though Puritans as well as Catholics saw it as such. For her part, Tessa, happily buying what was described as a lattice ribbon corset said she hadn’t seen anything so indecent since her days in burlesque. Then there was the Italian, Fortuny, to visit for tea gowns; Minnie said she’d rather go for one of the new fluted and ruffled blouses with a plain skirt. As she had a naturally small waist she would try and do without the swan-bill corsets that the style normally required, and be able to move more comfortably and freely in her day-to-day life.
‘She’s quite the Gibson Girl is Minnie,’ said Tessa. ‘Quite the new woman, she thinks herself an equal of any man. Will your Arthur put up with it?’
‘Really, Mother,’ said Minnie, ‘I think that after a single walk in the park, it is rather soon for me to understand what Arthur puts or does not put up with, or indeed to care.’
‘I think my son will have a little trouble moving into the new century,’ said her Ladyship, cautiously. ‘His sister Rosina is a new woman and quite a powerful personality. But I fear Arthur prefers young women to be tractable rather than argumentative.’
Tessa said she had always found Minnie perfectly biddable, and chose a floating, flowing tea gown of finest printed silk with a tiny little pattern of gold and pink, held together at neck and wrist with strings of tiny shells.
         
‘Very fancy, but when do I wear it?’ Tessa moaned. ‘What is a tea gown when it’s at home? Is it for the bedroom? Holy Mary, it seems made for a man to get into, rather than for a decent woman to put on. All these pesky buttons and bows. And Minnie will never have the patience for them.’
‘I must lend you Grace then,’ said her Ladyship, ‘to “unpesky” your dressing. Grace is my most excellent lady’s maid. I will have her take a servant’s room in Brown’s, and attend to both your needs while you become accustomed to our ways. You can trust her to know what to wear and when to wear it. She will see to your hair, cope with the hotel staff, remind you of your appointments and make sure you get there on time. I shall manage very well without her for a day or two.’
Tessa, who had lived all her life without a lady’s maid, was pleased enough to accept the offer, and further thrilled to receive Lady Isobel’s invitation when they’d returned laden to Brown’s – dinner with the Earl and the Countess of Dilberne in Belgrave Square in the presence of the Prince of Wales himself on Tuesday, December 17th.
‘Oh, Minnie,’ Tessa shrieked. ‘Now it’s dinner with Royalty. Play your cards nicely and this could always be your life. All this and a swanky London lady’s maid too. If my friends could see me now!’




    

  
    
      
         
In the Servants’ Hall
            

6 p.m. Tuesday, 7th November 1899
         
‘The nerve of it,’ said Grace. ‘And they’re neither of them any better than they ought to be, mother or daughter. Sending me off to Brown’s like a paper parcel.’
‘I thought you was a good friend of Mr Eddie’s,’ said Mr Neville.
‘That’s as may be,’ said Grace, ‘but it’s not the point. I should at least have been given warning. I don’t know what’s got into her lately.’
‘And I don’t know what you’ve got against her Ladyship suddenly,’ said Mrs Neville. ‘One moment you’re thick as thieves, the next you’re all moans.’
‘I’ve nothing whatsoever against her Ladyship, but I don’t like to be taken for granted. And I don’t want to see some wild American girl ending up as the Countess of Dilberne just because she’s got money,’ said Grace. ‘If you give respect, you deserve respect. But these days it’s go here and go there, do this and then the other, without so much as a please or a thank you, and no respect at all.’
‘Keep your hair on, Grace,’ said Mrs Neville. ‘If Miss Minnie is as bad as you say, Master Arthur will soon enough see through her.’
Reginald snorted and said Master Arthur had as much sense as a wire brush. Flora wasn’t half giving him the runaround.
‘Flora?’ asked Smithers. ‘Not that same Flora that was his Lordship’s fancy piece a while back?’
         
‘That’s the one,’ said Reginald, ‘not that Master Arthur knows that, and not that he needs to know. Or her Ladyship for that matter. So obvious but she never noticed.’
‘Nobody needs to know,’ agreed Mr Neville sharply. ‘We’ll have no more talk like that.’
‘Flora’s doing nicely then,’ said Elsie, ‘for someone not quite so young as she used to be.’
‘She is, but she’s keeping nicely,’ said Reginald. ‘Bathes in asses’ milk, I daresay.’
‘Perhaps someone ought to tell the American girl,’ said Elsie.
‘I may,’ said Grace. ‘Or I may not. I’ll think about it.’
‘She ought to be grateful if there’s another interest,’ said Reginald. ‘Otherwise Miss America will be worn out as an old rabbit within the week. I’m telling you. The things our Master Arthur gets up to…’
‘Not in front of Lily, if you please, young man,’ said Mr Neville.
It had taken only days and already the flower girl was plimming up and plumping out and beginning to look more half alive than half dead. Her nails were scrubbed, her scabs and rashes had vanished, and she now relished the daily baths that had at first made her shrink with fear of pneumonia. She managed a sweet and grateful smile as she swept up ashes and scrubbed pans. The staff regarded her with pride. She was their project and doing well. What would become of her they had no idea. They would keep her until either the mistress discovered she was feeding more staff than she knew about, and either then took her on as staff or ejected her, or Lily worked out some way of looking after herself. In the meanwhile she was happy enough with a mattress in the cupboard under the stairs next to the big black central heating boiler.
         
‘She could always go to Miss Flora,’ suggested Reginald. ‘She’ll be looking for a maid soon, the way things are going.’
But Mrs Neville said no girl once under her roof would be allowed to go to the bad in such a way.




    

  
    
      
         
His Lordship Starts a Company
            

4 p.m. Tuesday, 7th November 1899
         
After his conversation with his bookmaker Robert took a cab down the Victoria Embankment and walked through to Lincoln’s Inn. His journey was not wasted. Baum happened to be at his desk, in his rather small and pokey offices when his Lordship turned up without warning at the door. Baum welcomed Robert in, but without the somewhat fulsome obsequiousness he had come to expect. In putting himself out so obviously as to call in person, rather than summon the lawyer back to Belgrave Square, Robert feared he had perhaps made a mistake. If one showed the slightest sign of weakness people got above themselves.
Not for the first time his Lordship wondered how he had happened to get so involved with Baum, this no doubt clever but unpredictable person, who wrung his hands like a character out of Dickens, lent you large sums of money at the drop of a hat, and yet made you feel you were to blame for his misfortunes, when actually it was the other way round.
Baum, in spite of his protestations to the contrary, had scarcely made the risk involved in the Syndicate’s Modder Kloof mine clear. The relationship between General Kruger of the Transvaal and the Boers of Natal was close, but no one had expected an outbreak of actual hostilities, let alone the possibility of actual sabotage. The might of the British Army had seemed so assured: the Boers by comparison a mere captious rabble. No doubt Baum had got a fair commission out of the deal: more than fair, no doubt. Well, there was no point in beating about the bush. An attack was always the best policy. He got straight to the point.
         
‘Thought I’d drop by and see you, Baum,’ he said. ‘I’m not denying I owe you money, quite a lot of money. All the same I don’t take it kindly when you threaten me with foreclosure in front of my family and on my own front steps. Gentlemen do not behave like that.’
Baum seemed taken aback at such plain speaking. He visibly quailed. The Earl of Dilberne took the view that Baum couldn’t decide which way to jump. As it turned out, he apologized.
‘If I spoke too peremptorily, sir, please excuse me,’ Eric Baum said, with considerable dignity. ‘Whatever may have been said was in the heat of the moment. Now, how can I help you today?’ His Lordship adjusted himself to this development, and took his time; he gazed around the office with an affectation of purpose that was fairly convincing. Mr Baum had a female secretary, of which Robert vaguely disapproved, feeling that the presence of a woman in an office could not be conducive to efficient business, but she did bring tea and biscuits, and was a pretty enough lass.
‘I have a strategy, Baum,’ he said. ‘Gold and diamonds are all very well, but they attract trouble. They speak of easy riches. There are other less spectacular valuables to be found underground, as, with your background, you will know very well.’ And he waxed lyrical on the theme of the rich seams of coal to be found further North in the Limpopo. He had recently read reports in the House of Lords library as to the promise of these deposits. He knew the sort of thing to say: his father-in-law had been much involved setting up the Newcastle industry. ‘That is most interesting,’ said Mr Baum, ‘but coal mines, like gold mines can get flooded, either by accident or design. It is too risky.’
         
‘But mines can be drained,’ said Robert. ‘Time was when two weeks was the longest any mine could remain under water without being abandoned; wooden props disintegrate and weaken quickly under pressure; iron props corrode and rust. The mine, be it coal, diamonds or gold, collapses. But add manganese to iron and iron survives both water and pressure. So now let us mine for manganese as well as the rest. Then a flooding becomes not disaster, but inconvenience. The structure, once drained, remains sound. We have lost the Modder Kloof mine, but let it be the last one in all South Africa to go.’
Baum stared and said nothing for a while.
‘I’d very much like you to join with me in this venture, Mr Baum,’ said Robert. ‘My name will carry weight with investors. We cannot be seen to run scared just because a few Dutch hotheads run wild. It is not patriotic.’
‘Baum and Dilberne,’ said Baum, speculatively.
‘Dilberne and Baum,’ said his Lordship. ‘Rare earths, manganese, chromium. And copper. Progress is progress. A small local war will not stop the exploitation of the mineral wealth of the colonies. If our coal mines are also producing manganese others will be slow to notice. Others will need what we can sell them. Mr Baum, there are more uses for rare minerals in heaven and earth than are dreamt of in your philosophy.’
‘I too saw Sarah Bernhardt play the Prince of Denmark earlier in the year. My wife insists on taking me to the theatre. She is very literary. That bit was near the beginning, before I nodded off.’
‘Then we have something in common, Mr Baum. I too fell asleep.’
         
‘We have just moved our address,’ observed Mr Baum casually, though Robert detected a slight undercurrent of threat. ‘Perhaps her Ladyship’s invitation, which my wife expects, may have gone astray?’
‘I will ask my wife to be sure that another one goes out at once, Mr Baum. She has been very busy. The Prince is coming to dinner in a week or so, but I have no doubt the numbers can be stretched.’
‘Please thank the Countess indeed on my wife’s behalf, sir. Thank you.’ He paused. His Lordship nodded, and waited. ‘You are suggesting I go in with you on this business deal? You assume I will lend you yet more money in order that I, with you, can develop a plethora of mines across South Africa?’
‘I couldn’t put it more clearly myself,’ said Robert, blithely.
‘I should, I think, put the matter to Sir Ernest Cassel. There is a lot of money involved.’
‘I would be thoroughly obliged,’ said Robert, unsure as to whether Baum was referring more to the projected venture, or to his own existing debt.
‘My wife,’ said Mr Baum, ‘would be charmed to meet the Prince.’
It was a pity, thought Robert, that his new partner had no idea at all how to behave. But there you were: the new century was coming in a very few weeks. It would bring any number of horrors with it. Arthur would in time have to deal with the new world. He trusted that the boy was better armed to face it than he, who had been formed by the old world, could hope to be.
‘But naturally, she must meet him!’ said Robert. ‘His Highness too loves a visit to the theatre. They can talk about Hamlet.’
         
‘I don’t think that is necessary,’ said Mr Baum. ‘It would be enough for her to be in the same room.’
         
And they left the subject, while Robert wondered how on earth he could save the Prince from Mr and Mrs Baum, who probably had had to shave her head upon marriage and wear a wig. Isobel was always slightly reluctant to host a dinner for the Prince of Wales in any case: she claimed royalty bought with it a great deal of nervous exhaustion, extra staff, and extreme care in seating. Robert knew the Prince preferred a good shoot, or a day at the races to a ball or a dinner, and when in London he’d just as soon go to a club in the company of a few friends until the early hours, and thence depart on his own for more clandestine adventures. But he was not averse to a good dinner and had been known to summon Cook and congratulate her on her culinary skill; no wonder he was so popular with the people. The common touch, it was described. He noticed detail. His energy was formidable: his friends, including Robert, were for the most part always glad to get home to their wives and their own beds. He gazed at the mottled bark of a leafless plane tree outside the window. It looked leprous in the fading light. To be a Prince, or the friend of a Prince in any century was always a tricky business. These days the violence of hostility was metaphorical rather than literal, delivered by newspapers or angry husbands, not hard steel, red-hot pokers up the posterior, or butts of Malmsey wine, but it was always there, waiting. Human nature did not
‘Thank you for your visit, my Lord,’ said Mr Baum, and went on to say that there was a great deal of paperwork to be done, capital to be raised, others would need to be involved, but that he thought it quite possible that Sir Ernest Cassel would take a positive view. ‘Your initial debt could well be, shall we say, subsumed, into this future project of ours. It would not, however, be proper for me to represent both our interests so I will ask Mr Courtney to look after yours.’
         
The enigmatic Mr Courtney of Courtney and Baum proved to be a respectable-looking City gentleman in his mid-sixties, with a splendid moustache and an unnerving resemblance to the late Mr Gladstone, which Robert held mildly against him – Mr Gladstone having been a Liberal: but he could see the irrationality of damning a man simply on the grounds of his facial ‘brush’. Mr Courtney asked whether the Countess would want to be involved in the scheme and his Lordship said very much so, at which Baum said, ‘Her Ladyship to my knowledge has a very good business head. By no means always the case with women. You are most fortunate, sir, in your wife.’ Robert found this to be rather impertinent, but then so much about Mr Baum was, that one more offence scarcely mattered.
The setting sun emerged from a cloud and its rays made the dull mahogany of Baum’s desk gleam. The sense of a weight being lifted, which Robert had only known with half his mind to be there, caught him by surprise.
Mr Courtney left, and Eric Baum and the Earl talked casually about the St Anthony’s Cup at Newbury, about which Mr Baum was surprisingly knowledgeable. Robert had not seen Baum as a racing man, but at least, if as now seemed inevitable, he would have to be introduced to the Prince, they could talk about horses. Heaven knew what Mrs Baum would have to say to anyone. Mr Baum wished his Lordship well in his flutter.
‘By the way,’ said Mr Baum, ‘I had notification from Coutts that the rent you’re paying for the Half Moon Street flat has been increased.’
His Lordship looked blank.
         
‘Viscount Arthur’s tenancy,’ Mr Baum said.
‘Flora!’ exclaimed his Lordship. ‘Good God, is that still going on? I don’t think Tessa O’Brien is going to appreciate that.’
Tessa O’Brien, his Lordship explained, was an American, and the mother of a very pleasant young lady, and there was some hope that she and his son would have a future together.
‘“Stockyard” O’Brien from Chicago?’ asked Mr Baum.
‘The very one,’ said his Lordship.
‘Well done,’ said Mr Baum. ‘I certainly have to hand it to you, my Lord, one way and another.’




    

  
    
      
         
Grace at Brown’s
            

Wednesday 8th November onwards, 1899
         
Grace, at her Ladyship’s pleasure, had been loaned – ‘as if I was some slave’ – to the O’Briens, with instructions to help the pair with the intricate niceties of dress and custom in London’s high society. She had been installed, at Tessa’s insistence, not in the servants’ quarters of Brown’s, in the attic rooms, but in a real, if smallish, guest’s room down the corridor from the O’Brien’s suite, complete with fruit, flowers, chocolate, cleaned twice daily by the chamber maid and supplied with unlimited fresh dry towels.
In the beginning Grace had gone down to meals in the hotel staff dining room, where the servants’ food was a lot worse than it was in Belgrave Square. Within a couple of days she felt bolder, and dared to ring for room service. She loved the Club Sandwiches, a new invention from the United States, a whole seven course meal pressed between two pieces of bread – chicken, beef, ham, turkey, tomatoes, salad and fruit chutney – taking up only one plate.
This luxurious living, instead of impressing her, made her restless and annoyed. A box spring mattress could only be so soft, linen so crisp and white, apricot jam so delectable. There must be an end to indulgence? And how did it happen that the idle rich managed to live so well and do so little except spend? She had become accustomed to escorting Rosina to the many meetings where political and social indignations of one kind or another were expressed, and when Mr Eddie asked if she would join him in an outing to the International Workingmen’s Association – which now accepted women – she had no hesitation in accepting. She found herself soothed by the thought of the inevitability of revolution amongst the masses, the certain victory of the working man and woman. But she could see that though hotel staff could well be organized into strike action to hasten the day when the proletariat could take over the means of production, there would be a difficulty in getting domestic staff to revolt. At No. 17 they were too wellfed, and too busy bickering and gossiping to worry about long working hours and low pay.
         
In the meantime, Grace did what she was employed to do as perfectly as she could. She would teach Tessa and Minnie how to dress and behave. Barnardo’s children’s home had instilled in her long ago the need to fulfil her obligations and live each day as if her last.
‘To sweep a room as for Thy cause makes that and th’action fine’, she had sung at least once a week for all her young life, and the message had sunk in. There was virtue in servitude. God dealt you cards at birth – your looks, your wealth, your status – and it was your duty to play them as best you could.
         
For a week there was no sign of the rumoured invitation from Master Arthur. Grace was both relieved and not surprised. Minnie was so unlike the girls Master Arthur normally favoured, neat and refined, rather than full of body, lips and bosom (as she, Grace had been fifteen years ago; no longer now, alas, thanks to late nights, early mornings, cold attics and the passage of time) that he would see no more of the girl than civility required. He would stand out against his mother’s wishes easily enough. He was not one to woo where he was not inclined. And very possibly he had been told about Minnie’s past, and realized she was not a fit branch for the Hedleigh family tree.
         
Her task as lady’s maid to Mrs O’ Brien (‘just call me Tessa, dear’) and Miss Minnie (‘do drop the “Miss”, Grace. I’m just Minnie’) was not onerous: they preferred to do their own dressing and coiffing: Miss Minnie would go off unchaperoned about London, spending time at the art exhibitions at the Foundling Hospital and the Victoria and Albert Museum while her mother had fittings at the dressmakers, beauty treatments in Bond Street and spent money, which she clearly liked to do. Offered a choice between the most expensive and the not so expensive, Mrs O’Brien unthinkingly chose the former. Miss Minnie used more discretion. She was beginning to be quite attached to Miss Minnie. A pity about her past.




    

  
    
      
         
Minnie’s Odd Ideas
            

11.30 a.m. Saturday, 11th November 1899 
         
‘You know,’ Minnie said to her mother, a week to the day since her walk in the park with Arthur, ‘it is all very well and very enjoyable to spend one’s life having one’s clothes fitted and spending money on them while others wear rags but I fear it will merely draw the revolution nearer.’ They had left their hotel room to scour the stores for yet more filmy chiffon tea gowns Tessa could take home as gifts for her friends. Elegant home gowns from Marshall Field’s back home and even occasionally from Sears Roebuck were all very well, but even Tessa had to admit they lacked the fanciful quality of what could be found in London.
‘Just you keep your wicked radical ideas to yourself,’ said Tessa. ‘Grace wore the prettiest little hat yesterday. Quite cheap and plain but it kept out the rain which was more than mine did, and quite a few men glanced after her.’
‘You mean she could always sell herself if she had to.’
‘I suppose so dear, yes.’
‘Conspicuous consumption is the mark of the unfree servant,’ said Minnie and her mother groaned and asked her not to start.
‘You read too many books,’ she complained. Minnie said it was her mother’s fault because she had booked them on the Oceanic on the trip over and there had been nothing to do but use the library. You couldn’t look out of portholes; there were just big round, modern electric lights where they were meant to be.
         
‘The sooner you’re married and settled the better,’ said Tessa. ‘Before you turn into some cranky old maid. Aren’t you looking forward to going shopping? Have they found something wrong with it? All you thinking young women are such goshdarned wet blankets.’
‘The Oceanic’s library had all the latest books, naturally. I was reading Veblen’s Theory of the Leisure Class. But the library was only for first class passengers. Four hundred of us. The thousand in steerage were not allowed in. Doesn’t it seem strange to you that those who need to read most are not allowed to read?’
         
‘Not in the least,’ said Tessa. ‘The poor things would only dirty the pages with their grubby fingers.’
‘Mr Veblen talks about women’s dress as a burden placed upon them by men, to bring order to the confused and transient social structure of a highly organized industrial community.’
‘Spare me,’ said her mother. But Minnie would not.
‘It has never occurred to me before,’ she said, ‘that women wear corsets and white gloves to show the world that they need not scrub floors,’ she said. ‘But it’s true. Fashion renders you helpless. High heels and hobble skirts stop you running, corsets stop you breathing, and hats stop you seeing. The more fashionable you are the more helpless you are. A man hangs you with jewellery to show you off as a possession. In the modern civilized scheme of life the woman is still the economic dependant of the man.’
‘Cuss that boring library and Mr Vabberlin too,’ said Tessa. ‘All he wants is for everyone to have nothing and look miserable. Don’t let your young Arthur get a whiff of these fine new opinions or he’ll be off like a shot. A man likes a girl to dress well.’
         
‘I’m afraid my young Arthur is already off like a shot,’ said Minnie. ‘A full week and I haven’t heard a word.’
‘Oh, that’s why you’re so darned cranky,’ said her mother. ‘Don’t you worry. He’ll be back when he thinks you’ve missed him enough. Any time now, I’d say.’
‘Anyway,’ said Minnie, ‘a woman can’t be forever wondering what a man thinks or doesn’t think.’
‘Oh yes she can,’ said Tessa firmly. ‘What else is there to do? I’d best wire your father for more money. Things are so dear over here. Back home a girl gets proper value for what she spends.’
When they got back to the hotel, there was a card from Arthur asking Minnie if she’d go riding with him on Saturday.




    

  
    
      
         
Minnie Prepares to Go Riding
            

In the Morning, Saturday, 18th November 1899 
         
Minnie was in such a good humour the next morning that Grace, who had been thinking it might be as good a plan to tell Miss Minnie about Master Arthur’s carry-on with Flora, as to tell Master Arthur about Miss Minnie’s scandalous carry-on with a married madman, did not have the heart to do it. A ride in Rotten Row, she told herself, was as likely to put them off each other as put them on. Minnie looked too delicate to be much of a rider and would have no idea how to conduct herself with the formality required on the Row.
Her practical concern now was that Minnie had neglected to pack her riding habit, and there was no time to purchase a new one, let alone fit and alter it by Saturday. So Grace walked all the way over to Belgrave Square in the hope of borrowing one from Miss Rosina.
Rosina rarely rode, seeing riding as demeaning to dumb animals, though she looked extremely handsome in her habit. It would be a good enough fit for Minnie. When laced, Rosina had the same twenty-two-inch waist as Minnie, though unlaced Rosina’s was a good three inches more. The habit consisted of a very nice tailored jacket in grey twill with a flared skirt, silk-lined, smart waistcoat, gaiters which made the most of dainty feet and a jaunty and very modern bowler hat.
Rosina was happy enough to lend the costume out. Grace presumed upon the almost-friendship she managed at times with Rosina to ask her what she thought Master Arthur’s motives were in relation to the O’Brien girl.
         
‘Viscount Arthur’s motives? Arthur has no motives. He has no brain. Not even enough to successfully marry for money,’ Rosina snapped. She was in a hurry, as so often, on her way to a meeting of the Fabian Society in Essex Hall just off the Strand, and not interested in pursuing the line of conversation. She was having to go without Grace as an escort, and that put her out. Grace tried, in passing, to persuade Miss Rosina to wear a corseted dress if she was going out alone in the crowds, but failed.
‘They’re only Fabians,’ Rosina said. ‘They wear sandals and socks and never trim their beards. They talk a lot about the Life Force and Free Love but are far too nervous to do anything about it. I will be perfectly safe. Far safer than you will ever be amongst your revolutionaries, properly done up and corseted though you are, and with not an inch of flesh showing.’
‘I have an escort in Mr Eddie,’ said Grace, proudly, and was pleased when Rosina darted an almost friendly smile at her in response.
Miss Rosina was not so bad. At least lately she had taken to feeding Pappagallo on Brazil nuts and not oily pine nuts, so that the peevish creature left a less messy trail behind it as it half-flew, half-hopped with its clipped wings about Miss Rosina’s rooms. When both Miss Rosina and her Ladyship were safely out of the house Lily would be sent to clean up after the creature. She was proving really useful.
It seemed to Rosina unfair on first principles that, of the two of them, Arthur would succeed to the title and the estates. She was the elder child, but the younger male took precedence and would inherit the lot, whereas she was obviously the more competent. One day she would raise the matter at a meeting of the Fabians. They fought for social justice, and surely the equality of the sexes should be amongst their aims; they shouldn’t only be interested in the betterment of the poor. It took courage to stand up and speak in public – one’s voice squeaked and rose in pitch when one was nervous – but one day she would manage.
         
Mind you, her voice could be no squeakier than that of Mr H.G. Wells of whom everyone took an inordinate amount of notice, but whom she found rather disappointing to meet, he being rather smaller than one had supposed. He had an interesting gift for stirring up trouble, she’d observed. She’d been to a talk by him about his novel The War of the Worlds. He’d suggested that the cruel Martians with their invincible fighting machines were perhaps the human beings of the future, when human brains had outstripped all of their other organs, and that technology was the path to victory. It seemed reasonable enough to her, but various religious groups, both the Quakers, who were pacifists and the Catholics, who were anti-evolutionists, had been loud in protest. Blows were exchanged. Grace had had to hurry her out before things grew nasty, and Rosina, annoyed by her persistence, had failed to give her the usual five-shilling tip. She quite liked Grace and sometimes she had stimulating things to say; she liked to think that she, Rosina, had helped educate her, but Grace had to remember she was a servant.
         




    

  
    
      
         
Warm Toes in Golders Green
            

7.50 a.m. Thursday, 16th November 1899 
         
The smart new bronze-plated letterbox made its customary clack and Naomi ran in her stockinged feet to see what the postman had brought. The carpet – newly fitted, three-ply Australian wool, a beautiful dark red with a light olive scroll decoration, was thick and soft beneath her toes. The whole house was warmed by the best and slimmest grey iron radiators available. Eric had spared no cost. There was no invitation amongst the letters but Naomi now had the feeling that one day soon it would come.
She was suddenly feeling more cheerful, at last, she imagined, recovering from the death of her mother, becoming accustomed to the peace and quiet of the suburbs. The children’s noses no longer ran. The necks of their shirts were not grimed with dirt after a couple of hours’ wear. Their faces had smoothed out and their cheeks glowed. The carpets were in and the builders almost gone. She had a lovely home. The streets outside were being paved and the mud would soon be under control. The street even had a name. The plates had just gone up. Hampstead Way. A few more Jewish families were known to be moving in. The local butcher had agreed to sell kosher meat, and she didn’t have to schlep the children all the way to St John’s Wood to buy it. Eric was generous with the housekeeping: if she wanted something she asked for it and the money to do it would be there.
         
Her beautiful built-in wardrobes were filling up with dresses; she had a beaver coat. She had a very pleasant shiksa girl to live-in, so that on Saturdays the life of the household need not stop. Her husband loved her. She knew she was lucky. So her student life was behind her, and her dreams of being a famous scientist, another Marie Curie, were at an end. But how else could it have gone? A woman had to choose between children and a scientific calling. And what kind of woman would she be if she denied Eric a family?
         
It troubled her that Eric now so seldom went to the synagogue with her on Saturdays. Change the rituals and you weakened the faith that had kept the Jews together through the centuries. The argument, which you heard mostly from men, not women, that the rules could be relaxed, that some of the customs and rituals that went with desert life could be altered to fit in with an age of automobiles and machinery did not impress her. Sometimes she felt Eric was quite capable of denying his faith altogether, allowing himself to be subsumed into gentile society altogether. Well, she would not let that happen.
If only she had an entrée into High Society she need not lament the past, but could be part of a brighter life. It had to be faced that nothing about Golders Green glittered. What was the point of a beaver coat if there was nowhere to be seen wearing it? By lunchtime Naomi was feeling discontented again; she wanted to be free of the feeling that the centrifuge of life had whisked her up and flung her round and landed her abandoned on the outskirts of existence and there she would remain for ever.
         
When he came home that night, she waxed quite lyrical to Eric, who looked at her with his gentle eyes and said he was doing his best. She wanted her invitation to Belgrave Square, to the charity dinner on December 17th where the Prince of Wales himself would be present. She had seen it announced in The Times. Eric had told her it was on its way. But he had told her the same, as she reminded him, about an invitation to a glamorous charity function that had been and gone and no invitation. Until this next invitation turned up she would not keep Eric out of her bed, which would be failing in her wifely duty, but she would take care not to enjoy it when he was.
         




    

  
    
      
         
Minnie Asserts her Rights
            

2 p.m. Thursday, 16th November 1899 
         
Minnie, presented with Rosina’s riding habit, borrowed by Grace for the occasion, expressed her admiration, for it was indeed splendid, both jaunty and exquisite, but refused to wear the skirt, and demanded jodhpurs.
‘I hope you don’t mean to sit astride,’ said Grace, aghast.
‘I most surely do,’ said Minnie. ‘Side-saddle at a gallop isn’t safe. Do you want me to break my neck and die?’ Minnie sometimes thought Grace might want exactly that. It wasn’t that she said anything at all out of turn, but the way Grace spoke left Minnie in no doubt but that she disapproved of her. She hoped the secrets of her past had not travelled with her. It was not impossible. ‘No, Miss Minnie,’ said Grace. ‘I want you to sit side-saddle, take the air at no more than a gentle trot, and not bring mockery down on the house of Hedleigh.’
         
‘Oh very well then,’ said Minnie kindly, respecting her judgement. ‘If you insist. But why are you all so frightened of bodies over here? Everybody has one!’
Grace thought, and said that when she was small a kindly family had taken her in and that when she had taken her weekly bath she’d had to do so in a sort of tent so as not to get sight of her own body, and once she had been caught peeking, and been beaten so hard she had never forgotten it. Minnie said she had been sent to a convent and the same thing had happened to her but she could never think about bodies as the nuns thought of them, or of not using them as nature suggested.
         
‘When I was fifteen,’ said Minnie, ‘and on one of my father’s ranches, I stayed on a bucking steer for four whole seconds before I fell off.’
Grace looked horrified. But Minnie seized her by the hands and whirled the maid around the room, crying ‘Oh Grace, Grace, Grace, forgive me for being me. Really you know I can’t help it.’ Which did actually evoke a little smile of sympathy in Grace. However irritating the ‘Yankee’ girl was, she had the gift of saying what she felt, a rare thing in Grace’s experience. Upstairs was too refined: in the basement, the wrong side of the green baize door, all was a peculiar blend of prudery and rudery. She suffered from it too, she knew. She wasn’t like Rosina: she couldn’t loosen herself from her own background.
But Grace blenched when Minnie then told her to unpick the seams and draw out the whalebones with which the riding jacket made a mono-bosom of her chest. Grace stopped smiling. The girl seemed determined to exhibit her body as nature made it, not as garments rendered it decent. It was as though she had the instincts of a whore, but without the excuse of needing money to survive.




    

  
    
      
         
Riding in Rotten Row
            

11 a.m. Saturday, 18th November 1899 
         
Rotten Row was not the morass of deliquescing mud Minnie had somehow expected, but a handsome, broad, sanded thoroughfare, like an avenued racecourse, along the Knightsbridge side of Hyde Park. There had been a violent gale the night before and any last leaves had finally left the trees.
Arthur went riding in a top hat, which Minnie found rather strange. At home people used horses for getting about rather than for showing off their best clothes. They just wore flat caps to keep their heads warm or wide brimmed hats to keep the sun off. But Arthur looked good, she granted, in a top hat: the formality suited him, for on occasion he could look too boyish, spontaneous and floppy-haired for his own good. This afternoon he certainly looked like a man. For the first time she was slightly in awe of him, and when he laid an elegant grey-gloved hand on her arm and smiled, she felt gratified and flattered. Last time she’d been with him there had been engine oil beneath his nails: there probably still was, but what you didn’t see you needn’t dwell on.
Her father’s broad, reddened hands were often ingrained with dirt, no matter how her mother nagged him and oiled them. He was a cattleman and proud of it, wealthy beyond his own belief, but changed in any way because of it? No sir, not at all. Or so he presented himself. He shook hands with presidents, but wouldn’t think of wearing gloves to do so. Her mother’s hands too were broad and big, and these days puffy as well: she thanked her own good fortune that this particular inheritance had passed her by, so that the hand that now Arthur pressed to his lips in greeting, was small, long-fingered and in all manner elegant. Minnie did not wear gloves – how could you get the feel of reins, let alone your mount, through gloves? Arthur’s were grey suede, fashionable no doubt, but would be the devil to keep clean.
         
Minnie felt of a sudden at a loss to know what to say to him. She had no brothers, her father was mostly too busy to be anything but remote, and she had been well chaperoned, until her sudden wild flight with Stanton. His discourse could be strange and sometimes irrational, but certainly did not amount to small talk. And in this country, she had quickly learned, polite small talk was valued. Few addressed subjects head on, from the weather to fashion, to the difference between country and town, or one country and another. Only yesterday conversation with Arthur had flowed so well: today, as it became self conscious, it faltered.
‘If you don’t know what to say to a man,’ Tessa had told Minnie often enough, ‘ask him a question. Then they can feel less of an eejit than you because they know the answer. Just don’t ask him something he doesn’t know. He’ll hate you for it.’ Minnie took the risk.
‘Why is it called Rotten Row,’ she asked. ‘What’s the matter with it?’
Arthur raised his eyebrows and complained that she was a stranger from a strange land – which in this country seemed something of an insult – and she replied that from where she sat in her saddle his land was a lot stranger than hers. It’s just older, he said, a lot older. Rotten Row had been named Route du Roi two hundred years ago when William of Orange had it cleared and lit as a safe route for him to get to Whitehall, and vulgar tongues had reduced it to a crude phonetic parody in the intervening years.
         
‘That was back when your land was still inhabited only by buffaloes and Red Indians,’ he remarked, and she didn’t bother to deny it, wondering why he seemed so set on condescending to her about her supposedly ‘colonial’ character. She had an intuition that perhaps something had happened since she last saw him to change his mind about her desirability. What, though? Or perhaps he was just tired.
Arthur was in truth feeling a little exhausted. He had been staying up late in the garage seeing to the Jehu’s new condenser, which was to his own design. This had involved borrowing a set of blacksmith’s tools from the stables – forge, anvil, grinding machine, drills, ratchets, files and so on. He had only stopped for outings to Flora, sometimes accompanied by Redbreast, sometimes not. Today he was still slightly dazed by last night’s encounter, but on the other hand invigorated by a world full of new possibilities, new excitements. Marriage to Minnie was still desirable, but only if it did not mean giving up Flora. His bride, for her part, would have to come to accept the unspoken mores and imperatives of the well-born English. He would behave honourably towards Minnie, of course he would; she would provide the Hedleighs not just with a new heir to carry on their name and create a new Dilberne, and fresh generations of children out of new breeding stock, but the life of his senses would remain his own. Intimacy with Minnie would be to do with the procreation of children, as the Church decreed, and a higher and better thing set apart.
Arthur could see that he should perhaps bring the subject up – as the Prince of Wales, to all accounts, had brought it up with Princess Alexandra before their marriage – out of simple respect for Minnie’s intelligence, but now was hardly the time. He had too recently been in Flora’s bed to think clearly, let alone to work out how best to introduce the subject tactfully. Perhaps a mention of the Princess’s acceptance, indeed friendship, with some of her husband’s mistresses, would work well? He had an idea that the Americans, for all their apparent frankness and vulgarity, were more Mrs Grundyish, more prone to moral disapproval, than was reasonable. But there was plenty of time before he had to deal with that.
         
He gasped a little as the silk of his shirt caught his shoulders where Flora’s nails had torn the skin. The pain was pleasure as well. These were worlds far beyond Minnie’s comprehension. He thought perhaps he could go back and see Flora in the evening. On the other hand a short sleep would be extremely restorative.
‘You must understand that you are perfectly at liberty to change your mind about our getting married,’ she was saying. ‘I found our conversation the other day most exhilarating, and very un-American, and I will never forget it, but we may not have been in our right minds.’
He liked the way she spoke to him in this direct manner. He said he was as sane today as he had been two weeks ago, or was ever likely to be, and they would carry on the courtship as planned, and then announce it in a month or two. And he was pleased when she dimpled and looked happy. Flora had all kind of expressions, but a straightforward look of happiness did not seem to be amongst them. When you offered her money the look of lasciviousness would increase and the aggrieved air decrease, and her limbs arrange themselves perhaps in a more accessible way, but it was not happiness for its own sake.
Minnie was looking very neat and chaste, he thought, in her perky little bowler, and perfectly suitable for a Dilberne wife. He would have to settle down one day and good wife material was hard to come by. She seemed efficient, competent and clear-headed, qualities which were necessary for her part in running the estate. He was rather vague as to what his mother actually contributed to the running of the estate, other than she paid visits to villagers, kept an eye on the sick and afflicted, and had started a school. Another reason, he suspected, why Isobel preferred life in Belgrave Square to that at Dilberne Court. Country life could be quite tedious for a woman, especially if she were not keen on horses, as his mother was not, and did not hunt. He was glad to see that Minnie was good on a horse. He had arranged a quiet mount for her.
         
As for Minnie, she realized that away from the constraints of everyday life, it seemed a girl could develop a great recklessness. What was she doing? This was not how most respectable courtships proceeded, slowly and cautiously. But she certainly did not want to go back to Chicago where Stanton lived with his wife, and she, Minnie, was an object of scandal. Even her new art teacher at the Chicago Institute, who had encouraged her, and talked so much of free love and the life force, had begun to look her up and down in a most speculative way, and wanted to paint her in the nude, so she had felt obliged to stop attending. She might as well have had a scarlet letter ‘A’ painted on her forehead.
The art schools in London actually encouraged women to paint and make it their profession; best to choose this perfectly amiable young man, whom she really rather liked, and her mother approved, and her father would if her mother told him to, and be done with it. She would end up with a title and no doubt a big wedding, even if not in Westminster Abbey – where she’d heard only royalty could marry – and have better-trained servants than they ever had in Chicago, and the fashions in London were so much better than at home. And the food over here – the Brown’s breakfast was a joy, and the dinner at Pagani’s had a finesse she’d never encountered anywhere: even in the new Silversmith’s in Chicago the steaks were thick and bloody and the size of a plate, with sauerkraut on the side. And here in England there was culture. Everything had its history; even a riding track called Rotten Row was once a king’s back yard. Her children would be part of all this, not of the mean, lace-curtain culture of the Irish in America. And she could study at the Royal Academy, or at the Slade. The Dilbernes would hardly object to that. And Paris would not be so far away.
         
Arthur’s mount was a very elegant, nervy racehorse with a Russian name which his father didn’t know he had borrowed. Arthur’s father had been at the House of Lords deciding the fate of the nation, so apparently had not been around to ask. Otherwise of course Arthur would have sought permission.
It was decidedly a cut above all the other mounts on the Row this afternoon, they ranging from the scraggy and starving to the fat and waddling, it not apparently being ‘the season’.
‘Pater’s been at the House a great deal this season.’
Pater. The upper classes all knew Latin as much as English, especially the men. And ‘season’ was a word that came up a lot.
         
‘What season?’ asked Minnie. ‘I thought that was for the debutantes, when they are presented to the Queen. The one I just missed. There was a lovely sketch in the Graphic. So much flowing white silk, so many diamonds. It was one of the reasons I wanted to come, even though they said all the most marriageable bachelors had been snapped up.’
         
‘The shooting season, silly,’ said Arthur, and pointed out that most of the guns were currently in the country shooting birds, and most of the smart people were out of town. By rights he too should be in Hampshire at this time of year, but he had more than enough to occupy him in town at the moment. What was occupying him, she wondered? It was not as if he seemed to ‘do’ anything. In America men had jobs. They thought it was normal to work and earn. Here it seemed enough to be ‘a gentleman’.
         
But Minnie hoped he was referring to her, and the suspicion that he wasn’t caused a sudden unexpected pain in her heart, which unsettled her. If she was to marry this young man, she had thought yesterday, it would be simply as a sort of refined trade – coldly: his title and way of life in return for her money – the idea that she might suffer emotionally, as she had when she parted with Stanton the artist quite frightened her. But it was rather too late to worry. She wanted to marry him, stranger in a strange land though she realized she was.
         
She was being foolish, no doubt about it. She had stayed awake all the precious night in a romantic haze, dreaming about living in a stately home with the Earl of Dilberne, one day to be the Countess, and in the dream coolness had ended up as passionate love. The detail of their lovemaking, visualized when half asleep, was much like the lovemaking she had engaged in with Stanton Turlock. Indeed, in her half sleep he and Arthur merged into one. She’d sat up in bed, wide awake and shocked at herself.
She could see her mother’s point: if girls remained virgins their judgement would stay unclouded as to whom, and when they should marry. Of course it was a serious decision. Your husband decided your social milieu, your income and your friends, not to mention your children, so you had better get it right. No use envisaging divorce. To get divorced in the States you could at least claim mental cruelty: not here. Here if you weren’t a good wife in the eyes of the law not even his adultery would get you out of it – and here if you left him he kept the children. Perhaps she would never ever be able to see things clearly again.
         
If just wondering what he did when he was not with her caused her pain she was a pretty contemptible case. If thinking about him made her think of Stanton naked in bed with her, her cause was lost. In her dream there were all kinds of things a man and woman could get to do with each other, if only you found a man prepared to experiment. But how, if you did not sleep with him in advance would you know what it was like? The cult of virginity was a nonsense. Again, she shocked herself. This young man with the floppy hair and the top hat could not possibly be, as it were, approached before marriage. ‘Bad girl, bad girl,’ she found herself saying to herself under her breath, in much the same way as she said to her little dog back home, ‘Good boy, good boy’. If so many people in Chicago saw her as a bad girl and she didn’t much care, it suggested they were right. That was what she was. Not that ‘badness’ was anything which necessarily barred you from joining the English aristocracy so far as Minnie could see.
All the same they wouldn’t want their noses rubbed in it. She hoped gossip from Chicago didn’t follow her. Her father had paid enough to try and ensure it didn’t. Yet Grace seemed in her attitude to know something: did ‘bad-girl-ness’ show in the face? Could it so?
Minnie was seated side-saddle, in her skirts, in obedience to Grace and on a rather placid, slow beast with too thin a neck, and going at a gentle trot. Arthur bobbed up and down beside her on Agripin, a handsome bay. He told her all about the horse’s ancestry and that his father had won him from the Prince of Wales in a wager, as if she should be impressed. Minnie was used to riding a Morgan, and bareback if necessary. It was not so great a skill. If you could stay on an unbroken ranch horse for half a minute you could do pretty much anything on a horse. Here on Rotten Row she and Arthur rode sedately together. Conversation remained a little stiff. Dull, dull, dull.
         
She asked Arthur what his pater did in the Lords. Arthur said he was not sure, but he had of late become exercised about Ladysmith where a gold mine in which he had interests had been flooded. Apparently there was a war going on in South Africa, which Minnie knew nothing about. Arthur enlightened her. But then there was a war going on between America and the Spanish in the Philippines which Arthur knew nothing about, so Minnie enlightened him on that.
‘I don’t think girls should bother themselves about wars and politics,’ he said. He seemed put out that she should know something he didn’t. Had not her mother warned her – better she’d stayed quiet or just talked about fashion plates and diamonds?
Minnie could bear the sense of formality no longer. She reined in her horse, dismounted, unstrapped the saddle with accustomed hands and tossed it to the ground, where it sank and all but disappeared into drifts of old leaves. She leapt back on the horse, and sitting astride, kicked in her heels and galloped off all the way to the Serpentine Road. It was most unladylike, and caused quite a stir amongst the onlookers. One or two riders had found energy and space to break into canter, but a full gallop had seemed impossible. Arthur found himself quite stirred at the sight; wild girl on a wild horse. By the time she returned it was raining and the fabric of her riding jacket clung closely to her figure and showed it to advantage. Half the size of Flora’s, true, but more elegantly shaped.




    

  
    
      
         
Grace and Tessa go Shopping
            

2.30 p.m. Saturday, 18th November 1899
         
‘I never was a quitter,’ said Tessa to Grace. ‘A little rain ain’t goin’ to scare me off.’
No matter how adroitly Grace held the umbrella Tessa’s head bobbed about so that its spokes threatened to catch the feathers of her new hat. It was a very beautiful hat, wide-brimmed in a deep brown felt, an orange velvet band round the crown and a green bird of paradise curling around it, rather spoiled by the freckly and plump double-chinned face beneath, it would have looked better on the finer-featured daughter. Grace’s own black bonnet was getting drenched and would need re-blocking when they got back to the hotel. It had a fetching simplicity, and quite suited her: she had had a few admiring glances herself from young male passers-by.
         
Grace felt quite skittish. She had stopped by Mr Eddie’s office for half an hour early that morning, and had quite enjoyed it. There being nothing to gain from the encounter – she was for once not after lists for Lady Isobel or the Countess d’Asti, who had daughters to marry off – Grace felt less whore-like and more like a decent woman, and able to laugh quite genuinely at Mr Eddie’s jokes. Ah, the uses of leisure!
         
Now she and Tessa were ‘doing the shops’, as Tessa put it, up and down Bond Street, charging through the grand emporia in a determined and exhaustive way. Reginald, on loan from her Ladyship, was following them in the cabriolet, to receive the plunder when the stores brought out their packages and samples. Grace would have been perfectly willing to lug them round the corner to Brown’s herself, but Mrs O’Brien would have none of that. She insisted on treating Grace as her equal and Grace found it extremely bothersome, to use Tessa’s own word.
         
Grace privately thought Tessa must be a little mad. The more she saw of her the more it was clear that the English aristocracy would be better off without any influx of bog-Irish blood. Mrs O’Brien’s feet swelled with the heat, and she took insufficient care to conceal them when she lifted her skirt hem away from the mud and horse droppings. Or else she forgot to lift them at all. When they got back to the hotel Grace would have a fine time brushing the hems to make them fit to be worn. When the Countess returned from an excursion there was seldom any brushing to be done. Her Ladyship was fastidious, Mrs O’Brien was simply not.
‘I beg your pardon?’ asked Grace. ‘Quidder?’
‘I guess that means you don’t understand what I’m saying, and want me to say it again, though why you ask my pardon for it I’m sure I don’t know. I wish you’d all just speak the King’s English and we’d get on better. A quitter is someone who gives up too easily.’
Grace murmured something to the effect that she hoped Mrs O’Brien had remembered about the d’Asti salon the next day.
‘Lawks a mussy,’ Tessa said. ‘I forgot all about it.’
‘Her Ladyship very kindly obtained an invitation for you,’ said Grace, ‘and it would be quite impolite for you not to be there. I fear it will be a rather mixed group of guests. I hear the Prince of Wales may deign to call by, though I’d have thought it was a little louche even for his tastes.’
‘All I ever hear is the Prince of Wales here and the Prince of Wales there,’ complained Tessa. ‘Back home they call him Dirty Bertie.’
         
‘If I might make so bold as to mention it,’ said Grace, irked at this description of the Prince by an outsider, ‘“Lawks a mussy” is not an expression in common usage in Society.’
‘You mean it’s servants’ speech?’
‘Scullery maids, perhaps. Not parlour maids.’
‘I heard it at the music hall over here,’ said Tessa, ‘and I’ll use it when I goldarned choose. It’s short for “Lord have mercy” and I sure do hope he will. Put that in your pipe and smoke it, Miss Prim and Proper.’
Grace lapsed into silence, until Tessa took it into her head to poke her in her ribs, and say,
‘I forgive you, thousands wouldn’t. So you can darn well forgive me.’
Grace actually managed a smile, and said Mrs O’Brien would need to decide on a tea gown; she would lay out a selection for her to choose from in the morning, and no, it was not the kind of occasion one needed to wear a tiara.
‘One does not wear tiaras in the daytime,’ Grace explained.
‘Not even in the presence of royalty?’ Tessa sounded disappointed.
‘No,’ said Grace firmly. ‘One might go as far as an unobtrusive silver band for the head, I dare say, flat, and very much filigreed, with a diamond or two inset. Asprey’s have some very pretty ones, just in from the Orient.’
Grace had an understanding with Asprey’s, the Bond Street jewellers, as indeed did Mr Eddie: a small financial consideration for every customer they introduced.
‘Minnie could wear something like that,’ said Tessa.
‘Unmarried women only wear diamonds if they are inherited,’ said Grace, alarmed. ‘Otherwise people will think the worst.’
         
‘Let them think what they like,’ said Tessa, going stomping off in the direction of Asprey’s, followed by Grace with the umbrella. Mrs O’Brien’s energy was phenomenal. No doubt she ate a good deal of meat, considering her husband’s business. Grace imagined, and certainly hoped, that the young people’s Rotten Row outing had been rained off; forget the girl’s fortune, the O’Brien name could only sully that of the Hedleighs. No amount of money, surely, was worth that!
But it was the timepieces in the window of Asprey’s that now attracted Tessa’s attention. She seemed bent on buying one of their jewel-encrusted gold pocket watches and chains for Billy, to replace the plain but useful railway watch he swore by, but then changed her mind, turned on her heel and hailed Reginald.
‘Thank the heavens above,’ murmured Grace to Reginald, ‘she’s seen sense. We’re going to go back to the hotel. She’ll need a mustard bath for those feet. Her ankles are like balloons.’
But Mrs O’Brien had not seen sense. On the contrary. She demanded they be taken to the Royal Academy in Burlington House at Piccadilly. She and Grace were to go in; Reginald was to wait.
‘It’ll be closed, ma’am,’ protested Grace. Sadly, it was not.
Tessa presented herself to the Curator, who had been about to go home, and who seemed shocked by the sudden presence of this large noisy woman from Chicago with a spectacular hat who insisted that she must be taken to see a painting by a friend of hers, Eyre Crowe.
The curator knew Crowe as a quiet, rather reclusive man with whom he occasionally dined informally at his studio in Charlotte Street. They moved in the same artistic circles. In the Curator’s opinion Crowe was in, as it were, the First Eleven of painters, but his work was popular with the public, who much appreciated a large canvas when it told a story. Mr Crowe was unmarried, was looked after by a very homely housekeeper, and had certainly never made mention of any ‘friend’ of the kind who now presented herself. The Curator could see that, take away the florid colour, the stout waist, the plump cheeks and the over-elaborate hat, Mrs O’Brien would once have been a startlingly attractive woman of the fleshy kind. She wasn’t demanding to meet Eyre Crowe, merely to look at a painting of his. But why? It was possible she was an art lover, but it seemed unlikely.
         
‘The Academy is just closing for the day, madam,’ he said. ‘My assistant will be pleased to welcome you tomorrow. I, alas, will be in Brighton.’
‘You won’t get rid of me as easily as all that,’ she said, ‘not Tessa O’Brien from Chicago. I’ve surely come a long way for this. Thought I would, thought I wouldn’t, plumped in the end for hold-your-nose-and-jump. I was looking at these timepieces, and I thought life’s short and Billy O’Brien won’t mind. It’s only a blamed picture! The Dinner Hour, Wigan, please, mister, and I won’t keep you too long.’
         
Tessa O’Brien? O’Brien? Where had he heard and marvelled at that name on official paper? Of course, one of the founders of the Art Institute of Chicago, that rather vulgar symptom of America’s compulsion to establish some kind of cultural background for itself: and full of fakes, he had heard. This was what was thrown up, the crude ostentation of the new as it faced the artistic emptiness of its past. The curator considered that he had perhaps misjudged the circumstance. This was not what he had at first feared. Stockyard O’Brien’s wife could indeed be more interested in the painting than the painter. Mr Crowe might yet be saved from the monstrous hat with the green and yellow bird of paradise curled around the crown, little pink beak poking out from amongst its poor dead feathers. The painting could suffer its attendance unaffected.
         
Then the thirtyish person who accompanied Mrs O’Brien, and seemed an altogether different and more demure type, wearing a pretty plain black bonnet under which wet hair showed interjected, ‘Madam is from the United States of America, sir.’
To which Mrs O’Brien said, ‘Lord save us, Grace! He knows that. This nice gentleman is delighted to take us where we want to go.’
Which, indeed, he did. Mrs O’Brien, he could see, was not accustomed to impediment to her will. Though the younger woman, who turned out to be her servant and companion, chafed and fretted about the need to get back to the hotel and ‘get on’.
They made their way up the great staircase with its broad flat steps, then to the top floor of what started out as Lord Burlington’s town palace, where some of the silk that had lined the walls for a couple of hundred years or so was now faded and even split in places, Mrs O’Brien remarked:
‘But why do you dear English like everything so darned old and faded? Everything about my Institute that can be is new. And every bit as big as yours, and I guess bigger. That silk needs replacing.’
Grace winced. The curator said nothing, until they passed James Whistler’s portrait of Eyre Crowe, which the Curator found a rather murky piece of work, almost ghostly, as if poor Crowe’s very existence was in doubt. The curator preferred sharper lines and more convincing colours, and had spent many years fighting against hanging Mr Whistler’s work at all: there was a meretricious quality to the work he had disliked. Whistler remained un-English, intrinsically foreign: he had spent too much time in Paris, let alone other places abroad no one had ever heard of, picking up a louche amorality.
         
It was against his better judgement that the Curator drew Mrs O’Brien’s attention to the painting as they passed, and the noisiness of her response exceeded his fears – it echoed through the vaulted ceilings and drew a caretaker who was waiting to switch off the lights to see what was going on.
‘Holy Mary Mother of God,’ Mrs O’Brien cried. ‘I didn’t know about this one. And by Mr Whistler too. Eyre’s right up in the world! Grace, would you say there was a little of Minnie in those eyes? Just look at the eyebrows – look at the shape of them!’
Then she clutched the younger woman’s arm and said, ‘Golly, what have I said! I didn’t say a word. You didn’t hear a thing, Grace,’ but she neither seemed unduly upset, nor came back to the subject. She was too determined to get to see The Dinner Hour, Wigan. Her little plump feet went faster and faster up the stairs, the imposing Whistler portrait of Crowe left behind. The curator sighed, forbearing to point out that the Eyre Crowe in the portrait was a different Eyre Crowe, the diplomat, not the painter. People saw what they wanted to see.
         
But why The Dinner Hour, Wigan anyway? Was this not a very curious request? It was an unattractive subject, as various critics had remarked: a group of young women, Lancashire mill girls, gathered together eating in the street. But Eyre was always attracted by misfortune for a subject, a painter moved by moral as well as artistic principle, which was why the Academy, quite reasonably, housed so many of his works, in spite of the critics.
         
Mrs O’Brien plonked herself down in front of the painting and stared.
         
‘A masterpiece,’ she said. ‘No doubt about it. Sure as eggs is eggs. It’s as my friend Eleanor said. She saw it when she was over last fall. And she’s right: that’s me.’ And she pointed to one of the tall figures in the foreground, a tall blonde girl with ample bosom, in a white cotton dress and her hair in a net, basket in hand, bending to the left with her girl companion, as though about to fall, but resting on a stone bench. There could be a certain lack of care in Crowe’s paintings: he was often better at brickwork than the human figure. It was quite possible, the Curator could see, that Crowe had done a portrait of the young Mrs O’Brien, working perhaps from a photograph.
‘He remembered me,’ she said, simply. ‘He didn’t forget.’ The curator suddenly liked her. He admired her tenacity, the immediacy of her folly. She was not to blame for her nationality, her breeding, or her lack of it. If it wasn’t for the energy of people like Stockyard Billy and his good wife, America would never find any culture. For all one knew, the flow of art across the Atlantic might eventually be in the other direction. It could certainly make up in size for what it lacked in sensibility.
‘All nicely cleaned up,’ observed Tessa. ‘In my experience working girls are a lot muckier than that. But then he always was a romantic, was Mr Crowe. I reckon we Yanks are a good deal better than you folk at keeping our feet on the ground.’
Mrs O’Brien was certainly not stupid, he thought. He was quite coming round to her. He liked a woman who could take in a painting at a glance and not feel obliged to stand for ever and admire. Perhaps he would encounter her again. She was turning to go when she hesitated, and then asked if he could kindly give her an address for Eyre.
It seemed to the Curator that colour drained from the maid’s face. Or perhaps it was just the caretaker, turning off lights other than the ones immediately near them, anxious to leave and get home to his tea, as who was not?
         
‘Dear lady, I could not formally divulge such information about an Academician without consulting him first,’ said the Curator, and beamed at her in a way that he hoped was disarming.
He wondered whether he should tell Eyre of this sudden visitation or not, deciding on balance against it. The woman could dispense patronage, but Eyre guarded his privacy, and the woman was at best a lionizer. And he himself wanted no sudden disruption to the quiet dinners á deux at the Charlotte Street studio. She might never leave his friend alone.
         
‘Have it your own way,’ said Tessa, ‘probably just as well,’ and she walked off without so much as a by-your-leave, head held high, footsteps echoing firmly and bleakly down the long high galleries, and then down the central staircase, pausing for a second again at the Whistler portrait, and then out of view. The maid followed meekly. She seemed defeated. He hoped for their sakes the rain had stopped.




    

  
    
      
         
Some Things, Once Said…
            

4 p.m. Sunday, 19th November 1899 
         
‘She is a nice girl, much more amiable than Rosina, and I don’t mind the mother so very much,’ said Isobel. ‘I think dear Arthur is quite taken with little Minnie, and she with him. He came back from Rotten Row quite pink and glowing, not in the least sullen. It might almost become a love match.’ She and Robert were sipping sherry. They had taken themselves early to bed, though feeling well enough. For once there was no lady’s maid to observe them, which they saw as freedom, and no rags in her Ladyship’s hair to make her sleeping uncomfortable, Grace having been temporarily exiled to Brown’s to ‘do’ for Mrs O’Brien and her girl. Grace had made it clear that she had taken offence, as she did often enough, though seldom letting the exact cause of her displeasure be known. The lower classes were woefully prone to taking offence, as those with the obligations that went with a privileged background were not. Perhaps Rosina would raise the matter at one of her Socialist meetings, thinking she was doing society a favour. ‘Sulking staff as a weapon of class oppression.’
‘She’s a lively shopper and keeps us all laughing with her quaint ways,’ continued Isobel, of Mrs O’Brien. ‘She is certainly no lady, but why should one expect someone from Chicago who lets one know she started in “burlesque” know how to behave? What exactly does “burlesque” involve, Robert? She spoke of it with a certain pride.’
         
Robert explained that it was a kind of vulgar theatre, when girls kicked their legs in the air, sang rather raucous songs, and married the best they could and Isobel observed that for a Dilberne wife to have such a mother was probably worse than to have a father who started life as coal miner, as hers had been.
‘Very much worse,’ said Robert. ‘Trade has quite lost its stigma.’ And he remarked that to have a cowboy in the bloodline at least gave Minnie O’Brien a certain transatlantic glamour.
‘Grace tells me Mr O’Brien was no cowboy, but started out slaving in a Chicago slaughter house, up to his elbows in blood and bone,’ said Isobel. According to Grace’s perception, she said, the land of the free and home of the brave was a myth, the continent was peopled by tinkers from the bogs fleeing from famine, prepared to blow you up with dynamite as soon as look at you. Grace for one was very much against an American wife at Dilberne Court, according to her principles.
‘We must bear in mind,’ said Isobel, ‘how important it is that servants respect their betters who employ them, if the anarchists are not to sweep away all order and its supporting tradition. It is our responsibility. Remember what happened at Greenwich.’
‘The bomb was intended for France,’ said Robert, uneasily. But no one could be sure of that. In 1894, an anarchist had blown himself up at the Greenwich Observatory for reasons no one could quite fathom, other than that he was part of an anarchist cell in London, and terrorist attacks in France and Russia had become almost common occurrences. That such a thing should happen in pacific London was almost beyond belief. France was another matter. The Paris Commune was less than thirty years ago.
         
‘The girl looks fine textured enough,’ said Robert. ‘The triumph of nurture over nature, I suppose. Good nutrition and a few elocution lessons can make all the difference.’
‘That is certainly one’s hope,’ said Isobel. ‘Just add some good Christian values and even Africa will soon catch up.’
Robert frowned. It was the kind of casual remark she made from time to time which he wished she wouldn’t, and so did many of her friends, taking their lead from the Marlborough set, where power and Society sat round the same table, and affected a kind of callous frivolity. Women were at their best and most charming if they reserved their comments for what they knew about.
Now, knowing that differing from Robert in her opinions often led to trouble, Isobel feared she had gone too far. Financial difficulties preyed on his mind and made him prone to outbursts of anger. To give voice to a political opinion which diverged from your husband’s was hardly conducive to domestic tranquility, especially when they involved sexual matters. She quickly brought the subject back to the family.
‘I really think we have the beginnings of a love match between Arthur and Minnie,’ Isobel said. ‘He says he wants to take her down to Dilberne Court and show her the estate. And I thought he only cared for machinery.’
‘It doesn’t sound like the Arthur I know,’ said his Lordship. ‘Perhaps he is trying to make Flora jealous.’
‘Flora?’ said Isobel, sitting upright in the bed as if to be better prepared for something worse to come. Robert always had someone or something up his sleeve. ‘So I am right?’
‘Oh, Arthur most certainly has a Flora. He is a young man and the sap rises. This particular Flora has aspirations to being a courtesan, but I fear she is little better than a common trollop. Though she dresses very agreeably. She was the one at Pagani’s the other night with a contemporary of Arthur’s. It quite put the poor boy out. He was hardly paying attention.’
         
‘I was not aware that anything was wrong,’ said Isobel.
‘A boy has to do something while he waits for marriage.’
‘Whatever it is, it can’t go on after the marriage,’ said Isobel. ‘I won’t have that. I hope Arthur realizes that. You must speak to him.’
Robert felt fortified by this sudden and definite response from Isobel. What sane man wants his wife to be too much of a free thinker? Having Rosina in his household was penance enough. If his wife and his daughter did not get on too smoothly together, it sometimes troubled him that it might be because they were too alike. But really the generations were very different. Girls these days aspired to be little intellectuals: Isobel’s generation, especially in the North where the population was more dyed in the wool, still assumed that too much thinking was actually harmful for the female mind. Mental exhaustion could lead to brain fever. Bluestockings were pitied: they would never be content with their female lot in life. Isobel had been moulded to devote her intelligence to running a household, choosing clothes and selecting menus. Errant thoughts might break through, but at least she did not go to meetings and try to change the world, as Rosina did.
‘So like what Her Majesty is forever saying to the Prince,’ Robert remarked. ‘To his eternal irritation. “It can’t go on after marriage”. I haven’t noticed His Royal Highness taking much notice, and poor Alexandra simply looks the other way or makes friends with her rivals. Where the Queen herself fails, can we poor Dilbernes do better? Let us just get the boy married, so we may get on with the important things in life, and worry about the Floras of this world later.’
         
He took the glass from his wife’s hand, and ruffled her hair a little.
‘It is rather pleasant when Grace is not about, don’t you think?’ he asked. ‘It makes a change to be unobserved. Sometimes I envy our tenants the sheer privacy of their lives.’
‘I certainly don’t,’ said Isobel. ‘If I try to do my own hair my arms start to ache at once. But you have changed the subject very effectively. I suppose we must let Arthur get on with his life in his own way, Floras and all.’
‘And I so seldom see you with your hair down. It is most attractive. Shall I eschew my dressing room for the night?’
‘Yes,’ said his wife, agreeably. So far as she was concerned sharing the marital bed was the point of the marriage. She had married for love, and the satisfaction of desire, and though she could see money had been a factor for him, and that love and desire had come later, at least it had quickly followed. Isobel felt the familiar surge of rosy pleasure through her limbs, and felt grateful to her Maker.
‘One thing,’ said Robert, ‘about Mrs Baum.’
‘Mrs Baum? Oh.’ Isobel could see things were not going to be as simple as she had hoped. Something was to be required of her. ‘I was going to invite her, was I not, at your request? I didn’t exactly forget, Robert, but one rather resists this sort of thing. Since Melinda and Arthur are getting on so well, the reason to appease Mr and Mrs Baum seems to have rather gone. It is never such a good idea to mix business with one’s social life, you know, if it is not absolutely required.’
‘The urgency is still there, my dear,’ said her husband. ‘I would have informed you if it were not. Indeed, it is rather more necessary than before. The idea now is not so much escaping penury as acquiring wealth. It is an excellent aim. Our children may then make a free choice in their marriages. If Arthur decides Minnie O’Brien is not for him, we need not despair. If Rosina prefers never to marry, she need not.’
         
‘The price of this is asking Mrs Baum to a Charity Tea? Very well, if you insist. I dare say she is a perfectly pleasant woman. She is welcome to sip my sherry and donate to a good cause.’
‘No. More than that, my dear. She and Mr Baum must be invited to a dinner at which the Prince is present.’
The rosy warmth drained rather from Lady Isobel’s limbs. She even shivered a little.
‘Oh dear,’ she said. ‘Just to think of the royal dinner is exhausting. The O’Briens are bad enough. But the Baums? Why? They will hardly be socially at ease. I feel for them, as much as for my guests. The Jews don’t eat shellfish. I will not be able to serve lobster, which is such a favourite with so many, or scalloped oysters, which is usually done at this time of year. And I believe pork too. So even roast suckling pig, which is the Prince’s favourite, is out of the question.’
‘The Prince dines frequently with the Rothschilds, and I have never heard him complain about the menu,’ said her husband. ‘More, Ernest Cassel is his good friend, and decorated by her Majesty—’
‘You mean Cassel lends the Prince money, which he then gambles away, and the Prince has worn down the poor Queen, so this vulgar financier, who may be very clever but comes from nowhere, and has no loyalty whatsoever to this country, from some wandering tribe, receives a KCMG from her in return? You are in unholy waters, my dear. You’re too simple. Mr Kruger of the Boers, according to The Times, would have it that the Rothschilds were behind the Jamestown Raid, from whence our own personal losses at Ladysmith originated. They care nothing for patriotism, only for personal gain. Whatever you are doing, be careful.’
         
‘It is bad for a lady’s looks to read the newspapers so closely,’ said Robert. He had not expected quite so much opposition to a simple request.
‘Besides,’ said her Ladyship, rather feebly, so he knew he was winning the argument, and her arguments more to do with the dinner menu than any serious principle, ‘I have seldom seen Cassel at Princess Alexandra’s table.’
‘Because poor Alexandra is deaf,’ said Robert, ‘and became so within three years of the marriage, to the Prince’s very great distress.’
‘Ernest Cassel is a Catholic,’ said his wife. ‘Don’t they owe more loyalty to the Pope in Rome than to their own country? And one tries not to have Catholics to dinner on a Friday, because of the lack of a meat course. All one can do for them is serve stewed pigeons, which unaccountably are treated as fish, but are never Cook’s forte. Freddie’s cook manages pigeon well enough, but her beef is never right. I am sure dear Freddie is trying to poach her. Well, well, then I will do what I can. We will ask them for the seventeenth, and the Prince will have to put up with both the Baums and the O’Briens. I really hope Rosina consents to be present and doesn’t find a meeting she has to go to. The Prince likes Rosina.’
She had capitulated. Isobel too, Robert had no doubt, could see the benefit in any plan which would increase the family’s future prosperity. She was her father’s daughter. He moved his hand round her back beneath the silk wrap and felt her body move into his.




    

  
    
      
         
Tessa Too Lets a Cat Out of the Bag
            

7 p.m. Saturday, 18th November 1899
         
When Minnie returned to the hotel from her horse riding jaunt with Arthur she found Grace bathing her mother’s feet in a most elegant blue and white footbath.
‘Epsom salts,’ said her mother. ‘What they use over here for feet. My, what a day we had. Poor Grace got quite soaked. We went shopping down Bond Street.’
‘Did you get a present for Father?’ asked Minnie. ‘He’ll be missing us.’
‘He’ll be making do on his own, I don’t doubt,’ said Tessa. ‘I wouldn’t worry about him. I nearly bought him a nice pocket watch but he’ll never give up his old railroad watch. How was your day?’
‘I had a good gallop,’ said Minnie, ‘and Arthur forgave me for it, though he still thinks it is unladylike.’
‘You are very bad, Minnie. You only do it to annoy. I thought you quite liked this young man.’
‘Oh I do,’ said Minnie, ‘I do declare I am almost in love with him. I took good care not to make jokes or say anything sensible. That must mean something.’
‘While your mother’s feet soak, Miss Minnie,’ said Grace, ‘may I run you a bath?’
Her tone had quite changed. It was friendly, even concerned. Minnie wondered why.
‘Grace has forgiven us,’ her mother said, unasked. ‘She now sees you’re natural born gentry, even if I’m not, and a fit wife for the Earl of Dilberne, so she’s prepared to be nice to us.’
         
Grace gasped and scarcely knew where to look.
‘Isn’t that a fact, Grace?’ persisted Tessa. ‘See, I can read your mind.’
‘I am no different this evening than I was this morning,’ observed Minnie, ‘whatever happened during your day.’
‘But she is, isn’t she?’ said her mother to Grace, and then, turning to Minnie, said, ‘We visited the Royal Academy of Arts and saw a portrait of your real father, Mr Eyre Crowe. Holy Mary Mother of God, Minnie, you’re the spitting image of him, same eyes, same nose, I’d put my life on it. Isn’t that a fact, Grace? You saw it for yourself.’
‘Oh please, Mrs O’Brien,’ said Grace, in a voice more high-pitched than usual. ‘I saw nothing of the kind, Miss Minnie. Believe me. Just a blotchy portrait of a bearded man. I don’t know nothing about art. I’m just the lady’s maid. Mrs O’Brien, I’d be obliged if you’d just let Miss Minnie get out of these dirty clothes and on with her bath. We want her to look nice for dinner tonight. It is only an hotel dinner but even so.’
         
Minnie went quietly with Grace into the bathroom and took her bath. Grace helped Minnie out of her riding clothes. Minnie, accustomed to black servants, was disconcerted to find herself standing nude in front of a white woman, but thought she had better get used to it, though in truth her early experiences in a convent had marked her more than she would acknowledge. She felt a little stunned and dizzy, as if her mother had hurled a baseball at her head and she hadn’t got out of the way in time. What had Tessa just said? Her ‘real father’?
Tessa had made hints through Minnie’s childhood, especially when Billy failed to use a spittoon or sneezed into his soup, and annoyed her, that Minnie was not her father’s child and thanked the Lord for it, but since Billy had always laughed it off, and given Tessa a cuddle, and told his wife to cut out giving herself airs, Minnie had assumed the claim to be just another of Tessa’s passing follies. She knew the name Eyre Crowe. She had seen his painting in the Institute of Arts back home often enough. His name was engraved on the little brass plate beneath a painting of a group of clean and healthy girls waiting on a bench for the slave auction. All that slavery was over now, though freedom hadn’t seemed to do the Negroes much good. She couldn’t see that the squalor, filth and cold of the cattle yards was much of an improvement on the cotton fields. It didn’t bear thinking about too much, any more than that she wasn’t her father’s daughter, which, frankly, if true, and she would not be surprised if it were, was rather a relief.
         
Billy was a good-hearted, jovial, generous, noisy, tolerant man, who did good in the community, ate enormously, broke wind frequently, was kind to cattle while they waited for slaughter, and never flaunted any mistresses in front of his wife. Billy and Tessa were two of a kind and, however fond she was of them, not her kind. No, she could accept her illegitimacy, or whatever it was, well enough. She’d just had to readjust her vision of herself rather quickly: Miss Melinda O’Brien – affianced, if secretly, to Arthur, Earl-in-waiting of Dilberne. Billy was, she could see, not the best father-in-law for Arthur, but probably preferable to have in his life than a mother-inlaw who had borne his wife outside the marriage bed. She must persuade her mother to stay quiet about Eyre Crowe, simply forget him, as she herself would. Was he still alive? It was possible, although one always assumed those who had paintings in gold frames in State museums were of the past. If so, it might complicate matters. She could live very well as Viscountess Hedleigh, the O’Brien girl. But Viscountess Hedleigh the Eyre Crowe girl? She did not want to lose Arthur. She was reeling him in as a fisherman does a salmon. He was tugging away at the line at the moment; the last thing she wanted was to have it snagged and snapped on unexpected rocks before she could pull him in. Arthur must get no hint of this development. Her mother must simply forget she had ever set eyes on a portrait of Eyre Crowe. So must Grace. Then everything would be as it had been. She stepped out of the bath clean, warm, rosy and composed.
         
Fortunately Grace had come to the same conclusion. ‘I brought out the brown creased-silk with the low neck for Miss Minnie,’ said Grace to Tessa, tenderly drying her new mistress’s feet. The swelling had gone down; the gold kid shoes would fit by the time she was ready for dinner. The shoes had cost as much as she, Grace, earned in a year. There must be some other way of living in which the harder you worked, the more money you earned. From each according to his ability, to each according to his need. It was a fine sentiment, but more a statement of hope than a declaration of intent. ‘Miss Minnie can wear it with the pearls. Very simple and nice, suitable for a young girl.’
         
‘Snakes alive, Grace,’ said Tessa O’Brien, ‘are you trying to turn my girl into a frump? That dress does nothing for her at all.’
‘It’s discreet and ladylike, Mrs O’Brien, and that’s what we want for her at the moment. May I offer you a word of advice?’
‘Advise away, Grace,’ said Tessa. ‘There’s no stopping you anyway.’
‘Silence is the best policy,’ said Grace. ‘Truth is too dangerous. Miss Minnie is as pure as the driven snow, born in wedlock, and legal heir to your husband’s fortune.’
         
‘You’re a good woman, Grace,’ said Tessa. ‘But what a world of lies this is!’
‘It’s how we all survive,’ observed Grace.




    

  
    
      
         
Rosina Spills the Beans to Minnie
            

10.30 a.m. Sunday, 19th November 1899 
         
Rosina had arranged to meet her friend Diana at Essex Hall in the Strand. Rosina did not make friends easily, and was pleased when Diana had responded to her invitation to join her. Diana had studied the natural sciences at Girton, one of the few grudged Cambridge colleges for women, and though students received their lectures in a room above a baker’s shop, at least they were allowed to study, if not to graduate. Girl students were not welcome at Cambridge, especially now they had taken to hitching up their skirts and cycling through the streets to lectures. Indeed, the effigy of a girl cyclist had been hung and burned in the Cambridge Town Square in Diana’s second year. But Diana continued to cycle bravely on, though many other girls stopped.
Diana turned up to the meeting in the Strand on a bicycle, to the cheers of those gathering there to hear Sidney and Beatrice Webb talk on the nationalization of land. Rosina felt at ease in Diana’s company. She was a handsome, vigorous girl, almost as tall as Rosina. Like Rosina, she had not done the Season out of principle, much to the alarm of her family. She was Anthony Robin’s younger sister. Tonight she seemed troubled, and confided in Rosina, promising her to secrecy.
Her brother Anthony, she said, who was engaged to be married to a charming girl, one of her pals, was apparently a frequent visitor to a woman of bad repute in Half Moon Street. A cab driver had told her maid, who had told her. What should she do: tell his fiancée, her friend, or say nothing and let the marriage go ahead?
         
‘Say nothing,’ Rosina advised. ‘Young men do that sort of thing. He will stop when he’s married. Good heavens, if marriages didn’t go ahead because the groom was not a virgin, there would be remarkably few marriages in the land.’
Diana said that was not all that was worrying her. She was sorry if this was news to Rosina but her brother Arthur was joining him in these seedy escapades. She had asked Tony and it seemed Arthur paid the rent. Under the definition of the new Amendment to the Vagrancy Act this made the dwelling a brothel, and though Arthur could probably not be convicted as a pimp, the press might get hold of it and there could be a nasty scandal, which would harm both her brother’s career in the Bank and Rosina’s father’s political career. Particularly as the Earl had in his time paid rent on the same premises.
‘How on earth do you know all this?’ asked Rosina. Arthur, that did not surprise her. But her father – could it be true?
‘Tony told me all,’ said Diana. ‘Flora – that’s her name – told him that your father was her original protector. She asked him not to tell Arthur because Arthur thought he was her first, and she didn’t want him seeing her as used goods. Of course, she may be inventing this sorry tale to justify herself in some way, but it all makes sense. My brother says I am being obsessive about the dangers and has no intention of stopping his visits. Men tend to be so innocent about what happens next. I thought perhaps your brother should be warned.’
And then the bell rang and it was time for everyone to troop back into the hall, though a few had left because it was a rather boring talk, in which Sidney had spent an hour explaining what he meant by saying that rents collected by landowners were unearned, for surely the ground we walked upon was ours? The second half was equally dull, which was as well because Rosina was in a state of shock and had a great deal to think about. Her father, unfaithful to her mother to the extent of setting up a mistress? It could only be the Prince’s influence. And her mother? One’s father’s past infidelity was not something one mentioned to one’s mother. Should she be presented with the truth, if it was really true? No, hardly; it was of the question. No matter how one’s mother irritated one, one did not want to destroy her. Better to let the matter lie.
         
Arthur was another matter. He should be ashamed of himself. Diana’s brother, and her brother, each wooing proper girls while keeping a whore behind their backs. Arthur’s Minnie, mind you, was not exactly innocent according to Grace. Nor did Rosina believe for one moment that Arthur loved Minnie, or Minnie, Arthur – he wanted money and she wanted rank. The falsity of his smile was evident when he spoke to his parents, and to her, Rosina, of what a topping girl Minnie was. Not that an engagement had been announced, but Arthur had told so many people he was going to drive Minnie down to Dilberne Court in the Jehu to show the place off to her, it could only suggest to all that he saw her as a future bride and chatelaine of Dilberne. And all the time he was sneaking off (twice a week Diana had said) to this Floratrollop’s den of vice to meet up with Tony Robin, there to have his cake and to eat it too. Five years before she had thought Tony might be one man she could possibly marry: at least he was clever and serious, and one could sometimes have a decent conversation with him. But he’d quickly formed an attachment to another girl, a diminutive and very silly beauty, a Duke’s daughter. A mere earl’s daughter like Rosina was obviously not quite good enough for him, especially when she was three inches taller than he.
         
Reginald was there in the cab to pick Rosina up when the meeting ended. Diana cycled off on her bicycle, hair flying in the wind, wearing a crimson high-necked and red-corded tailored jacket, with cross-braiding down the bodice and a vaguely military air, a pair of divided skirts gathered at the ankles, and high-laced button boots. Rosina, who usually attracted attention in some loose and flowing modern gown, felt positively old-fashioned; not to mention cross, embarrassed, and ashamed that Diana knew so much about her family and to its discredit.
Rosina had not been best pleased when Isobel sent Grace off to work for Mrs O’Brien. She could hardly complain, having once told her mother that she had no use for a lady’s maid, that she was perfectly able to draw her own bath, do her own hair, look after her own clothes and it was ridiculous for a perfectly healthy woman to ask another woman to do these things for her. But then she had been eighteen, and had not realized how much of adult life was spent seeing to appearance. Even the maids would change their clothes three or four times a day, if only adding or removing a starched and pleated cap or a frilled apron. On Mondays when the agency laundresses came in the rooms were foggy with steam which came up from the laundry, and the smell of burnt fabric as over-heated irons dashed to and fro over lace and muslin too fragile to endure them. It was amazing how much work two women of the leisured classes required.
She had managed to persuade her mother to send the laundry out. And though her father demurred, asking how she thought the laundresses were going to live if her mother didn’t employ them, Rosina replied, ‘Why, in professional laundries where they will be properly trained and worth the money they get.’
         
Meanwhile, as a governess she once had used to say, ‘The miners in Africa starve.’ Methodist Miss Penny would not have approved at all of the Dilberne’s involvement with gold mining. If the Modder Kloof gold mine subsided and took down the family fortune with it, Rosina, hot from Essex Hall in the Strand, could see it was no more than they deserved. Bad enough to profit from the labour of workers on the land – for them to exploit the labour of those poor beneath it was doubly disgraceful. She wanted no part of it.
She was angry with her father for having made a mockery of his marriage: she was angry with her mother for letting him do it. Her brother was a hypocrite and a liar. She was angry with herself for her complacency in the past. She could see herself now as one of the oppressed of the world. She would earn her own living. Medical school would not accept her – she had fewer educational qualifications even than Grace – so she would go to Mr Pitman’s secretarial college, learn shorthand typing and earn her own living: perhaps she could work in the offices of a Trades Union Congress or for the Fabian Society itself. She would move away from home and live in some romantic little room down by the river and be a bohemian. Or perhaps she could learn to paint, and be an artist? The world was full of opportunities!
By the time she got home to Belgrave Square, in time to change for the d’Astis’ salon, she had decided what her response would be to the Arthur dilemma. She would ask Minnie out shopping, before any engagement was announced, and warn her about the kind of man she was marrying.
She had to dress without Grace’s help. That did not help her temper. She flung a dozen outfits to the ground before she chose what she thought was appropriate to the event. A plain blue velvet dress and a small grey-brimmed hat with a wide leopardskin band round its crown worn at a rakish angle. It made her look modern and intelligent; if she was not to be valued for her looks she would be valued for her mind.
         
It was an enjoyable evening at the salon. Mr H.G. Wells was there, bouncing and squeaking away, and the Countess d’Asti gushed and squawked, her shelf of a bosom draped in layers of flimsy lace, very much mutton dressed as lamb. Rosina could never work out why her mother took the woman so seriously. The writers and artists who clustered round ‘dear Freddie’, as they loved to call her, were after her free food and drink and the occasional hand-out. At least her mother kept her dignity.
The lion of the evening was Henry James himself, haughty and dignified, up from Sussex. There was a most extraordinary story going the rounds that he remained unmarried because he had deliberately sat on a white-hot stove to scald himself and thus make himself unfit to be a husband. It was the kind of thing one heard at the d’Astis’.
H.G. Wells affected not to recognize Henry James, rather unkindly asking who the hippopotamus was. Mr James for his part seemed to rather admire H.G. as one who cultivated the common touch, of which Mr James was incapable, seeming to have been born stately and incapable of a short sentence. Rosina noted how, while her mother liked to invite guests who ‘got on’, the Countess deliberately chose those whom she hoped would not. Rosina’s parents had declared themselves indisposed, which Rosina knew to be a lie. Arthur had simply not turned up. Rosina supposed he was off with his whore.
But Mrs O’Brien and her daughter Minnie were present. Rosina introduced herself and was studiously pleasant and polite. The mother was just very Irish, with a loud voice, a red face and the cheerful air of the unthinking. She was nicely dressed, looking as good as her stout figure could allow, which presumably was because of Grace. Rosina herself was feeling rather under-dressed: none of the other women present seemed to want in the least to be valued for their minds. Minnie was smaller than Rosina had imagined, nice-featured, and a little frumpish in a dull bronze silk dress which did not particularly become her – perhaps Grace hated her. Nor was Minnie forthcoming on the subject of Arthur, beyond saying his mount had been the pride of Rotten Row, as hers was certainly not, and they had had to take shelter from the rain.
         
But the girl was not fit to be a Hedleigh and bring the mother’s genes into the family, and heaven knew what the father was like. A meat baron, a stockyard king! A gangster! And – worse – Minnie proved she was just too intolerably American: she picked at Rosina’s velvet gown, and said what a beautiful colour and texture the fabric was. English ladies avoided touching one another if it could be avoided. Minnie was just hopelessly foreign.
         
But her behaviour did give Rosina the opportunity of saying ‘It’s a Liberty’s fabric. I would be more than happy to show you their little shop. We could have lunch or tea together there perhaps, and get to know each other better.’
And Minnie had said she would be delighted, she surely would.




    

  
    
      
         
A Dinner in Preparation
            

5 p.m. Wednesday, 22nd November 1899
         
The Countess of Dilberne had resigned herself to proper consideration of the Prince of Wales dinner and now discussed it with her husband. The menu had been decided, she told him, the invitations sent out: it was to be for twenty-eight. The number of guests was dictated by the size of the table. She began to feel she needed a larger dining table, perhaps one in a paler wood. Maple, perhaps? Mahogany was beginning to look heavy and old-fashioned. The cost of the dinner? Only sixty pounds, perhaps, when the need to hire liveried footmen and a silver butler was counted in.
‘More like seventy-five,’ said her husband.
‘How did you know?’ she asked, surprised.
‘Whenever you say “only”, I know you have underestimated by a quarter or thereabouts, so as not to alarm me. It is the normal habit of the female.’
‘It is because men always say “outrageous” if one speaks the truth about expense,’ observed her Ladyship. Rosina, she added, had taken the opportunity to point out that this was twice what Grace earned in a year; Isobel had remarked that it was also a third of Rosina’s allowance for the year, at which Rosina drifted off, no doubt to feed her pet parrot its very expensive Brazil nuts.
‘I told the girl it really was an unkindness to keep a flying bird cooped up in a living room with its wings clipped, and horribly unhealthy,’ said Isobel. ‘And more, the servants have to waste time cleaning up after it.’
         
Rosina had not bothered to reply, just raised her eyebrows. Goodness gracious, Isobel suddenly realized, the girl is jealous. She feels neglected because Grace is dressing Minnie O’Brien. Because she fears she is not attractive to men, and is too tall to be anyone’s instant choice, and too proud to admit it to anyone. She would rather drive men off than risk rebuff. And she blames me because I am her mother and have failed to bring her into a perfect world.
She applied her mind to the dinner again. There were to be twelve courses: pheasant soup, caviar, tartlets of crayfish in a cream sauce, turbot with tartar sauce, grouse sautéed in sherry, ducklings foie gras with brandy and truffles, baron of lamb, a liqueur sorbet, salad, cheeses, fruit, and a gelée marbrée.
         
Robert complained that twelve courses were perhaps not lavish enough for a royal dinner, but Isobel held firm, saying it was more than enough for a private dinner. Isobel murmured about the price but Robert said she should leave the worrying to him, inasmuch as after the next cabinet shuffle she might well find herself wife to a Minister of the Crown; and whoever had heard of a bankrupt Minister? This so relieved and pleased Isobel that she offered to add another course, of roast beef, Yorkshire pudding and horseradish sauce, between the duck and the lamb, but Robert blenched and said she was probably right, twelve was more than enough. It was nearly the twentieth century, and probably by the end of it, the way things were going, and fewer courses becoming fashionable, just a tartlet, or salad and cheese with a College Pudding would satisfy even the grandest. Isobel went up on her toes and kissed Robert’s cheek, saying she was the luckiest and happiest woman alive, and truly feeling it.




    

  
    
      
         
A Reconciliation Below Stairs
            

7 p.m. Wednesday, 22nd November 1899 
         
Smithers reported the display of affection back to the servants’ hall, and a warm glow ran through the whole household. Cook stopped worrying about the cream sauce for the crayfish tartlet: she had tried and it was no easy matter keeping the pastry crisp when doused with a hot sauce. But no doubt on the night she would manage. Elsie received a letter from Alan her beau, saying he had taken the pledge, and now he could say with confidence ‘no hand that touches liquor shall ever touch mine,’ because he was a changed man and saving hard. She had to get Mrs Neville to read it to her, because she could not read. She had never let Alan know that this was the case. Mr Neville undertook to teach her.
All agreed to forgive Minnie for the vulgarity of her mother, and for not being English; Master Arthur, they noted, had been very cheerful of late (‘Not surprised,’ remarked Reginald, and then quickly said ‘Sorry, Cook,’ so for once she decided to take no offence), so much generosity of spirit was attributed to Minnie. It must have been love at first sight, all agreed: things had moved so fast. What Dilberne Court needed was children to run around the garden again and cheer the place up. Miss Rosina was evidently not going to provide them, so the sooner the young Viscount’s wedding bells were announced, and an heir produced, the better. Cook said she had never tried her hand at a wedding cake; there would be a shortage of eggs until the hens started laying again, but she had heard that grated carrot made an adequate substitute, volume for volume with eggs. The other secret was twice the sherry that the recipes said.
         




    

  
    
      
         
Rosina and Minnie Shop at Liberty & Co
            

2.15 p.m. Tuesday, 28th November 1899
         
Minnie was delighted when Rosina invited her on a shopping trip to Liberty & Co. It was a good sign; she was to be welcomed to the family. Rosina had never seemed particularly friendly, but she had learned from Stanton that people did not necessarily look as they felt. Rosina’s mouth would start twitching if she were feeling nervous, as Stanton Turlock’s had, and she had the same habit of looking not at you, but slightly away from you. But she understood that: it came from an excess of intelligence and anxiety mixed, which ebbed and flowed like the tide. Arthur trusted Rosina, so she would also. She wanted to be friends.
Besides she needed a motoring hat, which meant a big scarf tied over the hat and under the chin, and Liberty’s, though she had never been to the store, was known to have the best fabrics in London. Tana lawn, named after Lake Tana in Ethiopia, was the finest, softest cotton available anywhere.
Arthur was to drive her down to Hampshire in the Arnold Jehu steam car. She both looked forward to the journey and dreaded it. She had inspected the automobile in Arthur’s garage, and it was certainly a graceful thing, and with its two large headlights like two bright eyes, had an almost human quality. She could understand his affection for it, though she feared it would be worse than a bony nag to sit upon for any length of time, while the large wheels rumbled on their thin white tyres, and the engine puffed and boiled behind them. A bolting horse seemed a lesser danger. But Arthur loved it, so she would learn to.
         
Arthur had said, ‘She’s fine going uphill, but used to be a little heavy going down: so now I’ve put in condenser in and fitted a different flash boiler which should really improve matters. She’ll manage the Devil’s Punchbowl now with no trouble. I’ll just make sure that by the time we’re on the top of the hill we’re low on water to reduce weight. She’ll still pick up a good head of speed but you won’t mind that. I’ve seen you on horseback. We’ll be grand.’
She loved him so she did not even demur. She must try not to tell Arthur she loved him. Nothing frightened men more than a declaration of true love; Tessa had told her so, and her friends lamented that it was true. Yet she had told Stanton Turlock she loved him, and it had not put him off, rather it had spurred him on. But then he was an artist and perhaps she hadn’t really loved him. The initial sexual excitement which had carried her away and led her to ‘give up all for love of a genius’, a deed which she now regarded with embarrassment and horror, had faded quickly, even as Stanton’s had, to be replaced by his low moods and bad temper. His professions of undying love had stopped; next thing he shrank from her touch. Then he had been seized by the Devil’s own energy, ceaseless sex had replaced the hurtful indifference, and he’d start shouting, waving an old sabre, and threatening to slash the works of his rivals, convinced that Minnie was in league with them. ‘I warned you,’ Tessa had told her. ‘These artists are just plain pesky.’
‘Pesky ain’t the word for it,’ Billy had said. ‘He’s loco. A pig with a demon inside, trampling pearls. Go off and find yourself some better breeding material. And don’t come back until you have.’
At least Arthur was not crazy. Madcap, but not gloomy, hurtful crazy.
         
Liberty’s, a little shop off the sweep of Regent Street, was even smaller than she expected, but inside was all beauty. Everything seemed to glow. Fabrics hung gracefully, delicate flimsy furniture – little pieces placed here and there, suitable for the smaller town houses of London, Rosina explained, not like the ponderous family pieces she herself had been brought up with. Strange dull copper and brass pieces from Asia and Arabia whose use you couldn’t even imagine, fabrics designed by William Morris himself, smocked dresses in smoky velvets which showed rather a lot of leg but had high, cluttered necklines, the kind of thing Rosina herself favoured. It was all enchanting, and had a special smell rather like the incense they used at mass, which she supposed was designed to drug you in some way, so you didn’t notice how high the prices were. And they certainly were.
Yet it all seemed to Minnie slightly decadent, on its way out, a shrine to the past, an altar to the gods of greenery-yallery as the old century died. She had a sudden pang for the wide open spaces, the prairie and the lakes and the sweep of sky above, and the lowing of cattle as they were herded and the crack of the cowboy’s whip, and the coyote’s yelp and her father’s kindly, if brutish, common sense. He funded an Art Institute but left the art to his wife, who valiantly aspired to discrimination but could never quite get there.
Minnie did not want to be the child of some effete English painter, though she accepted that she might well be. She wanted to be Billy’s daughter. Surely a child belonged to whoever brought her up? She had no wish to seek out her natural father. Supposing it occurred to her mother to leave her husband and take up with Eyre Crowe? She was quite capable of it. If she, Minnie, had run off with Stanton Turlock, a rather inferior painter, might not her mother run off with a better one?
         
‘A penny for your thoughts,’ said Rosina.
Not on your Nellie, thought Minnie. She longed to tell someone, but it was for her mother to tell, not for her. Her mother had already been indiscreet. The news of her illegitimacy would probably be with the Dilbernes already. But they were like her father, interested in breeding and the inheritance of characteristics, and would probably prefer the blood of an English gentleman to run through the Dilberne veins, to that of a crude Irish peasant whose only merit was that he had managed to grow rich.
‘You’re very silent. Mama says your mother is the opposite.’
Tact was clearly not Rosina’s strong point, but at least she was honest and straightforward. Minnie decided she liked her.
‘She is very noisy but she has a good heart, and I love her very much,’ said Minnie. ‘I may be noisy too, but I’m struck dumb by the beauty of this store. Also by the prices.’
‘I am surprised that you are troubled by the cost,’ said Rosina. ‘I thought the whole point of you is that you are rich.’ She is so like Stanton, thought Minnie. She can’t help but speak the truth as it occurs to her.
‘I am rich enough,’ said Minnie, ‘but I’m just remembering that the workers who make these things probably get paid indecently little.’ She guessed this was an opinion which would endear her to Rosina, and found that she had read the girl rightly. Rosina beamed and in the gentle light of the shop, looked almost lovely. If only she could learn to stand proudly upright and not stoop, and look others in the eye, she could be almost a beauty.
Minnie went in search of a Tana lawn scarf and found a very pleasant one, all peacock tails, in (the label troubled to say, and the store seemed very proud of it, whatever it was) Mr Arthur Silver’s recent Hera design, all greens and blues, colours that everyone knew ‘never went together’. She hoped it would prove popular but feared it wouldn’t. It would do well enough to tie under her chin. And Hera was the Greek goddess of love and marriage so Minnie made up her mind almost at once. It would bring good luck.
         
Rosina suggested they had tea and cakes in the little restaurant, where they sat upon little spindly chairs designed by Charles Voysey, who had just designed H.G. Wells’ house.
‘I do so admire Mr Wells,’ said Minnie. ‘So young and so clever.’
‘But he squeaks when he speaks,’ complained Rosina, and pointed out that H.G. had been present at the d’Asti party and expressed surprise that Minnie had not been introduced.
‘You mean the little man with the crowd of women around him? The one who upset Henry James by calling him a hippopotamus? Well, I suppose we must forgive him. He did write The War of the Worlds, after all. Such a diverting novel.’
         
‘Diverting?’ enquired Rosina. ‘Hardly. Alarming, I should say. Wells points out that just as we overwhelm the poor Africans with our weapons and our scientific inventions, the same thing could very well happen to us.’ Minnie observed that it was a great pleasure to find herself in a place where books were discussed and not just what a good hog could fetch in a competitive market. That too went down well with Rosina. They would be friends. Rosina’s brow ceased to crease in such an alarming way. She was looking positively pretty. They ordered saffron tea. Rosina said it was good for the eyesight and for the complexion. It was made from crocuses which grew in Persia.




    

  
    
      
         
The Earl Makes a Mistake
            

3.30 p.m. Tuesday, 28th November 1899 
         
Even as Minnie raised the cup of saffron tea to her lips and smelled its strange odour of damp pencils, so her Ladyship raised a cup of more familiar China tea to her lips in the House of Lords; she admired the view of the Thames, flowing slightly murkily, it was true, but certainly no longer stinking, as it had when she had visited London as a child. The London sewers had been finished and the city had much benefitted from the network, though it turned out that smell itself was not the culprit, but a polluted water supply. The Earl had invited his wife to listen to the third reading of some proposed legislation she might find interesting, since her charity At Homes were in support of St Joseph League for the Mother and Child. The Bill was to oblige all practising midwives to be licensed by the General Medical Council. The debate was fierce – male obstetricians arguing that women should not be seen as professionals – even though the death rate from puerperal fever was rising and much of it due to simple lack of hygiene on the part of untrained midwives.
Private member’s bill after private member’s bill had been flung out, though after the pattern of these things, it would eventually become law. Not probably this year. Isobel had been delighted to come along. You never knew whom you might meet, and it was quite an event to meet her husband where he worked. He had slipped out of his own meeting with a sleeping Salisbury and various more alert and younger members of the War Office, to join his wife for a cup of tea. The cups were too delicate for their own good, small and too thin, with a pretty flowered pattern. Rather, his Lordship felt, like his wife herself, sitting like some delicate tea rose in this very solid stone male maze.
         
It seemed she had not been paying much attention to the debate. She had been brooding.
‘This Flora of Arthur’s,’ she said, ‘how do you come to know so much about her? That she has aspirations to being a courtesan, and dresses very agreeably, and you can recognize her at Pagani’s? This common harlot?’
‘Oh, that’s all over,’ he said, without thinking, ‘a long time ago.’
She gave a little scream, and jumped to her feet, and stood, her arms across her chest, like some wronged stage heroine, her eyes wide and horrified. Fortunately the restaurant was almost empty. No wonder men went to such lengths to keep women out of male establishments. Women, even the best of them, made scenes.
‘But what’s the matter? I thought you knew.’ Even as he said it, he feared his life with her would never be quite the same. Some things, once said, cannot be unsaid.
‘Knew what?’ Her voice was high and unnatural. What had he done? Had he done something so bad? Nothing worse than what most men of his age and class did. He’d kept a mistress, not for long, only months, some five years ago. He had not liked the secrecy involved, and had quickly brought the affair to an end. He loved his wife. Flora had been enchanting but it was dangerous. He could not expose Isobel to scandal. Come to think of it, he had given the girl up for Isobel’s sake. He was to be congratulated, not chided. Perhaps it should not have happened in the first place, but marriage is long and sometimes relief is needed, however briefly. Women don’t seem to realize this – how important it is and yet how little it means.
         
Flora had made a great fuss when he left her, he remembered, and claimed her heart was broken. Fortunately her tears just hardened his heart against her; she lost all remaining attraction for him when he was obliged to watch her weeping, her eyes so red, swollen and ugly, and her mouth so loose and out of control. She managed to seize the bank notes he held out to her, he had noticed.
He had not abandoned the girl: indeed, he had asked Reginald to organize his successor. Robert had not been pleased to discover the rogue had fixed the girl up with his own son, but there was nothing he could do about it, except be relieved that as these girls go she was healthy, clean and not too hysterical. There was no need to let Arthur know his own father was his predecessor in the girl’s bed. The boy was fond of his mother. He’d assumed Arthur would quickly grow out of any attachment to the girl. But apparently he had not. The consequences of little choices you made which you assumed would just fade away and disappear could come swirling back through time to get you.
‘It’s all over, long ago,’ he said to Isobel. ‘It meant nothing.’
But her face was hardening into a mask of hostility and dislike. He shivered to see it. That was the last thing he should have said. When it came to women, as with politics, denial was the safest path.
‘You can have your dinner party for the Prince,’ she said. ‘You can spend my money and your children’s money on horses and cards, and whoring with your fat friend, whom even his own mother despises, but I choose my own guest list. Mrs Baum will only enter this house over my dead body.’
         
‘But haven’t the invitations gone off?’
‘I held hers back, on seeing the postal district. I hadn’t yet made up my mind. Now I have. I am my father’s daughter.’
A thick yellow fog was beginning to curl up the river. It seemed a bad omen.
Robert could see that it might take time to win her round and he had none to spare. Affairs of State called. He kissed her politely goodbye, or would have, had she not jerked her cheek away from him; so he advised her to go home quickly to get out of the fog and made for the Cabinet Office, where the war meeting was under way and there were no women.




    

  
    
      
         
In the Cabinet Office
            

4.30 p.m. Tuesday, 28th November 1899
         
The latest dispatches were being discussed. The news was mixed. The Queen had received one from Lord Methuen after the Battle of Modder River to the effect that it had been the bloodiest of the century; the Boers had shelled from trenches with dreadful success before being charged by the British. Losses had been heavy. Nevertheless it was a victory; the Boers had been driven back. More detailed messages arrived. It seemed that a force of over seven thousand crack troops, including the Guards Brigade, armed with bolt-action rifles and supported by field artillery and four guns of the Naval Brigade, with further reinforcements arriving by the railway, had been surprised and pinned down by a larger force of Boers. The latter had been cunningly concealed and well dug in, armed with Mausers, several field guns and a Maxim ‘pom-pom’ apparently borrowed from the Orange Free State. It had taken ten hours to drive the enemy back just a couple of miles to Magersfontein. Some claimed the British had lost nearly five hundred men, the Boers only eighty.
Robert spoke into a stunned silence. ‘A bloody victory indeed,’ he said. He had found his courage. Having just faced Isobel, a room full of political dignitaries were as nothing. ‘Some things become clear. We can no longer face this enemy armed only with inferior rifles. And where were the cavalry? If there were any not already laid low by fever, sea travel and the climate?’
         
Chamberlain said it seemed mounted troops were indeed involved and had reconnoitred, but had failed to notice the presence of an army eight-thousand strong. ‘Then we can only conclude that the cavalry has no place in Africa. It is too busy avoiding ants’ nests to pay attention to anything else.’
He was surprised at the strength of his own conviction.
‘Young Winston feels very differently,’ Salisbury woke up enough to murmur. ‘He always believes cavalry is the answer. After his most theatrical escape from the Boers he’s such a hero of the hour that I suppose we mustn’t contradict his opinions.’
Robert replied that young Churchill saw horses as a living sacrifice to national pride. He himself rather liked them when they were alive. The Marquess of Lansdowne observed that Methuen’s apparent abandonment of close formation tactics was dangerous and Robert told him that, on the contrary, had Methuen in this instance advanced in close formation, there would have been a massacre as the Boers mowed down not just one in sixteen, but one in eight.
‘Well,’ said Salisbury, opening one of his eyes quite wide, ‘At least one of you seems to be awake.’
Balfour said what was done was done, and the immediate problem was how the news was to be presented to the public, who were becoming restless. Kimberley and Ladysmith were still besieged, and there was no getting away from that.
Robert saw himself and Isobel to be in the Battle of the River Thames. As with the Battle of the Modder River, the thing was to deny all, always show strength, and never admit weakness. She would forget, as the people of England would forget.
Robert said forcefully that the Battle of Modder River must be presented as a victory, a rout by brave British forces. After all, the Boers had been driven back.
         
Balfour agreed, glad to have the support he needed. Less than five hundred killed could be seen as a tribute to the courage of British fighting men rather than evidence of military stupidity. More care, he added, must in future be taken when dealing with the press. It was the way ahead.
Salisbury suggested that perhaps the Earl of Dilberne would care to join them for further discussions in the War Office.




    

  
    
      
         
Taking Tea at Liberty’s
            

5.05 p.m. Tuesday, 28th November 1899
         
As Isobel ran out distressed into the fog, watched by the curious eyes of Palace of Westminster officials, and his Lordship advanced his political career, Minnie wrote a cheque out for the bill for tea (which seemed to her excessive). Rosina scraped the last drop of cream from her éclair, and finally came out with what she had to say to Minnie. She found it more difficult than she had thought.
First she advised Minnie that it would be dangerous to motor down to Dilberne Court with Arthur.
‘Because of the Devil’s Punchbowl?’ asked Minnie in all innocence. She had come to like and trust Rosina. ‘I know about that. You must not worry. Arthur will be very careful to make sure the boiler is not full at the top of the hill. We won’t pick up too much speed.’ She noticed she was crossing her own fingers as she spoke.
But Rosina said it was nothing to do with the journey. It was to do with Arthur’s character. Minnie should be aware that Arthur kept a mistress, paying for her flat in Half Moon Street, not ten minutes’ walk from Liberty’s, a very pretty little house which she, Rosina, would not be ashamed to live in herself. Perhaps Minnie would like to walk round there herself with Rosina and they could challenge her together.
The waitress had cleared the table and other customers wanted to sit down. Minnie was conscious of the great crush of expensive fabric bearing in on their table, heavy tweeds and cords, pliable velvets and satins all juxtaposed, in the jewel tones of the season, the imposing shoulder pads, the tiny waists, great puffed sleeves and plentiful gored skirts, high-frilled necks and bows and ribbons everywhere, and marvelled at how little wealthy women had to do but dress themselves. There was a heavy, uncomfortable smell of damp and sulphur mixed. Shoppers from all down Regent Street were crushing in here, Minnie realized, to get away from a drift of yellow fog. She could see its miasma begin to creep through tiny gaps in the sashed windows of the store. Really they should get up and go: their table was needed. But Rosina was not to be moved. She sat immobile and waiting for a response. What had Rosina said? Ah yes, Arthur’s mistress. Walking round to visit her together?
         
‘I don’t think so, Rosina,’ said Minnie. ‘There’s a nasty fog outside.’
Of course Arthur had a mistress. He was young and virile and hardly a virgin. Presumably he would give the girl up on marriage. Why would he need anyone else but her? She said as much to Rosina, who seemed disappointed.
‘He can be prosecuted as a pimp,’ said Rosina. Minnie caught an echo in her voice of the tone of delirium in Stanton’s when accusing her of sleeping with his fellow painters. Poor Rosina. But she was glad the girl seemed to have friends. Like Stanton, she would have trouble finding them.
‘He visits her with an equally caddish person, the brother of another good friend of mine, also affianced to another, while paying the whore’s rent. The three of them go to it together. Can you imagine? There could be a dreadful scandal, which would drag down the Hedleigh name. You must save yourself, Minnie. Have no more to do with my brother. He has a very bad character, and is marrying you for your money. He is not capable of proper feeling.’
         
Needled, Minnie told Rosina how she had lived in sin with a fellow artist for three happy months in the Burnt District of Chicago, in a pretty little house that had been spared the flames. She had kept house and got away from home and had been very happy. It had not been her doing that they had parted. Troilism was not unheard of between young and energetic people, she said. It was part of male nature to want to demonstrate its sexual prowess to others. In her case, her lover had become jealous of another man, an occasional visitor, invited in by her lover in the first place. He had come to suspect that she had more feeling for the new man than she did for him, and that she crept out to visit his rival behind his back.
Rosina was staring at her with startled, wide-open, slightly squinty eyes. The crush of fabrics beneath their elaborate roof of wide felt brims became oppressive. Minnie was jabbed in the arm by a succession of sharp-edged, beautifully packed parcels. Her eyes were smarting.
‘Did you?’ asked Rosina. ‘Creep out behind his back?’
‘Yes of course,’ said Minnie. Though that was a lie. She had been most upset that Stanton had insisted she shared him with his painter friend, embarrassed, humiliated and distressed. It had all been in the name of art though she could not remember his reasoning now. But as everyone said, Stanton was mad. One did not expect to make sense of it. She had perhaps been rash to trust Rosina with so much information. But at least now she could tell Arthur the truth. She was no more a virgin than he was. She could give up the pretence of purity.
Rosina walked her back to her hotel. They could see only a yard or so in front of them. The fog was thickest and at its most yellow and sulphurous at ground level. Rosina had an advantage, perhaps, being so tall. Height was at least good for something. Minnie refrained from saying so. Eyes watered and throats rasped. The streets were empty of traffic. Hearing was muffled. Even the horses could not make their way: automobile drivers were blinded.
         
As they groped their way forward together, hands splayed in front of them, something of fellow-feeling returned. Minnie remembered the stories about the Great Chicago Fire, the same mixture of companionship and dismay, excitement and dread, as the wooden city burned through a whole day and night, and home ceased to be home. Drastic events reminded you of the basics of your existence, how fragile they were: how you just wanted to be able to breathe.




    

  
    
      
         
Rosina Goes to Vine Street
            

7 p.m. Tuesday, 28th November 1899
         
She’s going to take no action whatsoever, thought Rosina. The girl has no morals and no shame. Arthur and she are as bad as one another. She braved more of the fog, though it made her cough and sneeze, and walked round to Vine Street Police Station, where she claimed to be a neighbour in Half Moon Street. Men and children were in and out of No. 5 at all hours. Heaven knew what went on there. An officer of the law wrote it all down assiduously, taking a long time about it. But at last someone was taking the matter seriously.
It occurred to Rosina on her way back home that Flora’s little flat was being paid for by family funds and that she could see herself living there very comfortably indeed while she set about earning her own living. Whether that thought had already come to her before she went round to Vine Street she wasn’t sure, but it wasn’t the point. Rich men like Arthur should not seduce and ruin poor girls like Flora, let alone marry so callously for money.




    

  
    
      
         
In the Servants’ Hall
            

The first week of December 1899 
         
Something had happened to sour the atmosphere at No. 17 Belgrave Square. The pea-souper had been nasty but cleared by the next morning. Her Ladyship put it about that she was indisposed, and either kept to her bed and wept or sat on its edge staring into space. If she did leave her room it was to rant around finding fault, inspecting the nails of the staff as if they weren’t all perfectly clean in the first place, complaining of a burnt flavour to the breakfast porridge though no one else could detect it, and sending the bowl back to Cook, to her outrage.
‘She has a nerve,’ said Cook. ‘Their very smartest friends all praise my cooking. If she’s not careful I’ll soon be off to Lady Fredericka. She’s just as much a countess as her Ladyship is.’
Smithers and Elsie begged Cook not to do any such thing, and pointed out that Lady Fredericka, in spite of her airs and graces, was wife to a mere foreign count, they were two a penny, and hardly counted as aristocracy at all. Cook allowed herself to be pacified.
‘Poor thing,’ she said. ‘Her Ladyship’s in such a mood. There’s trouble between him and her, if you ask me, or it could just be the change.’ She whispered the word so the men didn’t hear. Reginald said if matters got any worse he would leave service and get Master Arthur to start him up in a garage, though using internal combustion rather than steam to power his engines. There was a fortune to be made, even more than in brothels, which these days were coming more and more under police scrutiny. His Lordship slept in his dressing room, stalked off to the House of Lords every morning and went off to his club and stayed there until its doors closed at midnight. Elsie reported that the marital sheets did not need changing. Reginald reckoned this was her Ladyship’s doing, not his Lordship’s. He was eager enough to be let in, but she was badly offended and would have none of it. Reginald put forward the idea that it might have something to do with Flora. His Lordship had been her first protector, it was years back but the truth would out. Flora had turned up in the white mink stole at Pagani’s the other night with Mr Robin from the Bank. That must have stirred things up somewhat. Supposing her Ladyship had found out?
         
Mr Neville observed that no one was safe from indiscretion when the gentry took it into their heads to keep company with the rougher elements in society, which these days they too often did. Wealthy men dined publicly with hopeful young actresses and girls of low repute, well-bred girls kept company with gangsters, good wives had themselves painted naked by artists. Pagani’s itself hovered only just the right side of respectability. Trust the Americans to want to dine there of all places.
Her Ladyship in the meanwhile showed no signs of recovery: on the contrary.
It was while she was in one of her moods that she discovered little Lily in Rosina’s room cleaning up after the parrot; she demanded to know who Lily was and what she was doing, and threw her out of the house.
The entire staff were summoned and accused of conspiring against her Ladyship.
         
‘Everyone knew, nobody told me,’ she complained, speaking as if the staff were her equals, which they resented, feeling she was taking advantage of them in some way. It wasn’t their business to act as informers. Reginald concluded that she had indeed found out about his Lordship’s relationship with Flora, and had been unbalanced by the news.
Cook, Mrs Neville, Smithers and Elsie all thought her Ladyship should stop making such a fuss and pull herself together. Reginald and Mr Neville were more censorious of his Lordship, insisting that he should have done more to keep the matter secret.
And how had she come to find out? That was the latest puzzle. Reginald denied any responsibility: he had not told Arthur of Flora’s connection with his father when he first brought the pair together, and got an undertaking from her that she would not blab, but who was to say who had said what to whom, and under what provocation? Not that it had seemed to matter much. But now with the added complication of Mr Robin’s visits to Flora – he being an acquaintance of Lady Rosina – Flora might have said something to him, he to Rosina, she to her mother? The leak could be anywhere. Be all that as it may, her Ladyship was upset, and taking her time about returning to normal. It was not good enough.
‘Making a mountain out of a molehill,’ Cook observed. ‘And enjoying every minute of it, if you ask me. Poor little Lily.’
As it happened her Ladyship had quickly relented, at least where Lily was concerned, if not her husband, and had the waif brought back into the house – she had not got further than to huddle in the coal cellar when they went out into the streets to look. Lady Isobel, after a short interview, in which she found the child both fastidious and not unintelligent, decided to take Lily on as an apprentice lady’s maid in Grace’s absence. She was to have Grace’s room to share. Mrs Neville was to look out a spare parlour maid’s uniform for the girl, which was seen as an apology to the servants for her Ladyship’s show of temper, and the latter was last seen teaching the child fine embroidery, which seemed to cheer both of them up. Reginald, who had hoped to make a few quid by taking the child round to act as Flora’s maid, was piqued.
         
‘A good little cleaner’, he said. ‘Pity. Now she’ll have to spend a lifetime sewing instead of fucking,’ and was roundly condemned by Mr Neville for use of language, and for days Cook banged his plate down in front of him so that the contents spilled, and Lily jumped with fright.




    

  
    
      
         
The Trip to Dilberne Court
            

8.30 a.m. Sunday, 3rd December 1899 
         
It was as beautiful as a December day could be when Arthur and Minnie set off, crossing Putney Bridge and taking the Portsmouth Road for Dilberne Court. A blue sky only mildly misted over: most trees bare of leaves and starkly handsome, a very few still riotous in shades of red, yellow and bronze, as nature properly settled in for the long hard run to spring. The weather, Minnie observed to Arthur, seemed to want to make up for the fog that had laid London low. She had often noticed that after some dire and dramatic natural event the climate seemed to want to make up for its unkindness by showing itself at its most beautiful and benign.
Yes, Arthur agreed, the weather wasn’t too bad. Englishmen were not given to enthusiasm, Minnie had come to realize, but that did not mean they did not feel it. If they practiced an insouciance, a cynicism, a superiority, it was as a protective shield against damage to their emotions. It was not surprising that they needed protection. It was the custom here to send the boys away from home at the age of seven, for their mothers to keep vaguely in touch after the initial tears at the wrenching away, but not have them back until they were eighteen, and then send them as young adults straight to universities. The boys spent their lives amongst other men, as happened in savage tribes when boys were sent off very young to the men’s huts; girls, only as they reached puberty, to the women’s huts.
         
She had read about Professor Haddon’s fascinating anthropological expedition to the Torres Straits in the Oceanic’s gloomy library, and discovered academic disciplines she had never heard of, in which it seemed members of the team of students who accompanied him specialized – who’d ever heard of ‘ethnomusicology’ or ‘anthropogeography’? Haddon had even been to Borneo, and brought back photographs of the oddest primitive societies and their customs, but surely none were stranger than the way the upper classes of the British wealthy bought up their children, or rather failed to and delegated the task. She could see it suited the men. The mothers, deprived of their children, would have nothing better to do than concentrate on their husbands’ welfare. All, men and women, were terrified that if they cosseted their sons they would turn out to be little Oscar Wildes.
         
Rosina, the daughter, instead of being glad to be spared, was actually envious of her brother because he had the benefit of this strange, unnatural and harrowing upbringing. Nor did she seem to love her mother as her brother did: on the contrary. Minnie could see that the less they saw of their mothers, the more sons would idealize them. The girls, on the other hand, seemed almost proud of the way they disliked their mothers.
Arthur had brought the Arnold Jehu round to Brown’s in Dover Street to collect Minnie at eight in the morning. The automobile made a splendid sight, and staff had gathered on the steps to admire her as she glittered in the early sun on this brisk and beautiful day. Reginald had constructed a glass windscreen especially for the trip. The vehicle had been washed and polished for the occasion, red velvet seats soft and glowing, brass rails shiny, red wheels freshly painted, gently puffing and hissing steam, urging gently forward and back, anxious to be off. Grace was there to see her off; Tessa was still not out of bed. The latter had discovered Scottish oats for breakfast, to be eaten not with salt as at home, but with thick cream and sugar. Or perhaps she was being tactful, having realized the less she put in an appearance, the better were Minnie’s chances of becoming wife to an English viscount.
         
Arthur was explaining the superiority of steam and the external combustion engine to the Brown’s concierge, Mr Eddie.
‘She’s beautiful,’ Minnie said to Arthur and meant it. Minnie had seen the Jehu already, but in the oily, cramped garage, and in bits. Arthur was, he said, designing and installing a condenser so as to reuse the water and reduce the amount, and so weight, that had to be carried. Now she could see the full wonder of the vehicle.
‘So are you,’ said Arthur, simply. And Minnie knew that it was true. The cloud that was Stanton was dissolving even as she stepped out into a bright new day and into the care of her new beau. They had had a silly, cynical, very English conversation when they first met. She remembered every line of it. He was to marry her for her money; she him for his title. They would pretend true love to save the feelings of others. But surely now the love was no longer pretence, but real. Had he been from Chicago she would simply straight out and ask him. But he was an Englishman and they thought differently from Americans. You never quite knew whether they would laugh or take offence. And you could only judge what they felt by what they did, not from what they said.
At least she knew that she was looking her best. She had made sure that she was. She was dressed perfectly for the occasion. She and Grace had worked from first principles to devise the suitable apparel for the lady motorist, there being few fashion plates or magazines to guide them.
         
Motoring was a dusty business, so she would have a silk coat, silk being a natural barrier to dust and dirt: it would have to be a heavy silk and lined with wool to keep out the November cold when the air raced by, Arthur claimed, at more than thirty miles an hour. She had chosen a rich dark blue corded silk, and a soft greyish blue in a fine wool for the lining, a William Morris pattern: two turtle doves with their heads turned away from each other. The contrast was most effective. She was a little worried about the way the doves were looking in opposite directions but Grace assured her she was being silly and superstitious.
Beneath the duster coat she wore a variant of Rosina’s riding outfit, a close fitting tailored jacket in the same Morris pattern, a plain grey waistcoat, and a gored skirt, also in the Morris fabric, to allow freedom of movement and warmth, and on her head a strong plain straw hat with a wide brim, tied on with the thin, wide scarf – almost a veil – she had chosen with Rosina, the strong blue of the peacock’s tails a softer version of the blue of the duster coat. She looked enchanting and knew it. England suited her. She bloomed in the soft damp air. If she was to be mistress of Dilberne she would be in the country and out of the way of the fog.
There was even a little applause as she and Arthur drove off. She thought she saw the head concierge take hold of Grace’s hand as they left. But perhaps she was being too romantic, seeing love in the air where it was not.
Arthur was looking particularly handsome, she thought, his profile stern and unsmiling as he grappled with the Jehu’s eccentricities, its occasional splutters of steam, and whenever the road went downhill, its unholy spurts of speed; she remarked on how quiet the engine was. His expression softened whenever he turned to her to explain the route as they bowled merrily along. Once he put his hand on her knee but she could not be sure whether this was by accident or design. She paid no attention to it. She could see that in courtship the problem was the same worldwide, probably even in Borneo, and throughout the ages. Did one assume a man was shy and encourage him, or risk rejection because he was not shy at all, just not interested?
         
There was very little horse traffic on the road and precious few automobiles. They managed to avoid, sometimes only just, such pedestrians who wandered into their path, unaware, as Arthur put it, that the roads no longer belonged to them. Once they fell into a race with a six-horsepower Daimler, and won easily, up hill and down; only to be mocked by the driver when he caught up, and racketed by in a cloud of smelly fumes, though this was only because they’d had to stop at the Bear Inn at Esher for Arthur to check the water reservoir and top it up. Then he asked her if it wouldn’t be a good idea to have sandwiches and beer in the pub, which they did. Minnie was pleased that Arthur was the kind to stay for refreshments. Men on their travels were too often determined to get to their destinations fast, and begrudged all delay but Arthur seemed perfectly happy to do so. She could see a whole leisurely future stretching ahead, of adventurous outings punctuated by cream teas and the stretching of legs, and admiring of vistas. Her childhood had been dominated by Billy’s impatience with any traffic ahead or behind, his anxiety to get home without delay.
A few miles on, Arthur pointed out a large country house across the fields which he told her looked very much like Dilberne Court.
‘My heavens!’ she said, seeing the scale of the place. She had imagined something cosier and more intimate, black-and-white-beamed, full of nooks and crannies, large, but set in a cottage garden. This house was imposing but without grace and somehow unloved, set in a rather grim landscape of muddy hillsides and bare oaks.
         
‘Dilberne Court has taller chimneys,’ he said. ‘And is prettier. Dilberne was a wonderful place to grow up in as a child. Mind you, I was mostly at school.’
‘Poor you,’ she said.
‘Oh no,’ he said. ‘It was my making. Any son of mine will go to Eton. It’s a family tradition.’
He caught her eye and smiled. He means what he said in the first place, she thought. He means to marry me but no longer just for my money but because he loves me. Or else he wouldn’t put up with my mother the way he does. He has seen her only once or twice, but he is so charming and courteous to her that already she adores him. I mean to marry him not in order to please my father by becoming the wife of an English earl but because I love him. I must love him or why do I feel so protective of him?
She talked a little then about her own home, a vast Gothic castle of a place, uglier even than the pile they’d just passed, crammed with art and antiquities bought by her mother through Duveen Brothers in New York. A renaissance throne here, a Da Vinci painting there, a bust of Augustus Caesar over there beneath the Gothic window.
‘What about your father?’ asked Arthur. ‘Is he a good sort?’
‘The best,’ she replied.
The Jehu had reached the top of a long hill with a pretty view of a valley called the Devil’s Punchbowl, and was starting the descent. She thought they must have reached fifty miles an hour before they reached the bottom and the vehicle slowed. The speed was exhilarating and she did not care whether she lived or died, so long as she died with Arthur. She was a sorry case, she thought. They were to stay the night at Dilberne Court. The staff had been notified to meet them, so they would not be alone in the house, but there were always ways and means. She would be perfectly capable of abandoning all common sense and seeking out his bed. Why had she ever taken up with Stanton, who had left her with nothing but a shocking inclination towards sexual adventure?
         
But of course she would not seek out Arthur’s bed. It would be most imprudent. A sin well in the past might be overlooked, but a bride-to-be should not show herself as predisposed to loose behaviour.
She wondered whether to tell him she was not her father’s daughter but carried the blood of a well-respected member of the English artistic community, but decided against it. He might worry that her inheritance was in danger. He might marry for love and money but it was wishful thinking to suppose he would marry for love alone. Only the poor could afford such luxury.
‘As well our house is so large,’ she said, casually, ‘to fit in all the art. I daresay at Dilberne you have heaps of family paintings?’
‘That’s so,’ he said.
After they had survived the Devil’s Punchbowl she asked him who Flora was. He took his time before replying. She should not have brought the subject up but it was too late now.
‘Ah,’ he said. ‘You have been talking to Rosina. I thought she might say more than she should have. It is quite true; I have been seeing a girl but not lately. When we are married I will of course give her up altogether.’
When we are married. She took him at his word, and did not enquire further. He took her gloved hand and held it, then delicately took off the glove so their bare hands met. He was hot-blooded. His hand should have been cold, unprotected as it was in the wind, but it was warm.
         
He slowed the Jehu down and steered it into an empty space of land beside the road and stopped. Then he kissed her. Stanton did not kiss but went straight to it. Arthur’s speculative lips on hers surprised her and made her feel agreeably virginal, almost spiritual.
She quite hoped he would say he loved her but he didn’t. He was an Englishman, and easily embarrassed. You had to tell what he felt by what he did. What he did say was that there was no real point in delaying the announcement of their engagement. It had been love at first sight. The sooner they were married the better. He would write to her father on their return to London asking for his consent to their marriage.
‘There is something I must tell you,’ she heard herself saying in her elation, even as she begged herself not to. ‘I am a girl with a past. It would not be fair to hide it from you. You had your Flora. I had a man called Stanton, an artist. But it’s all over now. It was not a happy experience.’
He did not reply, but stared fixedly ahead. A drop of rain appeared on the glass windscreen, and another and then another. They both stared fixedly at the runnels. His face, when she finally dared to look, seemed to have hardened. She saw the old man inside the young. She was up against something she did not quite understand. She saw Rosina in him.
‘It’s the kind of thing that happens these days,’ she said, lightly.
‘No. It is not,’ he said. ‘In America, perhaps. Not to me. Not to my family.’ He drove on to Hindhead in silence where he stopped to fill the boiler. They did not stay for a glass of beer and a sandwich. He had turned into the kind of man who never stopped on a journey if he could help it. At Hindhead he turned the car and they took the road back to London. She was not going to see Dilberne Court with its tall chimneys and pretty aspect where he had been happy as a child. She did not deserve to see it. He had set his face against her. She was a bad woman, fun, but not the marrying kind.
         
‘Why should the rules be different for me than for you?’ she enquired.
‘Don’t play the innocent,’ was all he said.
The rain was heavy now. The wind whipped the scarf off her head and it danced around for a while and then vanished into the trees that lined the road. Her beautiful gauzy peacock tails, gone. Colour had drained from everything, all was black and white. She clung to her hat but the wind took that too, and it went after her scarf, flying through the air like some storm-tossed white owl. He took no notice, made no comment. It was getting dark. It was not called the Devil’s Punchbowl for nothing. Ghosts and ghouls seemed to laugh at her from the trees. The wind got up and came from all directions so the trees tossed helplessly this way and that and lost their remaining leaves in great blustery clouds. Some flew into her face and they were slimy. Piles of fallen leaves made the road slippery and the wheels lost their traction; the Jehu skidded and then slipped and slithered backwards and she hoped they would both die. Arthur regained control of the car, and up they went and up to the summit, and then down the other side with the horrid rigid silence between them. This time the descent was not so fast. Perhaps there was less water in the tank so the weight of the vehicle was not so great. Her hair was wet as rain blew in from the open sides. Her clothes were drenched. The duster coat might keep out dust but no one had mentioned rain. The silk had no defence against the wet. And after that, when they had reached level ground he remained silent, and she could think of nothing to say, and then they had to stop again to check the reservoir.
         
‘I think the future lies in the internal combustion engine,’ she said, and amazingly, he laughed, and looked young again.




    

  
    
      
         
A Household Upset
            

Saturday 2nd and Sunday 3rd December 1899
         
But all was not well yet upstairs. Her Ladyship’s wrath had not subsided. She asked Reginald to deliver a letter to Mr Abbot at Pickford’s in Maida Vale. Reginald reported below stairs that she seemed distracted and distressed when she called for him, that she was still in her wrap though it was eleven in the morning, and that it looked as if it needed a good wash; her face was puffy and her eyes were red. Lily said there had been another episode in the night between the Earl and the Countess. He had knocked at the bedroom door and she had screeched at him to go away, that she hated him, that she wished she were dead, she should never have married him. (‘Just as if she were anyone,’ as Smithers pointed out.)
‘I will not have you in my room ever again,’ her Ladyship had screamed. ‘Nor will that woman get an invitation.’
Elsie reckoned she was referring to Mrs Baum, wife to the Mr Baum who had disturbed the household a month or so ago. Nothing had been quite the same since. He had been a bird of evil omen. A black crow bringing bad news with him.
Lily, who now slept in the side room opposite the master bedroom, for her Ladyship liked to have her near at night, had been woken by the racket and now reported it in detail. She had found her tongue. His Lordship had initially been calm and mumbled something about how she must pull herself together for the sake of the nation because ‘this was affecting his judgement and was out of all proportion to his sin’, and her Ladyship had reacted badly. He had, Elsie attested, tossed and turned all night in his dressing room, his bedclothes being so rumpled when she came to make the bed, and a pillow on the floor against the window, as if he had thrown it across the room. He walked to the House of Lords early and breakfasted there.
         
Mr Abbot was the man who normally handled the transport of family and staff to Belgrave Square. The expectation was that the move back to Dilberne Court would be made well after Christmas. A letter to Pickford’s was obviously of interest to the staff, and Mr Neville decided it would be in order for Smithers to steam it open and for him to read its contents, inasmuch as her Ladyship was not herself and might need to be protected from her own actions. Mrs Neville thought this was wrong of him and had snatched the letter from him, and they had words. Trouble upstairs has its echo downstairs, as Grace observed; she had dropped by as she did every few days to pass on such news as she had gleaned at Brown’s. The letter lay on the sideboard still unopened while they discussed the rights and wrongs of the situation.
Miss Minnie had gone off on an outing to inspect Dilberne Court with the young Viscount, and Reginald confirmed that the Jehu had been well polished for the occasion, and had ‘scrubbed up nicely’. The general expectation was that an engagement would be announced on their return. Grace seemed to have quite come round to Miss Minnie, for reasons upon which did she not expand, but there was a general feeling of relief that if the O’Brien stockyard money came rather soon to the Dilberne estate it would be no bad thing.
Since Mr Baum’s early arrival on the steps at the end of October there had been much talk of financial difficulty, and her Ladyship had certainly been rather cautious in her menus – twelve courses and only twenty-eight guests for a charity dinner which royalty was attending was unusually parsimonious – though Reginald attested that the spending on clothes was still lavish, especially in Mrs O’Brien’s company.
         
But that was beside the point. Were they going to read the letter to Pickford’s or not? All looked to Grace for a decision. She was moody and could be irrational but generally considered a deep thinker. She pondered for a while and then said, yes, the circumstances were exceptional and Mr Neville should go ahead. So Cook put on the kettle and the glue of the envelope was softened in the steam, Grace carefully and ceremoniously opened the letter and read the contents aloud.
It was a request to Mr Abbot to bring forward the date of the move to Hampshire from January 7th to December 4th. His Lordship and the Viscount would not be accompanying them.
‘She can’t do that,’ said Mrs Welsh. ‘The seventeenth is the royal dinner. She has to be here. The Prince is coming. I’ve got it all in my head, all twelve courses.’
‘Oh thank goodness,’ said Elsie. ‘Alan will need someone to keep him on the wagon over Christmas. I’ve been worrying so.’
‘I’ve delivered all the invitations,’ said Reginald. ‘But it suits me.’
‘It won’t do,’ said Grace. ‘You can’t uninvite royalty,’ and went upstairs to see her Ladyship.
Reginald resealed the letter and took it round to Maida Vale and delivered it into the hands of Mr Abbot himself, who read it briefly and asked him to wait for a reply. It would take only a few minutes.




    

  
    
      
         
Tessa Makes a Visit
            

12.30 p.m. Sunday, December 3rd 1899 
         
Tessa was surprised not to find Grace in attendance. She marvelled at how little time it took to become dependent on someone to do your thinking for you, how convenient to have your clothes chosen for you and to tell you how to conduct yourself in public. She must try and find someone like her when she went back to Chicago. If she went back to Chicago. Life here was so much more entertaining than it was back home. Even the newspapers were livelier. She had begun to read the London Gazette and follow the progress of the war England was fighting in South Africa. She had lost interest in the war in the Philippines. She no longer felt obliged to tell everyone how much better and bigger everything was in Illinois, from the cattle to the lakes. It was almost as if this was her own country, and she was here by right. She wondered what would have happened if she had met Eyre Crowe and had his baby before she’d met Billy, and moved back with him to London.
         
It had been a wild party that she and Eyre had gone to. There had been an incident with another of the artists whose name she couldn’t even remember, but best not to dwell on that. Billy had been happy to acknowledge another’s child as his and bring her up as his own. But to live all your life with a man you liked very much in an unconsummated marriage was surely not right. You could get the Pope to annul a marriage, if you wanted and could pay, which she could – she could pay anything these days, though Billy might try to stop her.
         
She could start afresh in a new marriage, in a new land where she could begin again. Billy, she assumed, but you never knew, would go on supporting her; and even if he didn’t, Eyre probably had money enough for both of them. He was a well-established painter. His works hung in the Royal Academy. You did not stay poor if that happened to you. She had thought perhaps Eyre might be at the d’Asti party, but he hadn’t been. She’d thought the guests were a rather mixed lot, and Grace had agreed. They were not all out of the top drawer.
Where was Grace? There could be no harm in just going round and seeing what Eyre looked like these days; you just didn’t know after all these years. If he looked presentable she might just introduce herself to him. She knew he had not married. Perhaps he still thought of her, pined for her even? He lived (Mr Eddie had traced him through the Royal Academy, and Tessa hoped he was discreet) where Great Portland Street merged with Charlotte Street. But she did not want to sit in a cab on her own, watching a front door like a jealous woman, with the cab driver sniggering away. Perhaps Mr Eddie would come with her? Grace was quite pally with Mr Eddie, she had noticed. On the ornery side Grace, but as a lady’s maid, superb.
Which was why Tessa found herself sitting in a cab with Mr Eddie at half-past noon outside No. 88, as the door of the respectable town house opened and three respectable gentlemen came out, from the look of them going to lunch. One was Eyre Crowe, looking older and greyer than she remembered him. Well, of course she didn’t suppose she herself she looked any younger, but Eyre had gone down the desiccated route while she had gone the fleshy way; he looked as if a mere breath of Billy’s roaring laugh could sweep him quite away. He looked very different, now that she saw him in the flesh, from the man in the Whistler painting, much more like the man she remembered. One man she recognized as the curator from the Royal Academy, the other she did not know, but he was like one of those kind of guys you met in the corridors of the Art Institute back home, thoughtful peering creatures who knew everything there was to know about everything arty or philosophical, except how to get a woman to bed or enjoy a good dinner.
         
She opened the side window and listened. They paused just by her cab; the conversation absorbed them, and they did not even notice her. Mr Eddie sat still and listened too. He had been a pleasant escort, pointing out sights of interest on the journey, and asking no impertinent questions.
‘It was Hallam’s argument,’ one was saying, ‘that scepticism in philosophy, atheism in religion and democracy in politics, is the only way to achieve truth.’
‘All very well,’ Eyre was saying. ‘But where does that leave Art?’
Tessa thought she had heard all she needed to hear, seen all she needed to see. Let them get on with it. Anyway she loved Billy: a cuddle was better than many women got at her age, and it was only on a bad day that she thought he was so busy making money he wouldn’t notice if she was there or wasn’t. Of course he would be hurt and upset if she left. She closed the window gently – not that there was much danger these brainy old men would notice what was going on around them – and said to Mr Eddie:
‘That’s enough. Let’s go home.’ And as the driver whipped up his horse, she added: ‘Little does he know what a narrow escape he had.’
         
Mr Eddie took note of the remark. He would pass it on to Grace and he knew she would be relieved that Lord Master Arthur’s father-in-law would not suddenly change. Such things could happen.




    

  
    
      
         
The Bear at Esher
            

6.30 p.m. Sunday, 3rd December 1899 
         
The Arnold Jehu puffed up to the entrance porch of the Bear Inn and Arthur escorted Minnie inside. He asked the landlady to see to her wet clothes. Minnie returned in half an hour or so, comparatively dry and dressed in a simple blue skirt and white shirt and woollen wrap which the hotel, he supposed, was used to providing these days for drenched lady motorists. He himself had been protected from the worst of the downpour by his long leather coat, and a rub down with a towel sufficed. He ordered a simple meal of steak and kidney pie and a bottle of wine between them.
He apologized when she reappeared.
‘I apologize,’ he said. ‘My behaviour was not excusable. But you must acknowledge it was something of a shock. I was surprised that you did not tell me from the beginning, but autres pays, autres moeurs.’ 
         
Minnie responded by demanding a whisky and soda. When it came she complained that it tasted differently from the whisky she had back home.
He said no doubt she knew. No doubt her past life was full of whisky and sodas of one kind or another. She glared at him and drank it down and asked for another. She was looking very pretty, and they ate by candlelight.
He told her all about Flora and how he kept her in a house in Half Moon Street, and how, pressured by his parents he had panicked and even asked the girl to marry him, then, having met Minnie, changed his mind. He did not mention bloody Redbreast; that seemed unnecessary. He told her he’d realized he was unwilling to give Flora up – ‘What a pretty name!’ said Minnie – even after marriage, so perhaps the answer was not to get married at all. He certainly did not want to embark on a marriage knowing there was a third person in it, even though marriage was for procreation, and pleasure taken outside it merely human and excusable. He was not as low as that. His parents would have to solve their financial problems leaving him out of it.
         
She pushed away her plate of steak and kidney pie, saying she did not like meat – her father ate little else, though he sometimes tempered it with corn or hominy grits.
‘I thought the Irish lived on potatoes,’ he said. ‘At least you don’t inherit that particular tendency.’ She looked at him oddly.
‘You must see,’ he said, ‘that a man from a family like mine, whose son will eventually be an earl, must be very careful. The wife must be above reproach. The line has to breed true.’
‘I am not a bitch,’ she said, and ordered some sole and then when it arrived complained that the lemon was dry and had no juice in it and demanded another. She lacked the savoir faire of his mother, who would have thought it beneath her to complain about a dry lemon. In her own household, of course, yes, standards had to be kept up at all costs, but outside it, no. His mother had been of comparatively humble, though wealthy, stock, on her father’s side, but knew how to behave. This girl tried, but couldn’t quite. Not a bitch. He’d never heard a girl say the word like that. She had the instincts of an Irish peasant, a background in the Chicago stockyards. All the same, with her hair falling lavishly about her face as it lost the last of its dampness, she was very attractive. He would not have been sorry to marry her.
         
He wished she had not made it impossible. Flora could have faded somehow into the background, but Minnie had to bring it up. He would have it out with Rosina when he got back. Confounded Rosina could be a terrible mischief-maker. Because she was not happy she wished everyone else to be unhappy.
‘For a bitch not to breed true,’ Minnie said, ‘she needs to have had pups. I’ve had no children.’
‘People try to argue that on this side of the Atlantic too,’ Arthur said, ‘but it is not the case. With mares and bitches, all they have to do is get out once and they’re never the same again.’
‘The hog that a sow happens to get out with first,’ she said, ‘makes no difference whatsoever to the litter she produces when properly mated. How can it? I am a child of the stockyards. We breed scientifically. You English are just romantics.’
And she, talking like this, was most certainly not a romantic. Minnie of the stockyards! He could hear his friends laughing.
‘There is no reason we cannot remain friends,’ he said. ‘In fact I hope we do.’
He knew she liked him. He could tell from the way she inclined her body towards him. She would be easy. A girl who does it with one man will do it with another. Girls quickly get a taste for sin, learn to compare one man with another, enter the realm of the animal where Flora dwelt, comparing ‘doodles’ one to another, and go on looking for perfection until the end of their days, never satisfied. 
‘I’ve asked them to light a fire in the bedroom upstairs,’ he said. ‘It’s very pleasant up there. Shall we go up for a nightcap?’
         
She didn’t jump to her feet and scream or stab him with the knife with which she was cutting her cheese, though the expression on her face suggested she might – but just stiffened and enquired coldly,
‘Are you out of your mind?’
And then, in a gesture worthy of the Chicago stockyards, she slapped his face.
Arthur went out to see that the Jehu was safely tucked away for the night, and when he went back inside she was nowhere to be seen.




    

  
    
      
         
Rosina Challenges Her Mother
            

11 a.m. Sunday, 3rd December 1899 
         
Her Ladyship looked askance at her daughter. The girl had abandoned her customary unconventional yet tasteful garments for a motley gathering together of clothes which looked as if they had been chosen by a child. A pair of striped black and white pantaloons, like a clown’s, a white smocked shirt like a baby’s, and a man’s waistcoat beaded with the kind of glitter a magpie would steal.
She seemed to be in fancy dress, and, her mother thought, looked almost insane. ‘You look very peculiar, Rosina,’ she said. ‘Perhaps we should call a doctor.’
‘It is not I, but you who are behaving oddly, Mama. You cannot uninvite a Prince. It will cause comment. And you have seen fit to fetch that poor waif upstairs and try to train her up as a lady’s maid. She is irremediably incompetent. These garments are Lily’s choice: they are what she picked out for me. I wear them only to prove a point. She has put a silk shirt of mine in with the laundry wash, and allows you to go around looking like a madwoman in a soiled wrap and with your hair undone. Grace would never have permitted such a thing. Please bring Grace back. Mother, I need her. You neglect me. And all your concern goes to perfect strangers, and American ones at that. Why? Because you want their money? It is disgraceful.’
         
Lady Isobel, who had been feeling much better now she had made the decision to spend Christmas in Hampshire, so that she could order her life again, feared she might well be flung back into despair and confusion by her daughter’s nagging.
         
‘My early return to the country has nothing to do with the Prince,’ she said, ‘though I daresay he is much to blame in all this. I don’t mean to remain a day longer than I have to under this roof. Your grandfather was right. I should not have married your father. He was only an Honourable when I met him, and a second son at that. I never expected to have to live like this.’
‘Be reasonable, Mama,’ said Rosina. ‘Father only did what men do,’ and she launched into a tirade, which amounted to a validation of her decision not to marry, and made her mother regret that she had trusted Rosina with the cause of her distress. All Rosina could do, Isobel said, was think about herself. It was almost as if other people had no reality.
Rosina repeated that she saw no point in trusting her feelings to someone who was bound to hurt them with the passage of time. She did not intend to be a wife.
‘A wife grows old, so the husband looks elsewhere,’ she said. ‘A wife is obliged to have children, and likely as not dies horribly in childbirth, and is told as she dies she has done her duty to her husband. No, if one can afford not to, no woman should marry. It is a form of slavery. In return for a wedding gown and a declaration of love, a woman offers her sexual and domestic services in exchange for her keep for the rest of her life. Obliged to do things she doesn’t want to, like inviting the heir to the throne to dinner.’
‘Mr Shaw again,’ said her mother. ‘You’d have never turned up for the Prince’s dinner in any case. You’d have found a meeting to go to, one that seemed more important to you than any service you could possibly offer me, your mother.’
‘The Prince finds my décolletage irresistible,’ said Rosina. ‘He likes to stare at it, finger it, and if I am sat next to him, to brush his hand against it as he manages to lower his hand to my knee and give it a good pinch.’
         
‘But Rosina,’ said her mother, ‘when have you ever even met the prince? All talk of him but few see him.’
‘On occasion, Mama,’ said Rosina, ‘he is to be found at the d’Asti salon. He likes to keep up with the thinkers and artists of the day, the ones you so studiously avoid. Where but there is he to meet so many actresses?’
‘This is fantasy, my poor Rosina,’ said her mother.
‘If only it were, Mama. Combine a good décolletage with a good intellect and a good pinch and our Prince turns into a slavering idiot. His pleasure is in finding a woman who thinks, and then depriving her of the capacity to do so. He squeezes it out of her. He is very big and very heavy, but also very good at what he does. Flora reports that Father is also very good at what he does, which I am sure you know, and why you are in such a state now. You must be more like the Princess, Mama, and be nice to your husband’s mistresses.’
         
Isobel stared open-mouthed at her daughter.
‘You are astonished, Mother, that the Prince should like me in this way. You think I’m so plain no man will look at me. Of course, he seldom gets to see me standing up. When I am seated I suppose my height is not so noticeable. When I am seated my bosom is at eye level. I expect that is what he likes.’
‘My dear, you are perfectly capable of attracting any man you want, if only you would not stoop, and stand tall and look them in the eye, and not scowl and thrust your chin out at the same time. It is a bad habit. I had no idea that this went on. My poor girl!’
‘You think I am mad,’ said Rosina, sniffling a little. Isobel was always nervous of sympathizing with her daughter. At the first ‘you poor little thing’ Rosina would burst into tears. Perhaps she was at fault in the way she had reared her daughter? Been hard when she could have been soft, unkind when she should have been kind? Told her daughter how pretty she was instead of pointing out her faults?
         
‘My dear, you are a lovely girl,’ Isobel said, ‘and have a noticeably graceful body,’ and even as she said it saw Rosina’s face relax and the scowl disappear. Really, was it so easy? But Rosina had not finished with her mother yet.
‘Why do you think the Prince keeps Father so close? The Prince is after me. Father is not so great a wit, though I daresay good enough for a drunken evening on the tiles when the Prince is short of a friend brave enough to go gambling with him. I inherited my mind not from Papa, thank God, but from you and my grandfather Silas. Inasmuch as I am responsible for his death, and I know it suits people to say so, I am truly sorry I killed him, if I did, and of course I did not mean to. I think you should stay quietly here until you feel better and give your dinner as planned. I will come and face the Prince out, and if he fingers my bosom, simper like all the other young women round your table hoping for his favours.’
Isobel thought her daughter had lost all touch with reality. Why would the Prince be bothered with a girl like Rosina? She was no beauty. It was true that the girl had a quick mind and was well-informed, which the Prince seemed to appreciate in a woman. Rosina’s was a nicely shaped bosom which many admired; that could not be denied. But to attribute her father’s friendship with the Prince to herself – that way madness lay. Rosina was unhinged. Her father Robert’s abominable behaviour – which somehow the girl must have come to know – had triggered off some kind of manic episode. And on top of everything else what had the girl said? ‘I think you should stay quietly here until you feel better?’ How dare she offer her mother advice! The mother she had cruelly orphaned, and ought to honour the more. Rage mounted.
         
‘I wish you had never been born,’ Isobel almost said to her daughter, but managed to stop herself. There was no escape from duty. Once one was a wife and mother one’s own personal life was at an end. To give in to rage and sorrow was to weaken the props that kept the entire structure of family and household going. She had a vision of the Modder Kloof mine, awash with murky water, ironwork eaten through by rust, the wooden props already rotting and failing, and saw it as a metaphor for her own life. If she was not careful everything would fall in upon itself.
         
‘Oh please go away,’ she said and Rosina did.




    

  
    
      
         
Rosina Sets Pappagallo Free
            

11.30 p.m. Sunday, 3rd December 1899
         
Rosina gave a little skip and a jump as she went to her room. She felt happy. She had made all that up about the Prince, and her mother had believed her, and even told her she had a graceful body. She had been waiting years for her mother to say she was pretty. Now she could be. She was not ugly and plain and impossibly tall. She was, come to think of it, just the kind of intelligent girl the Prince did seem to favour. Lily Langtry was no dullard. Princess Alexandra was tall and everyone loved and admired her. She, Rosina, should stand up straight and be more like the Princess, and not spend her time stooping and looking at her toes and trying to be little and small. She must practise not scowling.
She took off her silly clothes in front of the mirror and tried standing tall, and liked the way her small breasts seemed to perk up, and the nipples stand out. Of course the Prince admired them; everyone did.
It was chilly in the room, in spite of the fire. Her limbs were long and thin and shapely, much longer than Minnie’s. If she relaxed her brow, her mother was right; her chin seemed to sink back and be no more protuberant than anyone else’s. She might try changing to clothes that fitted more tightly and didn’t hide her shape in flowing velvets and velours; she would think less about comfort and more about the impression she was making on others. Next time she was at a meeting she would stand up and speak her mind. She had seen advertisements for classes in public speaking for women and she would investigate them. She wouldn’t just think about the possibility: she would actually do it.
         
She went to her wardrobe and looked through her clothes. Why had she felt it so impossible to choose her own, but that she must instead rely on someone else to do it? Perhaps because thus she had been making Grace responsible for her very looks? It was an absurd way to behave. She would be proud and daring – continue to be as she had at the d’Astis’ salon, in the blue dress and the rakish hat with the leopard-skin band. Boldly she picked out the narrowest skirt she owned, in a plain blue wool, and a white shirt with no frills, and buckled it tightly round her waist. She found her leopard-skin hat, looked at herself in the mirror, and lo, it was what she had made, like God, and like God she saw that what she had made was good.
Rosina wondered how Arthur had got on with the American heiress and hoped the stupid girl had sent him packing in disgust. She said ‘stupid’ advisedly. Only someone really stupid would dismiss so tragic and profound a work as The War of the Worlds as ‘diverting’. If, in pursuit of the title she craved, Minnie had managed to ‘forgive’ Arthur, she, Rosina, could always tell Arthur that his future wife was illegitimate, a bastard, conceived out of wedlock. That would soon put paid to his knavish tricks. Even Arthur would not let the house of Hedleigh fall so low, and the Earldom go to the son of a bastard wife.
         
Pappagallo squawked and flew across the room and landed on her shoulder, startling her. Its wings had grown; they needed clipping. It was unfair to keep this pretty creature trapped in a stuffy room. Its nature was to fly free. She went over to the window and flung it open. The bird launched itself on the instant into space. Immediately she was anxious. How would it survive? Where would it find the fruit and nuts it needed? Winter was coming. It might freeze to death. Perhaps parrots had enemies who flew about the skies? Hawks? Buzzards? It occurred to her that she knew so much about everything yet so little about the real world. The parrot fluttered and faltered but made it back to the windowsill and then jumped back upon her shoulder. They were both saved.
         
She remembered she had called in at Vine Street Police Station and regretted it. But it would probably be all right. Just another mad woman, stumbling in from the fog, making a mean complaint. Getting others into trouble. They would probably forget it.




    

  
    
      
         
Her Ladyship Faces the Truth
            

Monday, 4th and Tuesday, 5th December 1899
         
Her Ladyship decided rage and loathing must have a stop. That she simply did not have the strength to see a move to the country through without Robert’s help and support. Cancelling the royal dinner would be far more tiresome than giving it. And, of course, Freddie would crow and make mischief and spread gossip.
Lily was nowhere to be found, so Isobel saw to her toilette herself, taking her time. She could see that it was hopeless to try to punish Robert. He simply would not understand what he had done, how he had turned her whole married life into a lie, how cruelly and suddenly destroyed the illusion of the love between them for which she had thanked God on her knees, and thought herself so blessed, that singular good fortune, that ‘specialness’ from which she had for thirty years construed her very existence, and borne her children too. She had been a fool, and had to face it. Hers was not the only body Robert had enjoyed, or could enjoy. But that was what it was like for women. One man all your life, the purpose of sex procreation, forget pleasure. Men were allowed more liberty, the force of their animal instincts forgiven by Church and State and increasingly, society. She must acknowledge that, once fired up, men could not help themselves.
Fredericka even permitted male guests declared the guilty party in a divorce case to sit at her dinner table. Times were changing, a new century nearly here. Next time Robert came knocking at her door she would do her duty, try to forget that these limbs had once entwined with another woman than herself, allow him to penetrate her as he had another, and show no disgust.
         
She had no choice but to face reality, forgive Robert, bring her daughter to her senses and her son back to face his responsibilities. The royal dinner would go ahead. But she would not invite Mrs Baum. She would not humiliate herself that far.
Even as she decided this, Mr Neville came in with a letter. It was a reply from Mr Abbot at Pickford’s. They had replied with exemplary speed. When she opened it she realized why. The firm thanked her for her instructions but could not oblige until they had been paid the amount owing for the last five moves over four years. Their account totalling one hundred and thirty pounds had been presented five times but they had so far received no response. As soon as the matter was settled, of course they would be only too happy to oblige his Lordship and family.
She kept her face unmoved for Mr Neville’s benefit, but her blood ran cold. This was unheard of. People like her did not receive letters like this. It was outrageous.
‘Will that be all, ma’am?’ She thought there was a new tone in his voice, one she did not quite understand. She glanced as if casually at the envelope. It was hard to tell, because the back of the envelope was torn, but the paper along the seal did look a little damp, wrinkled and stretched. It was not beyond the bounds of possibility that the envelope had been steamed open, the contents read, and it then resealed. But no one on her staff would surely do anything so petty and dishonourable.
‘Will you ask Cook to come and see me?’ she asked. ‘I think we will have an extra course after all on the seventeenth. We could have roast beef and Yorkshire pudding before the sorbet. The Prince is very fond of it, I hear.’
         
When Mr Neville had gone she tried to get hold of Robert at the House and failed. She telephoned Mr Baum instead and asked him to call on her. Then she went to Robert’s study and started opening and collating all the unopened envelopes, so many of them brown, that she could find.




    

  
    
      
         
Arthur Goes to Half Moon Street
            

2 a.m. Monday, 4th December 1899 
         
It was two in the morning before Arthur got to Half Moon Street. Minnie had allowed him to take her back to Brown’s since she was left with no other way of getting home. He had found her stamping around in the lobby of the Bear Inn trying to hire a cab when it was obviously impossible to do so.
The pair had driven back in silence, she in clothes still not properly dried, too proud to complain and too angry to speak, though he did do his best to be pleasant. It would have been much easier for everyone if she had been prepared to stay the night in Esher – she could have taken her own room, but nothing would do but that she went home immediately. She even talked about her reputation, which in the circumstances was fairly absurd. When they finally got to Brown’s he had had to rouse the concierge to gain admittance. He had thought surely such a place would have a watchman on duty through the night. But no.
It was unfortunate that just as he ran the bell on the reception desk, Grace appeared out of nowhere to cluck over her young lady and fuss about her welfare. There would be extra explaining to his mother now. She was upset enough as it was. He himself had been fairly upset when she told him about his father’s misbehaviour. Her grief had probably contributed to his realization a man could not honourably marry a wife when he had a mistress in tow. Well, others could; no doubt someone like Redbreast could, he having the nerve of the devil, which he, Viscount Hedleigh, did not.
         
One way and another it had been a devil of a day and he deserved time with Flora. He parked the Arnold Jehu outside the house. She was rather muddy but he looked forward to showing her off to Flora in the morning. Bother what the neighbours said. At least an Arnold Jehu was quiet, being a steam car, and didn’t wake the street with the clackety noise of an internal combustion engine. The little house was in darkness, which was a relief. The memory of seeing Redbreast and Flora entwined and silhouetted behind a lighted window blind had engraved itself on his memory. He wished he could have Flora to himself. He supposed it was not possible that he loved Flora? That he had given up his fiancée – well, almost – rather than lose his mistress, when it came to it? He might even be using Minnie’s past – which to some people would not seem so terrible – as an excuse to get out of the marriage. Of course the poor girl had been upset. She was a nice, bright, attractive girl, and virtuous too, as her immediate response to his suggestion had proved. He would have to apologize. Life, which had once been so simple, with right and wrong so obvious, was getting very complicated.
He knocked again upon the door; and again. There was no reply. He called softly up at the window but had the impression there was no one there to hear. Something was amiss. He could see in the murky light from the streetlight that the aspidistra plant was not standing in its normal place on the windowsill. He found his key and used it, though she did not like him doing this, preferring him always to knock. But there was something wrong.
When he went upstairs the rooms were empty, cleared of furniture, plants, ornaments. There were a few discarded clothes in the wardrobe, the odd crushed hat, the odd fashion plate, a couple of rugs left behind. An overflowing waste paper basket lying on its side. There had been no robbery, but a swift packing, a complete but untidy removal of all belongings, a faint whiff of Flora’s cheap scent hanging in the air, and a ghostly trill of laughter but it might have been the water in the pipes. He found a note. It was from Flora and addressed to him.
         
‘Dear Arthur,’ it said, in Flora’s careful hand, blue ink on flower-decorated pink paper. ‘Forgive me, but I have gone to Robin. He loves me very much and looks after me. Remember me with affection as I do you, your loving Flora.’ 
         
He went out onto the landing, and sat on the stairs because there was nowhere else to sit. He felt very sleepy so he took a dusty old rug and put it in the bath and pulled another one over him and lay cramped and shivering until he fell asleep.
Early in the morning there was a tremendous knocking on the door, which made the floor shake. He clambered out of the bath in a hurry, aware of an evident emergency. He looked out of the window and a helmeted policeman with brass buttons and a small neat moustache was walking round the Jehu, making notes. Somebody else seemed to be hurling themselves against the front door trying to break it open. Arthur hurried down the stairs and opened the door just as two more policemen fell inside, these two both wore tremendous moustaches. One was very tall and fat and the other one quite small and weedy, and wearing thick-lensed spectacles. He couldn’t help feeling that for some reason they wanted to make him laugh, so he did.
They did not laugh in return but, grim-faced, pushed past him in their eagerness to get upstairs and catch whoever it was they were after. He went after them. He was very stiff from sleeping in so uncomfortable a place as a bath.
‘Your bird has flown,’ he said, as they stopped, surprised. Because there was nowhere for anyone to hide. They looked under the rugs in the bath but there was no one there either.
         
He found himself laughing again, and the little one said, ‘It’s no laughing matter, sir, as you will find out.’ They showed him badges which claimed to be from Vine Street Police Station and one of them bent and picked up a discarded pink camisole from the floor, inspected it, and said, ‘Be so good as to adjust your dress, sir.’
He asked them what they were doing and the talkative one said, ‘Making the area safe for respectable folk, sir.’ Arthur said he was perfectly respectable folk and a man can sleep in a bath if he wants to, and when they asked for his name and address, he gave it as Viscount Hedleigh and No. 17, Belgrave Square.
One of them asked if that was where the Earl lived. Arthur said, ‘Well, obviously.’
They looked at one another and murmured something inaudible. He wanted badly to sit down but there was nowhere to sit. He opened the window and sat upon the sill and swung his legs. This seemed to annoy them: they ran to where he sat and swung his legs back on the floor. He was not accustomed to being manhandled and said so, and adding that if anyone owed anyone respects it was they to him, not he to them: they were surely the servant of the tax-payer not the other way round. He hoped he was right about this. If Minnie had been around she could have told him. He said they had no business breaking into the property of honest citizens.
Everything quietened down. He thought perhaps he had hit one of them: there was some muttering about ‘in the course of their duty’. They asked after a Miss Flora Evans and Arthur said he did not know her whereabouts. She had lived here once but had recently moved out. They asked him how long, and where, and he said he had no idea, and they suggested that cooperation would be to his advantage. He said he was more than anxious to cooperate, which by now was true.
         
They asked for the name of the occupant of the flat and asked him who paid the rent, and he said he paid the rent. He remembered Reginald once saying something about the new vagrancy laws but could not remember exactly what, and surely they were meant for the lower classes not people like him. Arthur was sensible enough not to say this. No, there was no other occupant. They said the neighbours said otherwise. No, he did not live in the premises. They asked him in that case why had he been there in the morning after obviously staying overnight and leaving his automobile parked outside. He had no answer. They said he was under suspicion for aiding and abetting in the keeping of a disorderly house or brothel. They would not detain him at present, but they would be in touch with him in the near future. He asked them who their informant was and they would not say. They asked for the name of his solicitor and he gave them Mr Baum’s. Arthur drove away in the Jehu. For the first time he engaged the new condenser. It seemed more important than anything that the steam pressure did not suddenly fall. As it was, water levels must be very low, for distracted as he had been, he had foolishly failed to top up the boiler when they were at Brown’s and had had the opportunity. He had installed the condenser in time for the trip to Hampshire but when it came to it had not engaged it, inasmuch as there had been one or two minor explosions when first it had been tried it out. Fortunately the Jehu, his faithful servant, now roared off into Park Lane and home with no embarrassing loss of power.
He wasn’t sure why he was laughing, save that one bad dream seemed to be easing into another. He had left Minnie. Flora was gone. He had slept in a bath. The police were after him. Heaven knew what would happen when he got home. But home he’d got, and in style.
         
He parked in the Mews and went in the house through the servants’ entrance. He ate what was on the sideboard in the morning room. It was too early for breakfast, but thick soft warm new rolls, a big slab of butter and Cheddar cheese had already been laid out. There was no sign of any staff. He made plump cheese sandwiches and bit into them and for some reason this made him think of Flora, something about the contrast of softness and hardness between his teeth. How would he live without her? Then he thought of Minnie, and somehow it was the coldness of the butter as it melted in the warmth of his mouth that had made him think of her. What had he done?
He took a long hot bath to get the stiffness out of his limbs, got into bed and went back to sleep. It was just as well because it was going to be a busy day.




    

  
    
      
         
Minnie Weeps All Day
            

Monday, 4th December 1899 
         
Minnie spent most of the next day crying. She wept on her mother, she wept on Grace. She wept for every trouble she had had in her life, every undeserved snub, insult and rejection she had ever received – because when she was five her best friend Louise stopped speaking to her, and never explained why: because when she was six, and a little boy she didn’t know pushed her over and she grazed her perfect knee, and how then her nurse Emmylou had tried to pick the gravel out with a pin so it hurt, instead of foaming it out with peroxide. She wept for the loss of a toy and the death of pets, and for the failure of Stanton to love her properly and understand the remarkable gift that the use of her body was. What worse humiliation and grief for a young woman was there ever than to be pushed aside by the man she loved?
Tessa cried in sympathy, and explained to her daughter that she was weeping not only because she had lost Arthur, but for the sum of all those sorrows past as well. Sometimes everything got together and came up and hit you. But Minnie wasn’t listening.
Tessa used every approach she could think of. Arthur was variously a vile seducer who had tried to take advantage, a silly young Englishman who had been sent away from his mother too young – and she had half a mind to give his mother what for – and couldn’t Minnie try being angry for a change, instead of falling into self pity? There were more fish in the sea, they would go to Italy next week, he was not so great a catch as a duke and she had heard there were one or two of those available – Mr Eddie had told her the Duke of Alvechurch was a widower and looking – Grace interjected that he was far too old, and just a pity the young Duke of Pentridge was no longer available. Tessa observed that some women were perfectly happy just cuddling, what was Grace talking about, and Minnie stopped snuffling to say she wasn’t the cuddling type and Tessa said she could see that might be the case. Minnie started howling again.
         
Minnie said she didn’t give a hot hoot about titles any more; she just wanted to be settled and happy. And she had been so nearly settled and happy. If only she hadn’t blurted out the truth, if only, if only, if only… sob, sob, sob.
Now it was Grace’s turn to comfort her. There was bad blood in the Dilberne family: Miss Minnie was well out of it; the father had kept a mistress, the same one as the son’s – a startled ‘What?’ from both Tessa and her mother – everyone had known about it except the poor Countess herself. It would only have happened to Minnie in the end. Bad blood would out.
Minnie said she didn’t darn well care, a few years of happiness was worth a lifetime of misery.
‘You didn’t say that when Stanton left,’ said her mother, and Minnie howled.
Minnie was such a pretty girl, Grace said, so spirited and brave, and any decent man would be glad to have her, only it wasn’t wise to take the whalebones out of bodices, and perhaps next time she shouldn’t show herself to be so well-read and certainly be a little more discreet about her past, though times were changing and soon virginity might cease to be a prize and experience more valued.
         
Minnie wept on. There would never be a next time. She would never risk heartbreak again. Grace rang down for some strong coffee and black cherry gâteau and Minnie stopped crying and wolfed the latter – it was so delicious.
Minnie said she had so looked forward to being mistress of Dilberne Court: she wanted like anything to be the lady of a stately English house, and Grace said as lady of the house she’d have to forget leisure, she’d have had her work cut out taking soup to the tenants and overseeing the gardeners. Minnie had had a close shave, if you asked Grace, and she should thank her lucky stars she was saved. Just as well she’d had the spirit to slap the Viscount’s face. Otherwise her reputation would be ruined on both sides of the Atlantic.
What do I care, said Minnie and she just loved Arthur and that was that, and she wanted to have children who would be half-her and half-him and that way they could never be parted. If only she’d gone upstairs with him when he asked her everything would be different.
‘It sure as hell’s bells would have been, Minnie,’ said her mother. ‘He’d have left you this morning instead of you leaving him last night. Nine months’ time and you’d know all about “different”!’ But at least, Tessa said, now they could get back home where people spoke how you could understand them. Billy would be over his pique and they could all be happy again. Home was home to her so long as it had Minnie in it. Grace was to go and ask Mr Eddie for tickets back home on the next liner out of Southampton, so long as it wasn’t the Oceanic.
         
Minnie, touched, flung her arms round her mother, and said, ‘I love you, Ma.’ Then she asked, ‘Can we take Grace with us?’
Tessa looked at Grace and asked, ‘How about it?’
         
‘I would like that very much,’ said Grace, after only a second or two’s thought.
‘Well whadd’ya know, whadd’ya know!’ said Tessa. ‘Poor Mr Eddie!’
Minnie finally dried her tears: they’d stopped running: she’d used them all up. She was finished with men for ever.




    

  
    
      
         
A Busy Day at the Baum’s
            

8 a.m. Tuesday, 5th December 1899 
         
Over in Golders Green the Baums were beside themselves. Eric had not yet managed to get to work. The children were playing up: it was not surprising; both had dreadful coughs and colds. Their little noses were inflamed and their nostrils red-rimmed. Eric felt their ill health was his fault: some of the windows had not been fitted properly, and they were waiting to be replaced. Fog had curled in through cracks like a kind of poison gas. People did not seem to realize just how dangerous this new kind of sulphur fog was. One of the reasons he had bought land up here was that it would be out of the reach of miasma. He hated to be wrong. Worse, there were financial implications for the state of the coal industry; the domestic coal fire was the bedrock of its profitability, and now there was even talk of their being banned in London altogether – nothing seemed to be going right for him. Worse, the excavating of the Golders Green Tube Line had been cancelled again, yet another construction company having gone bust, and it might be a whole ten years before the system was up and running, and his journey to and from the office made easier. He looked back on their earlier days in Islington as a golden age when he could walk to work and he and Naomi were happy together and she was always in a good mood, and receptive and generous in bed.
He could not wish the children out of existence, but this morning they were playing up to such an extent that he almost did; the little girl refusing to dress and whining, and the little boy darting around and pinching his sister: both so noisy he could hardly think, and annoying their mother to such an extent that over breakfast the normally patient Naomi had slapped little Jonathan on his leg and little Barbara on her arm, and then burst into tears herself. He, who once had been so good with the children, now seemed almost unable to cope with them.
         
The postman had been and there was still no invitation to the Dilberne’s royal dinner though he had reminded his Lordship several times. It was such a small thing to ask, just a simple social invitation in return for the work he had done on his Lordship’s behalf: setting up a loan, finding enthusiasts for what was still a speculative project, establishing a new syndicate of reliable investors. It was all work, not magic out of thin air, as Dilberne seemed to suppose. He, Baum, could still pull the plug on the family any time, but he was reluctant to do it. Cassel wouldn’t like it one bit. Dilberne had increasingly powerful and influential friends. It would certainly not do Naomi’s social ambitions any good.
It was a shame that a clever women like Naomi – who had a real scientific bent and a good mind, and had done so well in her exams – though of course she could never graduate – should be confined to household duties, but there it was. She had been born to marry and have children, and there was nothing for it for the rest of her life, but she must wipe the noses of small children and believe her position in the world depended upon meeting a rascal like the Prince of Wales. It was shocking that a person like the Countess of Dilberne – who had not even been born into the aristocracy but into trade – was able to dictate his wife’s happiness.
He had not put himself out to get to work this morning because his office had rung through on the newly installed telephone line and told him that the Countess of Dilberne had summoned him to attend her. And he didn’t see why the blazes he should.
         
And then Naomi stopped crying and flung his arms around him and said she was sorry, she loved him, and all that mattered was that they were happy together. He felt a great surge of love for her and the children, and a great surge of anger towards the Countess of Dilberne. He would certainly go and visit her. He would get an invitation out of her if it killed him.
Before he left for the muddy walk to Hampstead Heath and the long journey down to the City on the 210 bus, the telephone bell rang again. Vine Street Police Station had been in touch with the office and wanted to know details of the Dilberne rental of Half Moon Street. Should the clerk tell them it was now shared with the Hon. Anthony Robin, or stay mum? Stay mum, said Eric, if in doubt stay mum, he would deal with the matter when he got there. This could be interesting. He had another lever to pull.




    

  
    
      
         
A Busy Day Below Stairs
            

Tuesday, 5th December 1899 
         
Down in the kitchens the relief was general. The royal dinner was on. There was to be no sudden departure for Hampshire. Only Elsie was disappointed. Her Ladyship had seemed quite herself again when she had sent for Cook.
The latter was worried by the prospect of serving a Yorkshire pudding for royalty. Such batter-based foods could be tricky; if they were to rise the oven had to be just so and the pudding placed beneath the joint to catch the drippings. Oven space would be at a premium, what with the patties – though they could be cooked earlier – the grouse, the ducklings, the lamb and now the beef as well – a lot of juggling would be required between hot, medium and resting ovens. Cooks got good incomes but early deaths, she observed, bitterly.
Mrs Neville had snatched the letter from Pickfords from Mr Neville’s hand even as he held it in steam from the kettle, and refused to let him read it. The contents of the reply remained a mystery. Enough to know that the royal dinner was back on.
The Viscount had crept in before dawn and eaten all the bread and cheese. No one could quite make head or tail of that. He was meant to be down in the country. Reginald said the Jehu had had a soaking which had done no favours to the upholstery but at least his Lordship had finally tried out the new condenser and it had worked.
         
‘What’s a condenser when it’s at home?’ Smithers asked.
‘Only what I’ve been devoting my genius to for the last three months,’ Reginald said, blessing her with a smile. Good cheer seemed to have returned to the household.
Her Ladyship had made herself look presentable and had settled into his Lordship’s office and was now sorting through his papers. Just as well, the staff decided, that someone was at last doing so; the task had been postponed for far too long. Mind you, it was understandable. His Lordship had been very busy both at the House and re-stabling the horse with the funny foreign name, Agripin, on the Roseberry estate. Mr Neville spelled it out for both Elsie and Lily, who was getting on nicely with her reading, and told them it meant ‘wild horse’ in Russian..
All felt slightly shamefaced at having steamed open a private letter – it smacked of a real disloyalty – but were grateful that Mrs Neville had saved them from the further disgrace of having read it.




    

  
    
      
         
A Busy Day Above Stairs
            

2.30 p.m. Tuesday, 5th December 1899 
         
In the early afternoon the Countess summoned her son to her side. He found her in surprisingly fine form: composed and efficient, surrounded by papers and in his father’s office, apparently recovered from her fit of pique. There were no menus or fashion plates to hand.
She told him briskly that he must expedite his wedding to Minnie. There was no choice in the matter. The news of the engagement would be announced at the royal dinner: the wedding would be in June. She had added up his father’s debts and found they were indebted to the tune of some seventy-two thousand pounds to persons and companies, racing stables, book-keepers and gaming houses. Some of the letters she opened had not been very civil; a few threatened violence. The bank had declined more credit.
Arthur looked at his mother with wide eyes. It was all very well urging him to expedite his wedding, but how? What wedding? All was over between him and Minnie. He had called by Brown’s, and she had refused to see him. He had slipped the concierge a guinea and it made no difference, only that he now owned a piece of paper with the single world written upon it: Hypocrite! He could hardly deny the accusation, especially now it seemed he was to be up on a charge of keeping a brothel.
         
Isobel was now telling him that his father had been concentrating on political matters and new mining concerns in Africa, further north and out of reach of the war, which was why he had left financial matters unattended to. She did not doubt that matters could be cleared up very quickly, but in the absence of the Earl – she had been trying to contact him for a couple of days, but had failed – she had asked Mr Baum to call upon them.
         
In the absence of his father? What could she mean? Where was he? And cleared up quickly? It seemed unlikely. And why Mr Baum? What was going on?
‘Mr Baum? I didn’t think you liked him very much,’ said her son. ‘Or is it that you think he can be useful to you?’
‘I very much hope he will be,’ said Isobel. ‘Indeed, we are lost if he is not.’
‘Then I hope you sent off the invitation to Mrs Baum,’ Arthur remarked, remembering something Rosina had told him about the lawyer’s wife.
‘I did not,’ said his mother, ‘and I will not.’
Like mother, like daughter, thought Arthur. Both could be completely unreasonable. Perhaps it was Rosina’s doing that the police had turned up in Half Moon Street? It was possible, but would she have done that to her own brother? Surely not. But she was the kind to know about the new Vagrancy Act, and she did not think it proper for him to marry Minnie; she had made that clear, and this would be a good way of stopping him. Once the female descendants of Silas Batey took a moral stance they would abide by it even though it destroyed everything around. Rosina had all but killed her own grandfather by accident for the sake of a principle. But how could she have known Flora’s address? Wormed it out of Reginald, perhaps, in which case Reginald was a snake in the grass and would be lucky to keep his job.
‘I have not invited Mrs Baum,’ said his mother, ‘because I will not have guests at my dinner table simply because they are useful. It is such bad form. It is how Freddie chooses her guests, that, or because they are famous or infamous, she does not care which. Break down the normal social barriers and where will it all end? Eating at the same table with the servants?’
         
‘But supposing you have no table, because it has been sold off?’
‘I hardly think it will come to that,’ she replied. ‘Where can Mr Baum be? He is late. Where can Robert be, come to that?’
Like son, like father. Arthur thought for a mad moment that perhaps the Earl was even now in Flora’s arms, and the letter saying she had gone to Redbreast was a lie to put him off the scent? Or perhaps the Earl had taken his own life in despair at his debts and even now his lifeless body was swinging from some tree deep in some forest somewhere? In which case he, Arthur was the new Earl, and could move his mother and Rosina into the Dower House and live in Dilberne Court by himself and somehow get Minnie back and build a racing circuit and pay off all the family debts. The future lay in entertainment. But suicide did not somehow seem in his father’s nature; he was more likely to be trying to restore the family fortune at the races.
‘Where is my father?’ he asked. But his mother declined to reply to that or further questioning, and merely suggested he call upon Minnie as soon as possible.




    

  
    
      
         
Rosina the Beautiful
            

4 p.m. Tuesday, 5th December 1899 
         
Arthur went down the corridor to Rosina’s room and found her feeding Pappagallo, her parrot. His sister was looking uncommonly beautiful, something which it had never occurred to him that she could be. She was dressed rather as Minnie had been on the night of the storm, enchanting in a plain outfit provided by a pub’s landlady because her own clothes were wet. The simplicity of dress suited his sister as it had suited Minnie, and he said as much. Rosina actually blushed and looked pleased. Perhaps one day some rich man would seek his sister’s hand in marriage; and that way he would be let off the hook, and could live life as a bachelor.
Except, Arthur realized, he did not particularly want to be off the hook. The idea of marrying Minnie seemed increasingly attractive. He should by rights be lamenting the loss of Flora, yet he was not. One should keep company only where one liked and admired, and he had never really liked Flora and and he no longer admired Redbreast. Minnie, however, he liked, respected and admired. But it was too late. How could he face her now, make it up? Soon he was to be a convicted criminal. Billy O’Brien would hardly come up with the money even if his daughter forgave and forgot.
Arthur told Rosina the family’s financial plight seemed to have risen once more to danger level, and she shrugged and said that was hardly news. More interesting surely was the whereabouts of their father. According to Lily, her new little maid, his Lordship had left home, gone away for good, driven into another’s arms by her Ladyship’s refusal to let his Lordship into her bed. All men were like that, according to Lily. They couldn’t help themselves. Would Arthur say that was true?
         
Arthur, enraged, told Rosina she was a fool to believe servants’ gossip, he had his own problems, and gave an account of the morning’s police raid. Rosina’s only reaction was to say, ‘Well, they took their time. I told them ages ago.’
He had surmised it, but could hardly believe it. She was his sister. He asked her why on earth she had done it – and found his voice was coming out quavery, as it had when he was her little brother and trying not to cry at her unkindness, because his mother said boys didn’t cry, especially if they were a Peer of the Realm. Indignation took over the from self-pity. His voice steadied, deepened. Did Rosina really hate him so much, he demanded? What was her grievance? That he had gone to Eton and she not? That she was three years older than he, yet he inherited everything? Because he was to be a Dilberne and she would stay a mere Hedleigh? These were things that had never been aired between them. It was time they were.
‘Good heavens,’ she said. ‘Nothing like that!’ She had done it for the greater good, and for his sake, she said, to save him from the threat of Minnie despoiling the Hedleigh name. Imagine having Tessa to family dinner, and heaven forfend, Billy O’Brien, meat baron and gangster. And the law was the law anyway and he had broken it. ‘And we must be able to universalize our actions, as Mr Mills said, and if all men married for money where would it end?’
‘With a lot of rich men,’ he said. Rosina was standing straight for once and topped him by two inches. He felt sorry for her, as well as angry. It was not her fault that she had grown so tall, and with every extra inch the more wronged and miserable.
         
Because of what she had done, he told her, his life was ruined. Minnie could hardly put up with a convicted pimp, nor did he expect her to, and she would go back to the States, and the Hedleighs be disgraced by a bankruptcy. And it wasn’t just about the money. He loved Minnie. He did not want to live without her. Even as Arthur said it he knew it was true.
Rosina just said he shouldn’t worry; she didn’t think Vine Street had taken her seriously. They had just thought she was loopy. He said in that case then they were right, and left the room.




    

  
    
      
         
Mr Baum Makes His Move
            

6 p.m. Tuesday, 5th December 1899 
         
Evening had fallen by the time Eric Baum came up the steps of No. 17. He was made no more welcome than he had been at the end of October. The servants kept him waiting at the door, forgot to take his coat, and in general behaved as if he should by rights have gone round to the servant’s entrance. Well, they would learn. He could, and might well, one day quite soon, buy the lot of them three times over.
Her Ladyship, when he was finally shown in to her presence, made no bones about her requirements. She wanted to borrow money, but when he asked what security she had to offer she looked vague, and offended, and said her good name, of course. Given time, she would of course pay him back – there was land, property; he surely knew their circumstances well enough – plus the disgraceful rate of interest he no doubt required.
Eric said he would prefer to discuss matters such as this with her husband the Earl, but she said the bills were a matter of urgency and he said bills always were, in his experience. Her husband, alas, it seemed, had not been quite frank with him and his colleague Mr Courtney about the scale of the sums his Lordship owed, but now they had been brought to his attention by her Ladyship, a new and unfortunate light was shone upon existing arrangements. He feared several ongoing projects could be put in jeopardy.
‘In other words,’ she said, ‘you’re thinking of calling in our existing debt?’
         
‘I have thought about it,’ he said, then adding ‘there are, however, some other considerations – an invitation for my wife, perhaps, to the dinner at which the Prince of Wales will be present.’
He could hardly be more direct. She raised her perfect eyebrows in amused and somehow insolent surprise.
‘No,’ she said firmly. ‘No. That is out of the question. In my world invitations are offered, not demanded.’
It occurred to Eric that if he demanded that her Ladyship spent the night with him, she might object to that less than she would a coerced invitation to her dinner table. Any normal woman, he thought, in the kind of dire circumstances in which Lady Isobel now found herself, with a feckless husband, a wasted inheritance, faced by shame, social disgrace and actual bankruptcy, and wholly in his power, would be hopelessly distraught, quite likely throwing herself upon him, even offering him favours in return for his protection. It had happened to him before, but, thank God, he had resisted the immoral temptation. He played his next card.
He said, ‘I have been asked by the police at Vine Street for details of the property rented by the Viscount in Mayfair. I have fended them off so far. But it could become quite awkward for the boy. The last thing we want is a scandal, and your son convicted for keeping a bawdyhouse.’
That got a response. Her nostrils quivered and dilated, and her fingers tightened slightly on the desk. She was a very handsome woman. Supposing he asked? Supposing she said yes?
‘Are you trying to blackmail me, Mr Baum? I suspect you have a very persistent little wife tucked away there somewhere on the hills of North London. The answer is still no.’
He could scarcely believe it. It was mad but it was magnificent. She would pull the whole temple down upon herself, her husband, her children, like a female Samson, rather than change her mind. Did that make him Delilah? The thought was amusing, but he couldn’t bring himself to laugh.
         
‘Believe me, it is not personal,’ she said kindly. ‘It is simply a matter of principle. Good day, Mr Baum. Please don’t let me detain you.’ She went back to her papers and Mr Baum had no option but to leave.




    

  
    
      
         
The Return of His Lordship
            

6.30 p.m. Tuesday, 5th December 1899 
         
Dismissed, he was already through the front door, held open grudgingly for him by Mr Neville, only to meet his Lordship loping towards him up the wide steps. He was carrying a leather suitcase. The Earl was exuberant, his face exuded delight. Mr Neville took the suitcase. The Earl seized Eric’s hand and pumped it vigorously up and down. It was out of character. What was the matter with the man?
‘Oh… Baum,’ his Lordship cried. ‘Have you been visiting my wife?’
‘We talked of business in your absence, my Lord,’ said Mr Baum. He felt the need to explain himself in case his Lordship could read his thoughts. What, Eric Baum from Golders Green in bed with Lady Isobel, Countess of Dilberne, she of the perfect eyebrows? How could he even have dreamt of it?
‘Excellent, excellent,’ said his Lordship. ‘Come back in, won’t you old chap, and we’ll share a toddy.’
Mr Baum, mesmerized, followed him meekly. How did you deflate so much confidence? But he would. He would have a word with Sir Ernest and it would be done. The bankruptcy courts loomed for the Earl. It had all gone too far. Dilberne might go to law later as he found others benefitting from the one simple, great idea he had handed over to Baum and Courtney for a plethora of unromantic metal ore mines across Southern Africa, making secure the rare ones that glittered. But the Earl would have the devil of a job proving it.
         
‘Where have you been?’ her Ladyship asked crossly when Robert bounced into the room followed by Mr Neville with the suitcase, and a hesitant Mr Baum behind. She was like any wife, half-anxious, half-annoyed, thought Mr Baum, just as Mrs Baum would be when her husband finally got home safe, but late, after some minor misbehaviour. She added ‘my dearest’ as if to soften the question. His Lordship pecked her on her cheek in what seemed to add up to an apology on his part and forgiveness on hers.
‘Big day at Newbury. Steeplechase. Didn’t tell you I was going? Sorry about that. Spoke to Agripin’s trainer; the beast had bone, he reckoned, they were bringing him on as a jumper. Didn’t have much of a chance, he said, only four weeks in training but you never knew. But I knew, in my water. That was the St Anthony’s Cup, the last race. I had my Yankee, didn’t I? Started with two hundred quid and ended up with this lot. Most exciting day of my life. Open it up, Mr Neville.’
Mr Neville found a side table and opened the suitcase in front of Isobel to disclose pile upon pile of large crisp white banknotes. Ten, twenty thousand? More? Mr Neville, eyes slightly goggling, bowed and left.
‘I had to go to the bank with the bookie. I cleared the poor man out.’ His Lordship closed the case and pushed it away with a careless foot. Then he turned to Mr Baum.
‘You well, Mr Baum? How’s the wife? Looking forward to the royal dinner?’
He did not wait for an answer and Mr Baum gave none. The more exhilarated his Lordship showed himself to be, the more despondent Mr Baum became. No matter how good his cards were, how well he played them, Mr Baum could see he would never win. Nobody won on an accumulator like that. So many horses to get in the right order. These people had luck on their side, and against luck there was no defence. Their gold mine could be flooded but everything would turn out all right. The Israelites might be God’s chosen people but God was clearly an Englishman.
         
‘What’s all this nonsense here?’ the Earl asked, nodding at Lady Isobel’s folders and jotted figures. ‘Why are you worrying your head with all this? I deal with money matters, not you. Your purpose in life is to be beautiful.’
Her Ladyship raised her perfect eyebrows a fraction, smiled sweetly and began to tidy away the documents.
‘Let’s have that whisky, Baum,’ said the Earl, beaming.
‘I have to get back to help Mrs Baum, sir’, said Eric. ‘The children aren’t well.’
‘Sorry to hear that, Baum,’ said his Lordship amiably, but didn’t argue. Her Ladyship for her part simply nodded towards the door for Baum to leave. So she would have nodded at a servant. He marvelled at how, once again, and without saying a word, she made it clear she no longer needed him, and never really had.
‘Only money, Baum, only money,’ said his Lordship to Baum as he left.
Only money! It had been said to aggravate him and had succeeded. It was too bad. Some people worked hard, tried hard, made money, saved money: others romped through life, and somehow got away with it. Everything came so easily to those who had everything already. He had lost all will to be revenged. Better to just go along with it. The mine would strike a seam of, say, copper: all would profit, no one would lose, but heaven knew what he would tell Naomi.
         
On the way out he passed the young Viscount, who was looking remarkably down in the mouth. The lad was right to be worried; he had been playing with fire. Eric had no reason whatsoever to be nice to him, on the contrary; there had been jibes about Shylock, and so forth, and Eric would not forget them, but some sense of a male brotherhood moved him to put the boy out of his misery.
         
‘By the way,’ he said, ‘the police were on to me this morning about your Mayfair place. But you’re in the clear. Only yesterday the Honourable Mr Robin cancelled his cheque towards the rent. No way they can get you now.’
The lad had inherited his father’s good looks and his luck too. There was no justice. Why people bothered looking for it in this life he could not imagine.
‘Good-oh,’ said the boy. And then, ‘Thank you for your help, Mr Baum.’
Then when Mr Baum was almost at the foot of the steps Elsie came running after him with a large square envelope. He opened it. Inside was a truly handsome invitation for Mr and Mrs Eric Baum. Their presence was requested for dinner on December 17th, in the presence of his Royal Highness the Prince of Wales.
‘Her Ladyship asked me to give you this,’ the maid said, ‘and she looks forward to seeing you on the seventeenth.’ She smiled respectfully. Mr Baum supposed he could now be accepted in Belgrave Square as a guest and not a servant. The question was whether he wanted to be. On the envelope was scrawled So sorry this was late. An oversight! and the initials, ‘ID’. Isobel Dilberne. Naomi would smile again. But he, Eric Baum, would never understand the English upper classes.
         




    

  
    
      
         
A Royal Dinner
            

Extract from ‘Fashion News’ in The Times, Monday, 18th December 1899
            

A newcomer on the scene at 17, Belgrave Square last Saturday night was Mrs Eric (Naomi) Baum, who wore a delightful dress in a heavy red silk, its topskirt looped away to show a rose embroidered underskirt, the bodice embellished with antique lace. Her perfect décolletage appeared to advantage, set off by a very pleasing diamond necklace given to her for the occasion by her husband, Mr Eric Baum the financier. She was seated next to the Prince, who was seen to be most taken by her. They were overheard discussing this year’s excellent production of the play David Garrick at the opulent new Wyndham’s Theatre in Charing Cross Road. Both were seen to laugh. 
         
Our most gracious hostess, Isobel, Countess of Dilberne, wore a simple white satin gown with the new drooped sleeves, and was later seen in animated conversation with Mrs Baum. Mrs Tessa O’Brien wore a flowered pink ensemble with a ruby necklace and earrings, a gift from her husband Mr Billy O’Brien the philanthropist, sent over on a liner of the White Star Line for the occasion of this very special dinner. Miss Melinda O’Brien was as ever a delight to the eye in rustling pale green taffeta, well set off by a splendid antique emerald engagement ring on her left hand. Lady Rosina was not present, being indisposed. The Prince expressed his sympathy and disappointment. 
         
Dinner was a great success and the Prince announced himself particularly taken by the crab patties, the pastry being, as he observed, pleasingly crisp and light. 
         
The excitement of the evening was when the Earl stood to announce the engagement of his son Arthur, Viscount Hedleigh to Miss Melinda O’Brien, to take place at St Martin-in-the-Fields in June, 1900, in the presence of the Prince of Wales. We wish them very well in their future life together.
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Set during a single year in the dying days of Victoria’s reign, Habits of the House tells the story of the Dilberne family and their staff. All have secrets, but for the most part life runs smoothly, with very little intrusion from the world outside.
         
 

So when the events of a single turbulent morning herald bankruptcy and ruin for the Earl of Dilberne, the solution is to marry off his only son, Arthur. But as life above and below stairs shows the strain of impending disaster, the secrets of the household may prove fatal to the Earl’s plans.




  
    
      Reviews
            

“Weldon at her most spellbinding” —Spectator
         
 

“A splendidly fun romp” —The Times
         
 

“Hugely enjoyable” —Tatler
         




    

  
    
      About this Trilogy
            

THE LOVE AND INHERITANCE TRILOGY
         
 

The Love and Inheritance trilogy is a family saga set between 1899 and 1906. The aristocratic Dilberne family lurch from wild wealth, to bankruptcy, and back again, their fortunes dependent on the new steam-powered automobiles, Spiritualist gatherings and Christmases at Sandringham. But as the century turns, the rigid rules of society begin to soften…
         
 

Following lives and loves upstairs and downstairs, and brimming with Fay Weldon’s trademark wit, wisdom and warmth, this is a trilogy to treasure.
 

THE LOVE AND INHERITANCE BOOKS IN ORDER
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1. Habits of the House
         
 

Set during a single year in the dying days of Victoria’s reign, Habits of the House tells the story of the Dilberne family and their staff. All have secrets, but for the most part life runs smoothly, with very little intrusion from the world outside.
         
 

So when the events of a single turbulent morning herald bankruptcy and ruin for the Earl of Dilberne, the solution is to marry off his only son, Arthur. But as life above and below stairs shows the strain of impending disaster, the secrets of the household may prove fatal to the Earl’s plans.
 

Habits of the House is available here.
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2. Long Live the King
         
 

The year is 1901 and London Society is in a frenzy of anticipation for the coronation of Edward VII. Lord and Lady Dilberne, their fortune restored by their son’s recent marriage to a Chicago heiress, are caught up in the lavish preparations from their home in Belgrave Square. But while they fuss over diamonds and ball-gowns, their sixteen-year-old niece, Adela, has joined a troupe of spiritualists. As the Dilbernes seek to avoid scandal, it falls to Viscount Arthur and his new wife to bring her back to the fold.
 

Long Live the King is available here.
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3. The New Countess
         
 

It is 1905. King Edward VII invites himself and his mistress to a shooting weekend. Isobel, Countess of Dilberne, must turn a run-down mansion into a palace fit for a king in short order. But nothing is simple.
 

The servants disapprove of the King’s morals and threaten to leave en masse and when Isobel’s daughter, Rosina, publishes a scandalous book, the misspent pasts of both her son Arthur and his new wife Minnie rear up to blacken the family name.
 

Then fate deals a hand – and Isobel must consider not only her position as a leading Society hostess, but her entire future…
 

The New Countess will be published in November 2013, available here:
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One of the most successful advertising copywriters of her generation, Fay Weldon’s credits as a writer of Fiction include classic novels like The Life and Loves of a She Devil and Growing Rich, and the pilot episode of the original TV series ‘Upstairs, Downstairs’. In 2001 she was awarded a CBE for services to literature. She has seven sons and stepsons and one stepdaughter, and lives on a hill in the west of England.
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We hope you enjoyed this book.
 

We are Head of Zeus, a brand new publishing house dedicated to new authors, great storytelling, and fabulous ideas.
 

To find your next read – and some tempting special offers – why not visit our website?
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