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AUTHOR’S FOREWORD


It is now more than ten years since I first found myself writing about a character named Martin Newland. Martin originally turned up in ‘Darkroom’, which was commissioned for an anthology of slipstream stories entitled Subtle Edens. He wasn’t even real at the time – he was a figment of another character’s imagination – though rereading that story now I can still see why Martin kept pestering me, insisting that there was more to his walk-on role than I’d given him credit for.


There are a lot of things I would change about ‘Darkroom’, were I to imagine it again from the beginning, but Martin Newland would not be one of them. Though it hardly seems fair on the other characters to say so, the most interesting thing about ‘Darkroom’ is the way it relates to the stories that came after it. My own shorthand for these is ‘the Martin stories’, which together make up the book you are holding, The Silver Wind.


The original incarnation of this book took me four years to write. Longer than might reasonably have been expected, given the volume’s relatively small number of pages, though as must be the case with most fiction, the book that eventually appeared represented only a fraction of the material that had been written, the work that had been going on behind the scenes. What I was battling with through those years was not so much how the story should go as what narrative should be. Then, as now, I found the concept of straightforward linear storytelling difficult to justify. The novel is a uniquely flexible, perennially interesting art form, both as a means of self-expression and as a forum in which broader questions of reality and experience can and should be asked. As such, it seems normal and desirable to me that the form the novel takes should itself be interesting and flexible.


As both reader and writer, I want a novel to do more than simply ‘tell a story’. The practical application of such an ambition still forms most of the ongoing drama of my working practice. As the writer I was then, in 2008, it felt like trying to stuff an inflated balloon through a letterbox without it bursting. Although I instinctively knew what I wanted, the technicalities involved in achieving it were more long-winded.


* * *


In short, I wrote a lot of stuff about Martin, and not all of it worked in the context I was providing. There was a long-running story strand devoted to his battle with the rat-catcher in ‘Darkroom’, for example – I still have an abnormal number of books on rats and the Black Death to prove it. But while there is still mileage in those ideas – Harry Phelps was a great character, and rats are fascinating creatures – I had in the end to accept that this wasn’t their story. The book I eventually settled on contained the essence of the ideas I had been playing with – about the unreliability of time when applied to memory, about sibling relationships and our own relationship with the past and future, about my personal love for H. G. Wells’s novel The Time Machine, about the ordinary miracles of mechanical engineering, and of course about narrative’s natural tendency towards the non-linear – but even at the time of publication I felt painfully aware that the text as it existed was not complete.


There were stories that did belong, but were not present, simply because of my technical difficulty – then – in making them come out the way I wanted. At the heart of that dissatisfaction lay the story of Owen Andrews’s apprenticeship in Southwark, a segment of narrative that formed much of the logistical and emotional underpinning of what came later but that I could never seem to resolve in a manner that felt in keeping with the story as a whole. When I was asked if I might write a new Martin story to celebrate the publication of this new edition, it was Owen Andrews’s missing pages that leapt immediately to mind, and I am delighted to present them – completely reworked – for the first time here.


Also present is the story ‘Ten Days’, a straight-up Silver Wind story I wrote for the NewCon Press anniversary anthology Now We Are Ten in 2016. Originally inspired by the image of Johann Conrad Wolf ’s extraordinary watch in the form of a skull, made in Germany in 1660, combined with a reading of Leonora Klein’s 2006 study of Albert Pierrepoint, A Very English Hangman, this story too had been with me from the beginning. It was not until I realised that the narrator should not be Martin but his sister Dora that I was finally able to make it work as I knew it should.


The result is particularly pleasing to me. Over the somewhat protracted interval of writing these stories, I have come to understand that the real hero of The Silver Wind is not Martin at all, but Owen Andrews, followed closely by Martin’s brilliant sister, Dora Newland. To find Dora’s voice fully revealed has been perhaps the greatest reward among many in revisiting these stories.


* * *


If The Silver Wind is a book about time, it is almost equally a book about place. All these stories – with the exception of the last one, which transports me back a decade, just as Dora is transported backwards to a pre-war Camden – were written while I was living in London, getting to know the city as a subject even as I was exploring it obsessively as a geographical entity. And so ‘Darkroom’ is my Ladbroke Grove and Kensal Rise, ‘Time’s Chariot’ my Greenwich and Blackheath, ‘The Hurricane’ my hymn to beloved Southwark. ‘The Silver Wind’ is a story as much about my own bus rides out to Shooter’s Hill and Oxleas Woods as Martin’s search for answers about Owen Andrews.


The locations of these stories are ordinary, but I love them to my bones. Even in the half-dozen years between the imagining of ‘Darkroom’ and the publication of the first edition of The Silver Wind, London was changing rapidly. In the months immediately before I left the city, the Shard had just gone up, the area around London Bridge Station altered irrevocably from what it had been like when I drafted ‘The Hurricane’. Nicholas Morton’s house on Trinity Street is still there though, and lovely Merrick Square. As Dora says in ‘Ten Days’, even when houses, when whole streets have been torn down and built over, the old shadows remain. These are stories of a time in my life as a writer, a collation of memory. Time is strange, and so are memories. If these stories are about anything, they are about that.


Nina Allan, Rothesay,
Isle of Bute, August 2018




part one




THE HURRICANE


He was enchanted with his room.


Morton had shown him into it with an air of apology but for Owen the space was the realisation of all he had hoped for, or all he would have hoped for, had he dared to imagine it. At home, in the cottage, he had moved out of the bedroom he used to share with his younger brother Anthony, and made a place for himself in the disused privy, which led off the back of the kitchen. The privy had one window, high up but giving light enough to read by through the summer months. He had whitewashed the interior walls, and there was just enough room for his bed frame and the old school desk he used as a work table. His brothers and father jokingly referred to it as his study.


The room at Morton’s was in the attic, a long, low space, the bare floorboards sealed with an opaque black varnish. A high wooden bedstead, a stained deal table beneath the single skylight. At the far end of the room a narrow doorway led to a small, windowless chamber that contained a heavy claw-footed bathtub and a tottering armoire.


“The toilet’s out the back,” Morton said. “It’s three flights down.” He glanced at Owen’s cane and cleared his throat, plainly embarrassed. “Can you manage the stairs?”


“It’s a fine house, sir,” Owen said. It had become his habit since he was a boy to sidestep or ignore any questions or name-calling he experienced on account of his club foot. He felt bad doing this with Morton, whose concern was genuine, but the response was automatic. Owen himself had been shocked in turn by how frail the old man seemed in person. Morton’s letters had radiated garrulous good humour and a fierce independence. He had known of the old man’s problems with arthritis – this was at least part of the reason for his coming to London to serve as Morton’s apprentice – but his mentor’s mental alacrity and professional expertise had made it easy for Owen to forget that Nicholas Morton was not far off his eightieth birthday. On arrival at Trinity Street, he had been confronted by a skinny, bent figure with wispy white hair and a voice so cracked and so quiet Owen had had to strain, at least at first, to understand him. The old man’s clothes hung in loose folds, as if he had lost a lot of weight recently. He seemed unsteady on his feet, and it had been Morton, not Owen, who had been forced to stop and rest for a moment on every landing before continuing upwards.


Most shocking of all was the state of his hands, the knuckles swollen and reddened, the thumb joints grossly enlarged. Owen could hardly bear to look at them. How Morton had been able to carry on working up until now, he could not imagine.


Only his eyes were as Owen had pictured them, the dense metallic blue of tempered steel. They blazed with intellect and commitment, with everything that had become familiar from his letters.


“The stairs are no trouble,” Owen added. He smiled. “The room is perfect.”


“It can get cold in winter. I’ve arranged to have them reopen the fire.”


A lumpy section of green-grey wallpaper to the left of the door showed where the chimney had been boarded up. A picture had been hung there to disguise the damage, a medium-sized oil painting depicting a castle surrounded by a moat overhung by trees. An amateur work, most likely, but still fine, still interesting in a way that made you want to keep looking. Owen found himself wondering if Morton would permit him to keep the picture in the room once the work on the fireplace had been completed.


“That’s Herstmonceux Castle,” Morton said. “Before the bombing, of course. My niece painted it.”


“I can pay for having the fire done,” Owen said. “Or you can take the money out of my wages.”


“Wouldn’t dream of it,” Morton said. “Come down when you’re ready and I’ll get some supper going. You must be famished.”


He left the room. Owen listened to him going downstairs one step at a time and felt a powerful urge to go after the old man, to make sure he was all right, but resisted it. He knew Morton would no more enjoy being reminded of his limitations than he would himself. They were alike, Owen supposed, more even than he had realised. It seemed a good omen.


He began to unpack his things. He had brought with him only the bare minimum, enough to fill the Gladstone bag that had been a gift from his mother’s brother, his Uncle Henry, who had also given him the money he needed to make a start in London. The bag had been purchased second-hand. The paisley lining was faded and the leather was scuffed in places but Owen prized it all the more for that – it showed the bag had been out in the world a year or two. There was an inner compartment that could be locked with a small brass key, where Owen kept his money, the reference that had been written for him by his school headmaster, the watchmaker’s loupe he had saved up to purchase from a clockmaker on Fore Street, Exeter. Aside from that, his possessions were few: the clothes he stood up in, plus two spare shirts, a best pair of trousers in fine tweed, a corduroy jacket. He had packed also writing materials and two books – Cutmore’s The Pocket Watch Handbook and The Time Machine, by H. G. Wells, a Christmas present from his brother, Anthony.


His winter coat he had been forced to carry, a burden that would have proved all but insurmountable had it not been for the extra money his uncle had given him so he could take a taxi from Paddington Station instead of using the tube. A ridiculous extravagance, perhaps, but on that evening of his arrival a necessary one. He hung the coat in the armoire with his jacket and shirts. In the depths of the wardrobe the clothes looked different, the clothes of a stranger. He placed his two books in the bedside cabinet and the writing things in the drawer of the desk. In the box with the notepaper and safely out of sight he kept the photograph of Dora Newland he had once persuaded his eldest brother, Charles, to purloin from the top of the sideboard in the Newlands’ drawing room – Charles was good friends with Martin Newland, and at their house often. It had been a mistake to let Charles know of his feelings for Dora, one he often regretted, but at least he had the photograph.


Outside it was growing dusk. The tall houses opposite presented their closed facades, shadowy and impenetrable as fortresses, as the castle in the painting over the chimney breast. People passed along the pavement, leaving the shops and businesses of Borough High Street as they headed towards their homes in East Southwark and Bermondsey. He wished he had someone to write to, someone for whom he could describe this room, the all-night coffee stand at Paddington, the black cabs lined up like beetles outside the station entrance. Dearest Dora, he imagined writing, and then banished the thought. Later, after supper, he would write to Uncle Henry. If it wasn’t for his uncle, he probably wouldn’t be here in London at all.


* * *


Owen slept late. He washed quickly and then dressed. In Morton’s kitchen on the floor below, the table was laid for breakfast: bread and butter and cheese and a pot of coffee simmering on the stove. Owen ate standing up, ashamed to discover that Morton was up and about before him. He rinsed his plate and cup under the tap and then started downstairs.


To the rear of the house was a small paved courtyard, hemmed in on all sides by high red walls. Weeds sprouted from between the flagstones, groundsel and chicory and the miniature yellow sunbursts of a dozen dandelions. The privy was dark and cramped, its mildewed walls permeated by the odours of damp and spent urine. Owen used the toilet quickly and went to find Morton.


The ground floor was Morton’s showroom, where he saw his clients. The front and back rooms had been knocked into one, creating a large, bright space looking directly on to the street. There was a seating area with armchairs, an oriental rug atop the polished parquet, a sideboard with a crystal decanter and glasses. Further towards the back, a cabinet with brass locks stood in an alcove. The room was spotless, bathed in early morning sunlight, but there was no sign of Morton. Owen knew already from his letters that the old man worked in the basement. He had had the cellar converted exactly to his requirements some decades before.


The cellar ran the full width of the house, partitioned roughly in two by a wide brick archway. Natural daylight penetrated through the two half-height windows at the front, with Morton’s main work area immediately to the right of the archway. Owen noted two lathes and a circular saw, a set of the new balance-sprung weighing scales, a rack of loupes gradated in order of power. Aside from this newer machinery there was all the usual paraphernalia you would expect to find littering a watchmaker’s studio: soldering iron, anvil, fire tongs, carefully miniaturised replicas of equipment he had seen in use a thousand times in the yard of Pat Gilmour, the blacksmith.


To the left of the archway, a workspace had been prepared for Owen. A bench and a lathe, an electric lamp on an articulated metal stand. There was also a partitioned wooden box filled with various tools – pliers and bradawls, tweezers and a set of the fiendishly expensive new steel shears specifically designed for cutting sheet metal. The box smelled sweetly of linseed oil. Every piece of equipment looked brand new.


Owen felt himself flush with emotion. There could be no adequate way of thanking Morton, whose efforts to make him feel welcome – to feel needed – had gone far beyond anything he might have expected. Morton, perhaps sensing his new apprentice’s discomfort, coughed and sniffed. He held up a thin strip of shining metal, offering it to Owen as if it were some important artefact, only recently discovered.


“Titanium steel,” he said. “One of the most durable alloys known to man.”


The metal was cool to the touch, with a peculiar greyish sheen. Owen knew that many modern horologists had adopted steel as their material of choice for watch casings – in terms of stability and durability it was preferable to both gold and silver – but he was surprised to find that Morton was familiar with it.


“What would you like me to do?” Owen said. “Would you like me to cut this for you?”


“I would like you to show me your watch,” said the old man. “Let’s see what you’re made of, young man.”


The watch had a silver case and a plain white dial. Owen had constructed it using a barrel and fusée rather than the more modern lever escapement, simply so as to master the finer points of the earlier, more complicated mechanism. The watch kept perfect time, losing less than one second a month. Owen had completed it earlier that spring. It had taken him nine months to make and was the first piece of work that satisfied the standards he had set for himself. His prentice piece. He was inordinately proud of the watch, but this did not mean he was not terrified of showing it to Morton. If Morton were to reject it as not good enough, Owen would feel that it was he, Owen Andrews, who had been rejected. He felt new colour rising in his cheeks as he unbuckled the strap from his wrist and handed it over.


The old man settled the watch beneath his bench lamp and unfastened the back. It was one of the new-style cases, fitted with a concealed spring. Morton worked it without difficulty, his hands so confident and steady Owen found it hard to reconcile this Morton, so comfortable in his element, with the frail and arthritic figure of the evening before.


“Nice and clean,” Morton said. “Why did you use a fusée?”


“To see if I could,” said Owen. Morton laughed, but in a way that suggested pleasure rather than mockery, and Owen felt swept by relief. Perhaps Morton meant to praise him, after all.


“What do you hope to learn from me?” Morton said. “You already possess more skill than any apprentice I have worked with. You would probably benefit more by going abroad.”


Owen was startled by the old man’s honesty. He remembered one of his father’s best carpenters, a craftsman of such technical skill and inventive power he could make the meanest piece of pine look like seasoned maple wood. Owen had once seen him use leftover strips of walnut to construct a card case so beautifully jointed it slid open and closed as if upon oiled runners. The man had made it during his lunch hours. Owen had asked if he could purchase it from him but the man had refused. He was a difficult character. He did not like it when his father hired other joiners, even to work beneath him, and much preferred working alone. It was as if he feared other people stealing his ideas.


Morton seemed the very opposite, so little concerned with his own talent as to eliminate it from the equation. What interested him was the craft itself, the pure and abstract art of the measurement of time.


“You are mistaken, sir,” Owen said. He tried to choose his words carefully, full of gratitude for Morton’s candour. “I still have much to learn, and you inspire me simply by being here, by existing. I want to know how to build a tourbillon. I know you have done it. I know you can teach me how.”


Morton raised his eyebrows. The gesture, full of irony and humour, made him look twenty years younger. “The tourbillon is redundant, don’t you know? An indulgence, a foible, as anachronistic as the bicycle in the age of the aeroplane.” He paused, as if waiting for his words to take effect. “I read it the other day in Scientific American.”


“But that is a nonsense, and you know it,” Owen shot back at him. “Like saying that books should be done away with, now we have film.”


“Well,” said Morton, laughing. “Shouldn’t they?”


Owen frowned, then laughed also, delighted that the easy familiarity that had built up between them during the years of their correspondence seemed so easily restored. They spent the remainder of the morning in the workshop, Morton explaining the workings of the new machines. Though Owen was familiar with them from books and periodicals, this was the first time he had seen many of them in action. At one o’clock they walked up to Long Lane and had their luncheon at The Almoners, a public house that Morton referred to as his local.


“The family who run the place came here from Poland,” Morton told him. “Their food is the finest in Southwark.”


They ate bowls of spiced goulash, served with a dark rye bread baked at a continental bakery just three streets away. Owen felt elated by the sound of foreign voices, the fresh tastes. He found it hard to believe he had been in the city less than twenty-four hours. When the young woman serving behind the bar smiled at him, he found himself smiling back. Owen noticed that Morton was grinning and blushed furiously. Nonetheless, he felt blessed, illustrious. Could it be possible that here in the city he was simply a man among other men, busy in his chosen profession, his disability as unremarkable and unremarked upon as the nose on his face? It scarcely seemed possible, yet here he was, living a life he had believed existed only in dreams.


He could not help wondering what Dora might think of him, were she to see him now, the apprentice of a renowned watchmaker, relaxed in the company of other workingmen as he took his lunch in the saloon of a busy London pub, whether it would make a difference.


Dream on, little brother. The voice of his brother Charles. A cripple is still a cripple, wherever he drinks. Women like us to think they don’t care about such things, but they do. Dora Newland would no more look at you than at the man who cleans and oils her father’s motor car.


Charles and Stephen had been against Owen coming to London at all. They did not see the point of it, not when there was a post ready and waiting for him as business accountant to their father’s building firm. His two older brothers, who both worked as site overseers, had tried to pressurise their father into making him stay, though Ted Andrews had seemed indifferent to his leaving, some might say relieved. Owen always had the feeling he made his father uncomfortable, not so much because he was crippled as because he reminded Ted too much of Owen’s mother Evelyn.


His younger brother Anthony was now in line for the accountant’s job. Well, he must make his own decisions. Of all his brothers, Anthony was the only one who had seemed sorry to see him go. There had been tears in his eyes, even though Anthony was a hard nut, obstinate as their father and wild-spirited as their mother. Whatever he chose to do, he would fare well enough without the scant protection Owen could afford him.


The subject of brothers would not leave him alone that day, it seemed. Back at the workshop on Trinity Street, Morton set Owen to work cutting and hammering back plates for a pair of wristwatches he had been commissioned to make for two regular clients, identical twins.


“They’re a strange pair,” Morton explained. “They work as a cabaret act, the Gemini Twins. I’ve made pieces for them before and they have been most appreciative. The only thing you should be aware of is that these watches must be identical in every detail. I don’t just mean that they should look the same from the outside. They must be exactly alike, even down to the smallest component of the mechanism. Any discrepancy is liable to make them physically ill.”


Owen watched his face carefully, wanting to be sure he was not joking, but his features remained impassive and Owen was bound to take him at his word. The subtext, that Morton would never have trusted such intricate work to Owen unless he felt him capable, was both daunting and thrilling. Owen worked steadily for several hours, measuring and cutting the silver, then stretching the plates. The method for this was called bouging, and involved striking the metal with his hammer in a series of repeated spiral motions that both thinned it evenly and stretched it into shape. The work was routine, some might say mind-numbing, though Owen had always found it almost hypnotically satisfying. It did not demand the pitch-point accuracy required to build a mechanism but the constant rhythm of the hammer, the minute movements of his fingers as he steadied and turned the silver calmed and reassured him in a way the company of people never had.


His thoughts were free to wander, and he found himself remembering his last Guy Fawkes Night in Ottery St Mary, when he had tried to explain the wonder of the tourbillon to Anthony. They had just come down off the Hurricane, the huge spinning wheel that had been brought all the way from the goose fair in Tavistock and had proved so popular there were queues around the fairground most of the night.


Anthony was laughing, his head flung back, his arms outstretched as he struggled to regain his balance on the too-solid ground.


“You felt weightless up there, didn’t you?” Owen said. “Well, for all the time you were in the capsule you were weightless, or as good as. That’s what the tourbillon does to the watch mechanism. It suspends it from gravity. There’s effectively no friction, nothing to stop the watch from keeping perfect time.”


“You’re not telling me your tourbillon is better than a quartz watch,” his brother said, snapping back to reality. “My friend Giles Wellesley from school has a quartz watch his father brought back from America. He says that in ten years’ time everyone will have them, that you’ll never have to wind a watch again. Wellesley reckons quartz watches will be so cheap to make there’ll be no point in having them repaired, that if your watch stops working you’ll throw it away, and get a new one instead.”


Anthony folded his arms, seeming to challenge him, and all Owen could think was that he had not explained the thing well enough. The tourbillon was a technical marvel, but for Owen it was more than that: a miraculous alignment of art and science that compelled attention and awe, as perfect and inviolable as the arrangement of the planets around the sun.


He had never yet seen a quartz watch, but he knew already that such a thing had no majesty, that it was a dead thing, a reanimation at best, a Frankenstein’s monster of a watch that worked by trepanning a crystal shard with a microscopic lightning bolt. A quartz watch did not tick, and for Owen there was something monstrous in that, in and of itself.


The inventor of the tourbillon, Louis Breguet, had been eighty-nine when he died, a Methuselah of his time and still in the midst of his researches. In his final years he had come to believe that the tourbillon could be improved still further, that the gravitational stasis it induced could be extended to control the fabric of time itself. There were many who insisted he was confused at the end, unable to distinguish fantasy from reality. His youngest son Georges-Louis swore his mind was clear as a bell, as impervious to time’s passing as the miraculous watches he had set in motion. Some years after his death, Georges-Louis published his father’s diaries in the hope that some future genius might one day make sense of them.


So far, none had.


* * *


The days soon fell into a rhythm. Owen would rise at eight o’clock, have breakfast and work until one, when he would go along to The Almoners for something to eat. Morton would sometimes accompany him, though more often than not he preferred to take lunch in his rooms. He would return to the workshop at two, working on through the afternoon until Morton ordered him to down tools, always insisting that Owen break off before he became too tired.


“Rest is a part of the work, don’t forget that,” he said. “Push yourself too hard and you’ll make mistakes.”


After supper, Owen would sometimes return to The Almoners to down a pint or two, or play a hand of rummy with Sergius and Andrzej, two medical students from the nearby Guy’s Hospital who were friendly with the proprietor’s son. When he tired of the pub, he would take the tube up to Charing Cross and spend the evening in one of the drinking clubs in Soho. He never consumed much alcohol – Morton never made enquiries as to where he spent his evenings but Owen knew that if his work began to be affected he would think less of him – but he liked to sit and listen, the gruff voices of merchant seamen mixing with the raucous laughter of doctors, lawyers, artisans, bank clerks off the leash. He had been horribly nervous the first time he had dared to enter one of these places, the smoky upstairs rooms with their red plush and chandeliers, their mirrored alcoves and mahogany bars, though he soon discovered that so long as he could pay his way he was welcome anywhere, no questions asked. No one cared who he was or what he did. No one passed comment on his uneven gait, or poked fun at his cane, and indeed the drinking clubs were full of misfits, dwarfs, transvestites, homosexuals, gamblers. Criminals too, Owen suspected, and their associates. A year ago, he would have been shocked at the idea that he would feel fellowship with such people. Now, he frequently found himself nodding to one or other of them as they passed each other on the stairs.


The light of London’s night life entranced him, the unearthly mixture of sunset and street lighting as it glanced off the proud facades, translucent washes of saffron and rose, and then the deeper dark, the night light that was so different from moonlight, so different from the dark of the country, mostly because it never became truly dark in London at all. Often he would not return to Trinity Street until well after midnight. Morton usually retired to bed at around ten o’clock, but whenever Owen rose in the night to use the privy he would invariably see light seeping in a soft yellow band from beneath Morton’s door. The old man must suffer from insomnia, no doubt exacerbated by the pain of his arthritis.


Owen wondered how the old man got through these lonely night hours, whether he liked to read or simply sat in his armchair and stared out of the window. The streets of Southwark fell strangely silent after the pubs closed. Owen had never been afraid of the dark but he found the hours between one and four curiously unsettling. Time seemed to pass more slowly then, bent out of shape and beyond its natural limits, stretched to brittleness and fatigue like a badly worked piece of silver. He sometimes had the sense that if he were to go downstairs and open the front door he would find himself stepping over the threshold into some other universe, a world that looked the same but wasn’t, a world in which you might look into the eyes of your brother and find a stranger staring back.


He would lie awake in the slippery half-light of four o’clock, the silence so deep he could hear the milk carts beginning their rounds in Stepney and Whitechapel, and wonder if Morton was also lying awake in the room below. He wondered if Morton was afraid of death or simply resigned to it. Owen could not imagine how anyone might think of death – how they might fully open their mind to its hideous possibilities – and still face it with equanimity.


Often in these grey hours he would take solace in thoughts of Dora, tormenting himself with her image until the darkness receded and urgency overtook him. The relief was a double blessing, a rejoining of himself with the world as well as a simple slaking of his lust. In spite of the inevitable guilt, he usually found he could sleep afterwards, right through until the morning and with no dreams.


* * *


Owen spent his first four months at Trinity Street working on the watches for the Gemini Twins, whose real name was Bentall. What the brothers wanted, Morton told him, was not so much novelty as elegance, pieces whose quality was obvious yet would still be unobtrusive when worn on stage. A gentleman’s dress watch, in other words, with few complications. For Owen the work was satisfying but straightforward, and he quickly realised that Morton had given him the commission mostly as an opportunity to observe how he worked.


Morton’s sole contribution was to engrave his own name on the twin dials. He apologised to Owen for claiming the work as his own, explaining that it was easier that way, and less likely to upset the Bentall brothers.


“It’s my name they’re expecting to see,” he said. “And they’re used to getting everything they expect.”


Owen tried not to feel disheartened. He knew it was common practice for an apprentice to have his work signed by his master, that he owed the old man a great debt. He reminded himself that these might be among the last projects Morton would see to fruition. His own callousness surprised him, but he accepted it as part of his new self, his London self, as he had accepted the humiliation of having his first society commission effectively stolen from beneath his nose.


He felt a thrill of righteous satisfaction when Morton informed the Gemini Twins that their watches had mostly been the work of his apprentice.


“Owen Andrews is one of the most gifted horologists I have ever encountered,” he said. “You’ll be hearing his name again.”


“Magnificent,” the twins said, simultaneously. The brothers were an unusual spectacle. Before meeting Arthur and Simeon Bentall, Owen had known only one set of identical twins, the Sisley brothers, who had gone to substantial lengths to assert their individuality by adopting different hairstyles, different professions and manners of dress. The Bentall brothers, by contrast, seemed not only content with their sameness but fixated upon it. They did not speak much, and when they did speak they held a kind of silent conference beforehand, with one brother delivering the verdict at a nod from the other. They were scrupulously polite, but restrained in their manner to an almost unnatural degree, refraining from any overt displays of emotion as if they believed that to expose themselves in such a way would be as unseemly as removing their clothes.


They gazed at the watches on their velvet cushions, tipping their heads from side to side, exchanging nods and smiles and covert glances, their pale eyes shielded by their long eyelashes. When they expressed themselves satisfied, Morton served China tea, which they appeared to relish. At the end of exactly half an hour they rose to leave. As they headed for the door, one of the brothers reached into his jacket pocket and produced a cardboard wallet.


“For you,” said the other. He nodded then offered the wallet to Owen. “We trust that you and your young lady will enjoy the show.”


The wallet contained two tickets to the Gemini Twins’ stage show at the London Palladium. Owen bowed his head, stammered his thanks. He glanced briefly at Morton, wanting to gauge his reaction, but the old man was shaking hands with the other twin and refused to meet his eye. It was only once the brothers had departed that Morton congratulated him on his decorum.


“They’re not the easiest of clients,” he said. “But you did well, they liked you.”


He said nothing about the tickets. Nor did he express any curiosity about the ‘young lady’. Morton cleared away the tea things and then they returned to work.


Once the Bentall commission was complete, Morton put Owen on repairs, routine work that nonetheless required a high degree of accuracy and offered Owen the opportunity to familiarise himself with the work of some of the greatest watchmakers in the world. Morton’s regular client list included two headmasters, half a dozen consultants from Guy’s, a number of prominent local businessmen, a high court judge and several members of parliament, each of them owning at least one timepiece of above average quality. Owen’s workload soon encompassed watches he had thus far only seen in periodicals or museums.


Christmas came and went. Owen had planned on returning to Devon for the holiday, but the weather had turned suddenly colder and on December 18th a prolonged and heavy snowfall closed the railway line west of Reading. By Christmas Eve, workmen had succeeded in making one of the tracks passable but there were few trains and major delays to those that did run. Owen worried about further snowfalls, his return to London postponed by days or even weeks. In the end, he decided it would be better to remain in town. He telegraphed his father, promising to come at New Year if the weather improved. He spent Christmas with Morton, the two of them enjoying a turkey dinner at The Almoners. The dark-haired girl who served behind the bar had just become engaged to the pub’s chef and many toasts were drunk. Owen enjoyed himself more than at any Christmas he could remember since his mother died. He barely thought of Dora Newland, and felt pleased with the way things had turned out.


On December 27th the thaw set in. He travelled down to Exeter on the 29th. Anthony collected him from the station in Eric Butts’s motor car. On the drive back to the village, his brother regaled him with news and items of gossip from the past six months. Benny Dixon had been brought before the magistrate, charged with affray, Old Dan Blakeley had died of a heart attack during harvest festival, Julie Wetherall who ran the post office was married again, to a sailor she met on the dockside in Plymouth.


“Dora Newland got engaged,” he added, seemingly as an afterthought.


Owen, who had just seconds before been laughing merrily over the widow Wetherall’s apparently inexhaustible appetite for men in uniform, felt his heart skip a beat, the tips of his fingers suddenly stiff with cold.


“Who to?” he said. He tried to make the question seem casual, as offhand as Anthony’s original remark. He had no idea whether he succeeded, what, if anything, Anthony might notice about the change in his demeanour. Owen doubted his brother even remembered Dora was special to him – he could not recall Anthony ever having taken even the most cursory interest in a woman, and when Charles and Stephen fell into boasting about their conquests he usually made a point of leaving the room.


He prefers his machines, and chess games, Owen thought. And maybe Billy Deuce, who had been at school with Anthony until he won a paid scholarship to the Cathedral School, in Exeter. Yes, it was obvious, though were it not for his Soho nights, the revelation would probably not have come upon him.


Should he speak to his brother, try and reassure him, or no? His musing upon the subject almost cut through the pain of what he was hearing. Almost but not quite.


“Tommy Stowells, of course. The big hero.”


Tommy Stowells was the son of a stonemason, a skilled bricklayer who had been one of his father’s regular crew until he went and joined the army. The whole village had cheered him off, him and the others who went, and now as Anthony said, Stowells was a hero; Victoria Cross, Veterans’ Pension and not a mark on his handsome face to show he’d ever left the county.


The lads who had joined up with him had not been so lucky.


It all made sense. Owen sighed. At least it was over. He kept his eyes on the road. As they turned off the main thoroughfare and on to the narrow, winding lane that led to the village, Anthony pointed out their father’s latest construction site, where work had just begun on a house for a retired opera singer.


“He’s from Milan,” Anthony said, excitedly. The subject of Tommy Stowells seemed to be closed.


* * *


Owen spent a week in Devon altogether, mainly working on the site with his father and brothers. His father was short-handed because of the holiday, and Owen found himself mixing mortar and cutting bricks, relishing the cleansing sting of the December air. He found himself enjoying the work, as familiar to him as an old suit of clothes and a welcome distraction from thoughts of Dora, though he dreaded to think what Morton would say if he knew how his gifted apprentice was risking his hands.


He caught sight of Dora Newland only once, at a distance, riding out across the frosted fields on her father’s hunter Brewster. She was wearing trews, a luxurious ermine-trimmed cloak about her shoulders, and the combination of the plain workingmen’s garment with the almost fantastical elegance of the cloak stabbed Owen to the heart with rapture and hopeless longing. The look, the daring, unconventional beauty of it, was so very Dora. At least she was alone, and not with Tommy Stowells. Owen didn’t think he could bear the sight of Tommy right now, although Tommy had always been kind to him when he was a boy, never mocking his crippled leg the way many of the men on the sites had done, at least when Owen’s father was nowhere near.


Yes, it was over. For a long time afterwards, Owen would look back at that moment – that gorgeous image of Dora on horseback, her face turned away, one elbow jutting as she adjusted her hood – as the final severance from his old life, the true beginning of the new.


On January 4th, Owen went back to London.


* * *


The snows returned at the end of January. With much of the transport network suspended or only partially operational, the city seemed static, eerily gridlocked. Certain foods were in short supply, and there were whispers of a serious outbreak of influenza in the slums of Canning Town. Then as suddenly as it had descended, the freeze lifted. Crocuses bloomed in the squares, the street markets reopened, burgeoning with newly imported goods. Spring arrived early. They received the commission from Lionel Norman in the last week of March.


Owen came down to breakfast to find Morton reading a letter, hand-written in blue ink, a tightly elongated script that sprawled haphazardly across the page. The sender, who Morton insisted was not a regular client, described himself as a businessman who collected watches as a pastime. He wanted Morton to create a timepiece for him, specifying that it should incorporate a tourbillon regulator. He invited Morton to lunch at his home in Worthing, West Sussex.


“Do you fancy a trip to the coast, then?” Morton said. There was a mischievous light in his eyes. He had not looked so lively since Christmas.


* * *


They travelled from London Bridge to East Croydon, where they changed on to the Littlehampton train, which ran down to Worthing via Haywards Heath and Portslade. The war zone, some people still called it. Owen had been nine years old when the war broke out. He remembered vividly Tommy Stowells coming home on his first leave, resplendent in uniform. He remembered the foreign coin Tommy had given him – he thought he might still have it somewhere – Tommy claiming he had taken it from the body of a German soldier. Owen had cherished the coin for years as a lucky charm, even when he found out it was a Belgian franc and not a German coin at all.


He would never forget the day the telegram came, announcing that Tommy’s comrade Warren Baxter was missing in action. Becky Baxter running down the High Street still in her dressing gown, clutching the piece of paper and screaming no, not her son, it couldn’t be true, falling to her knees outside the Fox and Hounds, Martha Wellesley opening the doors and taking her inside. Owen’s mother Evelyn, scrubbing away her tears with the edge of a tea towel before sitting down at her desk in the corner of the living room and dashing off another letter of protest to The Times.


“What a ridiculous waste of life,” she had stormed, when she saw the newspaper photographs of the ruins of the armaments research station at Herstmonceux. More than two hundred civilians had been killed in the bombing, and worse was to come. Evelyn Andrews had not lived to see the long, drawn-out, deadly endgame that laid waste to the Romney Marshes and the ports of Dover and Newhaven. Owen had never been in Sussex. He had no clue what he might see, how widespread the destruction. He had an idea the bombing had not extended as far west as Worthing and Angmering but wasn’t sure. He did not want to ask Morton, for fear of seeming ignorant.


There had been talk at the time that the terms of the Armistice had been too harsh, that there was a danger of revolution in Germany, possibly a new war. So far it hadn’t happened, and Owen had not paid the talk much heed. The whole idea of war sickened him, and he had other things to think about, now more than ever.


The land immediately to the south of London formed a series of waste lots, a mixture of scrub and cleared underbrush, scrapyards and gravel pits and closed-down factories, the ordinary detritus of urban expansion. South of Horley seemed somewhat less squalid, and by the time they reached Haywards Heath they were passing through large tracts of open countryside, less extreme in terms of colour and contour than the county of Devonshire but with a delicacy and subtlety of ambience that lent it a beauty of its own. From time to time, Owen noticed odd sections of railway track branching off from the main line but clearly going nowhere, the rails and sleepers sunk in thickets of nettle and brambles.


“What are they?” Owen asked Morton, unable to help himself.


“The lines that used to serve the garrisons,” Morton replied. “There’s no use for them now.”


The journey took almost two hours. They alighted at West Worthing. Lionel Norman was there to meet them at the station, his car, a gleaming green Austin, parked outside. Norman shook first Morton and then Owen jovially by the hand.


“So glad you could make it,” he said. “It’s quite a hike from London.”


A stoop-shouldered, sinewy man, he was not in the least as Owen had expected. His face, with its high cheekbones and clear grey eyes, was good-looking but in a tired, dissolute sort of way. With his thinning hair and gold tiepin he reminded Owen of the upper-class drug dealers that congregated around certain pubs in Soho. As he opened the back door of the car for him to get in, Owen noticed he was wearing a Rihm, a watch of almost grotesque ostentation, the horological equivalent of one of the more outlandish castles of mad King Ludwig of Bavaria. Personally, Owen found Rihm watches to be ridiculous, yet one could not doubt their pedigree, equal to Breitling and Lange in terms of quality and rarer than the both of them put together.


None of Morton’s clients owned a Rihm, so far as he knew, and Owen had never seen one outside of the magazines. If Norman had dressed to impress, he had surely succeeded.


Norman’s house, on the western outskirts of the town and close to the sea, was a detached modern villa with a glazed veranda running along the front and a gated service entrance to the side. A nice-looking house, built from flint and brick and to a pleasingly simple design. Owen was surprised. He had been expecting something grandiose and elaborate, like Norman’s wristwatch. The interior was similarly understated, almost modest – mellow pine, with just a scattering of more valuable-looking antique pieces – and Owen found it difficult to believe that Norman had chosen the furnishings himself. Norman’s wife, Owen supposed, although the house bore no immediately discernible signs of a spouse or children.


Lionel Norman showed them where to put their coats and then offered them drinks. Owen asked for a Scotch. He had developed a taste for malt whisky since coming to London. Morton opted for the Amontillado he always preferred. With a drink in his hand, Morton immediately became more animated, almost garrulous. Owen had seen him like this before, and it saddened him a little. Morton claimed to enjoy alcohol for its blood-thinning qualities, though Owen suspected he drank mostly in order to gain a respite from his arthritis.


“You should be talking to my apprentice, not to me,” Morton said, once all the necessary pleasantries had been exchanged. “When it comes to the tourbillon regulator, Owen is something of an expert.”


Lionel Norman turned to look at him. His eyes had a peculiar cold radiance, like chips of mica in granite. When Morton mentioned the tourbillon they had seemed to flare with a sudden light, like flames doused with paraffin.


“You seem very young,” Norman said, disdainfully. “Have you actually constructed a tourbillon before?”


Owen flushed. “I’ve been conducting experiments,” he said. “I have been reading about a new kind of tourbillon, a mechanism that will change the way we think about time. It is complicated work, very intense. Mr Morton has been generous enough to act as my sponsor.”


Owen was amazed by his own capacity for invention. He stole a glance at Morton, but the old man seemed entirely unperturbed, and Owen realised the truth of the matter: that Morton had planned it this way, that from the moment he received Norman’s commission he had always intended that it would be Owen who would complete it. Another test, like the one he had pulled with the Bentall brothers, only infinitely greater. Owen felt excitement, gratitude and terror in equal parts. For the moment at least it did not matter that the closest he had come to making a tourbillon was a series of tentative drawings at the back of his work log. He had read everything about the apparatus he could lay his hands on. In a discussion with a layman like Norman he had the advantage.


“I’m lucky to have him,” Morton added. “It’s like being given a new pair of hands.” He seemed about to say something else, then found himself interrupted by the sound of a door slamming.


“At last,” Norman said. “Her Highness returns. I thought we were going to have to start our lunch without her.”


He ducked out into the hall and began talking to someone, a woman. Owen wondered if this was Norman’s wife at last. He felt excited suddenly, as if something important was about to happen. He heard footsteps going upstairs, then Lionel Norman came back into the room.


“My daughter,” he said. “She’ll be down in a minute. She’s been up in the woods all morning.” He went over to the sideboard and refreshed his drink from the decanter. Like Owen, he was drinking whisky. The tumblers were exquisite, a greenish crystal, the bases embedded with tiny metallic spheres. “You know what it’s like with children,” he said. “You don’t always see eye to eye, but then I have to make allowances with Angela. It hasn’t been easy for her, losing her mother.” He told them his daughter had just been awarded a place at Cambridge University, to read mathematics, and was due to take up her scholarship in the autumn of the following year. Once again Owen found himself swept with a peculiar sense of anticipation. This girl – Angela – had lost her mother, just as he had. She enjoyed exploring the outdoors. She was a gifted mathematician.
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