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Kilns and Unkindness: The Isle of Thanet, October 1808


THE MAN SAT in the moon-shadow of the Shot Tower, leaning against the solid walkway that encircled the one kiln he had chosen from amongst the many. He had already lit the fire beneath it, and the warmth of the stoked charcoal was pleasing against his back, though unobtrusive. He could hear the lead within the vast cauldron begin to move and twist as he waited, the steel hoops tightening about its girth as the wood expanded slightly with the heat, the vague, unsettling sounds of distant singing made by the molten metal as it swirled within its boards. He had wondered about those wooden cauldrons when first he’d seen them, and how they could sustain the slow heaving of the warming lead above the charcoal, without its staves catching to fire and burn. It was a mystery to him, as were so many things, not least what he’d been reaching towards these last long years, the seeking out of those whose names had been scratched inside the small book he still carried with him. He was not the man to whom it rightfully belonged, had dispatched that rightful owner, quick as he was able, into the next world, beating in his head with the iron fetter still clamped about his wrist, finishing off the job by throttling him with the chain that bound them both to the same cell wall within the same prison.


But that was then, and this was now, and Pierre Cliquot knew how close he was to completing his goal, and just the thought of it made him itch. He poked at the skin of his right wrist, pinched the puckered scars left by the fetters, and thought of luck, and of how very many different kinds of it had brought him here to Thanet, of the four years that had come and gone in a blink and left him here, still alive, sitting, waiting, in the moon-shadow of the Shot Tower.


He listened to the other, smaller armies that inhabited the earth now waking all about him; heard the feather-shuffling birds within their trees and hedgerows, a few odd scraps of song escaping them as the sun gathered strength, where it lay below the vast arc of the sea. He watched the mist that slept upon the slow-running waters of the river close beside him, heard the almost silent wash it made within its banks, the small scuffles of water rats and voles returning home, waiting for the last, late gasps of autumn gnats to rise from the grass around them.


He felt a safety in this crepuscular creaking of the passing night, was so tired he was almost sleeping when the mad black streak of an otter suddenly skewed past him and splooshed into the water of the river, made him open fully his one functioning eye, the other remaining dark within its world, oblivious to the slow diminishment of the night, the light-footed creep of dawn across the sky upon its heels. And he heard a different kind of noise behind the sounds of birds and river and the melt of the lead within the kiln, and knew it was the one he had been waiting for. He cocked his head towards it, followed the sounds of footfalls breaking onto the path that came out of the scrub, and tilted his one good eye towards it.


And then he saw the grey loom of his man emerging from the wood-brush, rubbing at his coat sleeves to remove the dying leaves that had fallen down upon them, and forced himself to standing up on his ruined feet, gritting his teeth to the pain. The Shot Tower aided him and hid him, took his shadow within its own, so that the other man could not see him, came so quick and close that Cliquot could smell the dampness of his clothes, the soft decay of mud and marsh upon his boots, the smell of fear and sweat as the man went to pass him by.


‘How do,’ said Cliquot softly, repeating the greeting he’d heard others use up and down this small stretch of the river, spoke so quietly his words came out as one with the breeze that was faintly fanning the flames of the kiln. Simon Dan Deleon stopped abruptly barely two yards from him, swung around with his hand tightly gripped about the strap of his satchel, which he had bandoliered from shoulder down to waist.


‘How now,’ Simon answered, as if using some predetermined code, a slight hesitancy to his voice as he tried to gauge the situation, studied the man before him as he stepped partway out of the shadow, the awkward lean of his tall but stocky body, the crook of a many-times broken nose, the sunk-back hollow of his eyes, saw it all by the faint flick of flames he could see beneath the lead kiln, wondered briefly why it had been set to such early burning, if the man could really be working here with all the rest.


‘You got my message, then,’ said the man, still standing half in, half out of the Shot Tower’s shadow.


‘That I did,’ replied Simon. ‘I didn’t know for sure the captain was dead, though I’ve long suspected it.’


‘He’s dead,’ agreed the other. ‘Sent me with his message.’ Cliquot felt the odd movement of his tongue at the English he had long practised, then brought his hand up from his pocket, held out the small book before him as if it were a talisman, or a shield. Simon Dan Deleon was still on his guard, though he knew the book straightaway, recognised it as the man held it open towards him, the page on the right as blank and open as the moon up above him, the other with its graceful, tendrilled type spelling out the title and its author, and, more importantly, the few lines carefully handwritten beneath. He relaxed just a little, though still gripped hard at his satchel with one hand, his knife with the other, would not let things go easy if this turned out other than it pretended, for Simon Dan Deleon didn’t recognise anything of this man who still stood indeterminate in the pre-dawn fugue of blue that precedes the proper rising of the sun, though knew his native tongue to be French by the way he had spoken his words, which meant nothing in itself, men of France and all countries fighting as they still did on both sides of the divide.


What he found more troubling was that he had been summoned to the meeting place a full two weeks before the so long ago predetermined time. He stood there undecided, one finger tapping gently against the satchel, which held his own copy of the little book the stranger was still holding out for his inspection, trying to figure out how and why this man could come to be here if he knew nothing of what that book and its contents meant. He twitched his fingers, scuffed the heel of one boot into the ground, watched the flames as they flickered low beneath the lead kiln, had absolutely no idea that he was standing within the last few minutes of his life.
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The Withering of Augustus Wedders


THE SEVERAL LEAVES left upon the hazels had been shot through by early frost, brown edges deliquescing like old mushrooms. A few nuts still clung in amongst their branches, mostly mouldered, bored through by the grubs of flies and wasps long grown and flown to other, greener trees.


Augustus Wedders brushed the low branches with his shoulders as he passed, watched the useless cobnuts with dispassion as they fell, wondered why everything seemed to have gone the same way this year, starting green and prosperous and with so much promise: a full, fat June that had brought the fruit on early, the July rains plumping up the gooseberries and cherries; the same rain that came but would not leave, went on to rot the raspberries on their canes, set the strangest humps of brightest orange mould upon the dog rose stems, rubbing off like silk upon his fingertips, bent the corn stalks over, and sent the harvests failing. The rain that had set the soft rot of everything into the mud below his feet.


And yet, for all that, Augustus was happy to be walking towards the Shot Tower, and raised his eyes as he came out of the ruined grove of hazels. He saw, with a brief surge of joy, the bare expanse of marsh that lay away to his left, the heights of rush and sedge bowed low by a week of unrelenting wind; the roll of the dunes off to his right, which seemed, even at this distance, to have shifted since the last time he’d walked this way. It didn’t surprise him. Everything else about his life had changed these past few years, so why not too the sands?


The illness, that scythed a periodic way through the generations, had come again last year. Everyone who had ever lived alongside these marshes got sick at some time or another, usually in the spring or autumn. Lookers, they were called, he knew, by those who visited them, because their skin was sallow and slightly yellowed and unlike the rest. Usually they recovered quickly, suffered the shivers and fevers, which took a few, but never all. But that last winter had come on warm, and spring brought thick black clouds of mosquitoes off the marshes, midges and fruitflies covering every surface far too early and for far too long. This time everyone who got sick got sicker than was usual, and soon the burials outnumbered baptisms six to one. Gone this time were his brother and his brother’s wife, his only proper family, leaving the sickly scatter of their children to his care. But that was how it was, and how it had always been, and how it would be again; and those who were left standing, like Augustus, felt giddy at their survival, and had welcomed in this early-blooming summer with hope and expectation.


He hummed a little as he saw the outline of the tower, a fog-bowed height that seemed made out of mist, and aimed his feet towards it, planted them carefully along the edges of the dyke where the path slithered away into mud on the one side, the other being reclaimed already by the encroaching sedge. He spotted the several crake and water-rail he’d disturbed as he went by, was glad to see just a wisp of them, had mostly known them only by the weird whistles and strange groans such marsh birds made, always staying hidden, their flight below the height of men, spent their time zigzagging through the forests of reeds, or kept to the water, creeping through the forest of stalks, lifting their long webbed feet up and down without a splash. He liked that subtleness they had about them, their way of staying invisible no matter who or what might pass. They had been a comfort to him in this last year, sounding out the grief he didn’t know how to voice, had kept him company throughout his many tramps across the marshes, trying to walk a way out of his despair.


But there was none of that today, and it seemed the world had been made anew just for him. The harvests may have failed, but enough had been gleaned to feed the few bodies who remained in the village, and the geese, who had come early, had been plentiful, though skinny after their long flight, and had been easy netted, plucked and salted; every hedgerow and orchard within their bailiwick had been stripped of unrotten fruit, stored and pickled, and would do them well enough. And they still had the animals, and all that had not died had been pooled into a common herd and would be fattened with the plentiful silage left by the rotten harvest and slaughtered as they needed. A couple of months back, the Smallwell girl had volunteered to take the cattle back down to the water to suck the salt from the seaweed strands, had promised to do it every morning until their long grey tongues were sated, and been as good as her word. They all knew it would not be an easy winter that was coming, but also that it would not be the worst, and that the village would thrive again like an elm that grows back from the last few inches of its chopped-down stump. And better yet, Augustus Wedders had been given the one job on offer at the Shot Tower, and this was his first morning at it.


He knew he was far too early, had been ready with his boots and best shirt pressed and dressed before the moon had set, had started out the moment the sun had winked a small way down upon the water and he was able to divine the path he knew so well, and now he stood a moment and listened to the distant sifting of the dunes and the gentle shuffling of the sea as the waves came and went, heard the cries of gulls and the crack of crabs and winkles as the birds dropped them down upon the stones, smelt the sharp tones of kelp and salt above the constant rot and mud of the marsh. And just like him, he sensed the wind was eager, felt it move once more and set the sedge grasses to whispering, unsmoothed the slack implacability of the water that rested between the dykes, drew down the mists upon the blackness of its back, revealed the distant tower, and he saw it standing tall and solid in the hinterland beyond.


He thought about the Shot Tower: a strange invention by a stranger man, made to churn out lead shot, barrels of which were stacked on to the barges that could still make it up the waterway, then back to the English Channel and beyond. Where they went after that, Augustus Wedders neither knew nor cared. He was a man, like so many others, who fought his own small battles of survival, right here, right now, upon the same soil his ancestors had fought them, and, like them, he had no comprehension of other, greater battles, in other distant wars. Survival was the only thing he cared for, both for himself and his villagers, and he knew this job would be a new beginning for them all, that the wages it would bring would keep the last remaining villagers close, ensure they would not melt away to faraway towns as others had already done, leave the place of his birth as deserted as the other villages that had vanished beneath the sands of the long, long beach, the burial place of so many homes, including his own.


The tower, seen through the soft screes of mist afforded to Augustus, was slightly tapered, like a skinny bee skep: broader at its base, narrower at its apex, collared all about by wooden walkways buttressed by a spiderweb of scaffolding that seemed to yawn without difficulty from out of the surface of the stone. Augustus felt the marshes ache and sigh about him as the rising sun began to draw the mist from off its back, hazed the horizon into pink and gold, yet still the mist clung to the Shot Tower like a peavine, apparently unwilling to let it go, hovered gently against the chill of the stone and the cool body of water that lay within. Augustus could see the kilns that clustered about its base, knew this was where the lead was heated and softened, poured into the barrels that were hauled up to the highest walkways, sent down the half-cut pipes that runnelled through the brickwork, dropping it down upon the mesh that overlaid the thirty feet of water that filled the tower. How exactly it all happened he didn’t know, but knew well enough that as the molten lead fell through the water it formed into perfectly round, and equally weighted, balls of shot, which sank and cooled the distance down, gathering at the base on to sieved trays that were pulled out from the walls for unloading, the water cascading briefly down upon the workmen, before draining away into the moat and the spring that continually fed the tower.


He wondered if he would be assigned to the heat of the melting-kilns, or the sweaty hauling up of the barrels, or be one of the wet-men shovelling out the newborn shot into the waiting crates. He thought it would probably be the latter, something unskilled but useful, but at the end of it he didn’t much mind, was happy and proud to have been chosen for employment, knew steady work meant steady wages, and that could only mean good for himself and the rags of the remaindered villagers who had drawn themselves about him because of it, and were looking for him to lead them on.


Augustus Wedders thought about these things as he got closer, the mist clearing with every step he closed upon the tower. A couple of snipe rose suddenly at his tread, sent him skidding to one side with their calling, his boot tips sliding into the wetness of the marsh. Swearing, he gained his balance, looked back up, saw the tower now only a quarter-mile distant, then pushed his head forward and frowned, unable to believe what he thought he had just seen, though knew all the same that he had seen it. With vigour, he pulled himself to standing, grasping at the bulrush stalks to keep his balance, sent his feet running and squelching and sliding through the mud, shouting out all the while, though there was no one could hear him, tried to keep his eyes fixed ahead on the open kiln vat, saw it jump and blur as he moved fast and quick, saw it for a few moments before it disappeared behind a clump of reed, a curve of path. He came into view, clear across the open marshes, only the wooden boardwalks and the bridge between them, saw a man pushing the great oaken lid back across the top of the lead vat, and the smoke and fire that was coming up too hotly from beneath, felt the sweat smart against his skin and in his eyes, because he knew what he had seen only a moment or so before: a man struggling backwards against the lip of that same vat, his body one half in and one half out, and a second man down below, grappling with his struggling, flailing feet.


Oh God, he thought, oh God, and hoped the second man had been in time to drag the first man out before he fell. But his heart knew different, and his skin began to tighten and the blood flooded through him as on a bore, and his boots thundered on, though he felt his coat being ripped upon the brambles and the blackthorn as he came out of the thicket without caring for the path, taking only the line that was the most direct; took it because he knew that the one man hadn’t been trying to rescue the other, and that when he had drawn closed the lid upon the vat and set the fires to roaring, the first man had already been tipped inside, and his boots would even now be kicking uselessly against the cooping, and his mouth shrieking to be kept above the warming metal, and his lungs would already be scorched and drowning; could not allow himself to imagine what torments that man must be suffering. And although Augustus Wedders would live through that moment of realisation again and again in his nightmares, he would never come close to the absolute agony in which Simon Dan Deleon had died.


The iron-tipped cosh had caught Simon hard as he finally held out his hand to greet the man who had stepped from out the shadow of the Shot Tower, set the bones of his jaw into splinters and the blood gushing down his throat and into his lungs along with several teeth, one of which lodged against his epiglottis, made him retch and choke all in one. The blow would have felled any man, let alone Simon Dan Deleon, who had already lost the back part of his skull to the wars, and he had fallen hard against the walkway of the kiln, almost into sitting, and it was an easy thing for his attacker to launch his ox-strong shoulders beneath Simon Dan Deleon’s legs and push them upwards. Simon’s own momentum and his panic sent him scrabbling for the edge of the kiln to give himself purchase, his shock so profound that for those few seconds he felt no pain, only the dreadful spasms in his throat and chest that forced his body up towards the air, as if he were already drowning. But that simple reflex was all the other man had needed, and Simon had felt his knees being grabbed and he found himself going up and over, winded by the knock of the barrel’s edge against the small of his back. He felt the man grappling for his satchel as Simon laboured on the brink, but by then it was all too late, and Simon had gone too far over the edge to ever come back, and the only option left to his enemy was to dip his own hand into the swirling lead to retrieve his prize. The blunted, nail-ripped tips of Cliquot’s fingers touched the strap of the satchel and tried to take hold and pull. He grasped at it hard, biting his tongue against the pain, told himself he had suffered worse, re-envisioned the redhot tongs coming closer and closer towards his now blinded eye as he’d screamed and tugged against his captors, the puke and bile that had set his throat on fire, the terrible anticipation of the pain and how much worse it had been when it came, the soft shame of his stools within his trousers at the final agony, when his eye was finally squeezed and burst and then pushed back into his head like a softly boiled egg. It should have given him pity for the man he had just rolled into the boiling cauldron, yet it did not, and though he regretted the loss of the satchel and what it might have told him, he did not hesitate once he realised it had gone, and he drew the lid back quick upon the stout sticks he had provided for the purpose, before pulling them free. And down went the lid on Simon Dan Deleon’s screams and the boiling of his body within the simmering pool of lead, screams that quickly muted into mewling, mewling, like the sack of newborn puppies Cliquot’s father had once made him beat against a wall that time until they were dead, and only then did the tears begin to roll down from his one good eye as he felt a last faint kick against the wooden staves at his back where he leant in his despair, wondering, not for the first time, why exactly he had made these men’s eradication his only purpose, yet knowing that without that purpose, he would be lost.


He jumped down from the kiln’s surrounding board-walk and landed, the jolt from his damaged feet renewing his resolve as he grasped the bucket of lighting pitch and threw it on to the flames, though he knew that its fierce blazing had come too late and that Simon’s suffering was most likely already done.


He took one last look up at the Shot Tower and saw it black and hateful, knew then that no matter how hard and fast he ran he would never escape its shadow, had drawn it over him just as surely as he had drawn the kiln lid over Simon Dan Deleon’s life. He felt the wet of tears upon his cheek and scrubbed them roughly away as if they too had betrayed him, just as Captain Theribault and his band of men had betrayed the house of Condé four years before, tried to rejoice in Simon Dan Deleon’s death, but could not. Could only think, Four down, two more yet to go, and soon it will all be over.


Several miles to the east, the wind began to wake upon the waters of the sea, the lure of the turning moon tugging the waves into the height and trough of yet another morning. And as the wind moved out along the dunes, the sands began to lift and shift as they had done throughout millennia, the oystercatchers stabbing at the wet nibs of the strandline, taking little sidesteps to avoid the reappearing crutches of a broken roof beam, the tacks of timber that had already started a small groan as the weight was lifted just a little from off their shoulders, and began to re-emerge from where they had been buried, as if they had been given life again, and were being made ready to re-inhabit the earth.
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The Commonality of the Dying


MISSING-PERSONS FINDER Whilbert Nathaniel Stroop was missing more than one person at the moment – it seemed his entire family had disappeared. He had spent the day, as he usually did in between cases, tramping the streets about him, noting down the smells and sights and professions for his ever-growing Sense Map of London. His visitations earlier in the year, to a printworks over in Painswick by Stroud, had led to a vast improvement of his system by the installation of several machines that held hugely long strips of paper between rollers, so he could wind out one square yard after another of his Sense Map as he willed. Before now, he had had to work at awkward angles directly on to the big squares of paper pinned all over the walls that weren’t already covered by bookcases. The last month had been spent, with the entirely uncomplaining help of Mabel, Jack and Thomas, his adopted wards, transcribing all these scrappy notes and maps on to his new, all-in-one paper-rolling machines, and at last he was able to go out once more to compile new notes to add to the vast amount of information he had already acquired. The past couple of days had been spent between a fellmonger and a saddler, the former who supplied the latter with dressed skins. The fellmonger hadn’t provided much new information, apart from the uncommon stink produced by the already understood stripping, cleaning, stretching and tanning of animal skins, but Stroop had more of a productive time at the saddler’s, seeing the saddle-trees being carefully carved out of beech-wood, and the ways the different brackets and stirrups were forged and attached.


If he were truthful, it hadn’t been the most exciting project he had ever undertaken, but Stroop wasn’t really doing it for himself; rather for Thomas, who seemed to have had the life knocked out of him since their return from Hiiumaa. That his ankle had healed well was not in doubt; it had left him with only a slight in-turning of his foot and a small limp, but little pain, or so he said, unless it suited him. And it was more than just the grief of returning home to find that old Bindlestiff, the dog they had left behind, had died without them, without him being able to give one last lick at their hands, or them to have one last snuffle at his smelly old feet, or one last gaze into his trusting old eyes, one last brush of his matted old fur beneath their fingers. Something else had happened to Thomas, something indefinable, something that he was still not prepared, or able, to talk about. Stroop knew it had something to do with Thomas having almost killed a man by bringing down his axe upon that other man’s spine and cleaving it through like a butcher snapping the rib bones of a ox, but he couldn’t understand the guilt the boy still seemed to harbour at having incapacitated one man in order to save another. It worried him that although Thomas smiled and carried on as if everything was normal, a spark seemed to have gone out somewhere deep inside him, left him in a darkness through which Stroop, no matter how hard he tried, could not reach him, nor help him to climb out.


The only time Thomas seemed truly at peace was when he visited the ostler’s at the top of their road, and was allowed to help feed and groom the horses for a couple of coins, though he would happily have done the same duties for no wage at all. Stroop had gone there once to find him, and seen Thomas with his cheek resting against the flank of a young chestnut mare, the tears pouring down his face, his two small hands trembling as he circled his arms about her neck. Stroop had stood by the stable door and watched Thomas for a few moments, unable to speak, his throat tight as a cork in a bottle, his eyes involuntarily wet, and felt as if his own heart were breaking to be so close and yet so far away, so utterly incapable of helping to ease the sorrow that had overtaken the child he now thought of as his own. He had walked home then, alone, his fingers periodically rubbing the tears from his eyes, and had never felt so utterly worthless in all his life.


It was after this that he had wondered about getting Thomas an apprenticeship at the ostler’s, had even approached the owner and asked his terms, how much it would cost; would gladly have paid any amount he could afford if it would give Thomas the time and comfort he needed to fight whatever battles it was that he was fighting. And hence the visits to the fellmonger’s and the saddler’s. Stroop wanted to find out all he could before going to Thomas with the offer, to know all the facts and weigh them out as he always did. Most certainly he didn’t want Thomas to think he was being pushed out of the only home he had ever known, and had discussed the same with the ostler, and offering a bargain the ostler would be hard put to refuse: give Thomas the apprenticeship, Stroop had said, and he would happily pay for it, and not only that, there’d be no bed and board for the lad, because Thomas could still live down the street at his own home. It was an offer the ostler had been very glad of, and Stroop had meant to put it to Thomas that very afternoon, but the house had been empty when Stroop had returned, and he was left to wander about in his study all on his own, too fired up to want to start unscrolling his Sense Map of London and add his latest notes, or make coffee, or pour wine, or read books, or stoke up the fire. What he wanted was Jack and Mabel and Thomas to be back here with him, and for old Bindlestiff to still be snoring lightly by the fire. But there was no Bindlestiff, and nothing Stroop could do to make it all as it had been before. And Whilbert Stroop, who had lost one family and gained another, felt the fear of being alone so acutely that his stomach began to burn, and he stood there waiting by the windowsill, gazing out into the evening light, watching for them all to come back home to him, saw only the creeping dark, and the outstretched limbs of the trees, and the soft and steady dropping of their already withered leaves.


The grass across the heath was crisp with cold, skidded through with sets of footprints, mostly made by Jack, who was running and sliding up ahead, collecting the carcasses of conkers and trying to split them open with his thumbnails, giving up almost straightaway on the ones that wouldn’t co-operate, and stuffing them instead into his pockets for later inspection, making every last seam of his jacket bulge as if filled with tiny hedgehogs. The sky was taut, streaked through with dappled lines of blue and rose, the fast-sinking sun stretching Mabel’s shadow out before her into a long and dimly moving spindle as she walked. She was happy with the day, glad to have spent the whole of it wandering through the several markets and fairs that were scattered about the township of Bexley and its heath, feeling slightly guilty that she had kept them all out so late, and that perhaps Mr Stroop would be wondering, maybe even worrying, where they were.


She was saddled down with the bags she had bound about her back with string, was pleased with the twills and cottons she had purchased, the peppered ham she hoped Stroop would approve of, the several books and pamphlets of which she knew he would. She could hardly wait to tell him of the little street she had discovered in which several publishers had only newly made themselves a home, trading mostly in books brought in from the continent, probably smuggled, but exciting none the less. It had been difficult to choose from amongst the many she had perused, trying to select the ones she thought that Stroop would find the most appealing, though she didn’t doubt for a moment he would find them all of interest in some way or another. Mabel was glad they would soon be back home, back with Stroop at the helm, in the same glorious paroxysm of indecision she had been in as she had picked the books out, knowing he would have wanted to buy ten times as many, just as she had herself. It made her wonder what would have become of her if she had never met him, could hardly bear to imagine that other life, where every moment would have been mapped out for her by somebody else, that she would have been cast out like bait upon a fish hook from her great-aunt’s household into someone else’s home, the suitable husband she would have been tied to, the dreary days of clothes and frippery, the perils of pregnancy and motherhood she might already have had to endure. A life without Stroop and Jack and Thomas, and all the adventures and troubles they had shared, seemed now completely untenable. A life without books, Mabel thought, and all the knowledge that they held; a life in which her family were still alive, but everything else inside her would surely be as dead as they now were.


She felt a dreadful guilt at the thought, and then a warm hand sneaking into her own, and she blinked once, twice, quickly, had been so far away, thinking so many other things that she had almost forgotten the reason for this outing, which hadn’t been the fairs at all, and certainly not the little street of books they had chanced upon, but had been Thomas. She saw him now at her side, standing almost as tall as she was, wondered how she hadn’t noticed his growing so much these past two years, wondered also at his subtle sadness since they had come home from Hiiumaa almost three months before.


She gave his hand a soft squeeze, said, ‘I’m sorry, Thomas, I was miles away. I was wondering how things would have gone if we’d never any of us met Mr Stroop.’ She still called him Mr Stroop, as they all did, even though they’d all been formally adopted as his wards, the officialdom of each approval now framed and hung in a crooked line of Jack’s own making upon the wall opposite his bed, so that they were the last things he saw at night, and the first he saw every morning.


‘So’s we all remember,’ Jack had said, mumbling through a mouthful of nails, as though any of them could forget, Jack least of all. They had all smiled as they’d heard him thudding holes into the plasterwork, finally getting those nails into a depth and spacing of his satisfaction, had spent the next few days cursing as they trod tender heels upon the ones he had bent and discarded by his heavy-handed hammering. And yet, oddly, all of them, Stroop included, had taken their own stealthy pilgrimages to view Jack’s handiwork, had needed to see for themselves the little line of documents that now hung precariously from their rudimentary hooks, taking delight in this official sanction, the external recognition of them as a family that would not, could not be divided.


Thomas had been surprised at Mabel’s sudden words that afternoon upon the heath, the very same if-only-ness that he hadn’t been able to keep from his own thoughts. He hadn’t answered her though, and they had stood quietly for a few moments, their eyes seeking out Jack’s movements as he wound his way between the chestnut trees, his erratic spirals about them seeming to replicate the strange and twisty way the bark grew about their trunks. Jack took a tumble as he lost his step amongst the outgrowing roots that stretched bare-armed between the overcrowded trees, throwing up his hands in wild exaggeration as he fell, only to lift them up again to wave at Mabel and Thomas, letting them know that he was fine, happy at the way they were standing there side by side, two halves of a clothes peg joined by their clasped hands, liked that they were together and watching over him, and the way the sun was shining from behind them, surrounding them, keeping them close within its disc.


Mabel waved briefly back at Jack, and smiled to watch the way he gathered his gangling limbs together and sprawled his way back to standing, then turned a little away from him, and spoke.


‘Thomas,’ she said, and although her voice wasn’t loud, there was a firmness to it that Thomas recognised, and he tried briefly, though without success, to disengage his hand from hers but didn’t fight it, had known that this was coming, that at some point someone was going to ask him directly the questions he didn’t feel able to answer, had had a feeling it might be today. He’d enjoyed it all well enough, he supposed, had certainly enjoyed watching Jack enjoy it, and had taken much pleasure in helping Mabel choose the books from the bookseller’s, had even bought one surreptitiously for himself, felt the comforting weight of it in his inner pocket even now. Books, he had decided, were the best places in which to hide, better even than the bridges he had used to live beneath, better far than the dirty, half-empty coal cellars that were as cold on summer days as ever they were on winter nights, better even than the tavern chutes down which he’d used to drop, dodging the barrels the draymen slung down after him of a morning, the earth-covered floor rich with the smells of hops and stale spilled beer. Books, Thomas had discovered, could not only hide you, but take you away to somewhere you’d rather be, to distant lands, and other people’s lives.


And right now, that was where he wanted to be; not that he wanted away from Mabel and Jack and Mr Stroop, but that he wanted away from himself. Wanted some way to separate the different compartments that his memories had divided themselves into, to stop the one from bleeding into another. Most of all he wanted far away from what had happened on Hiiumaa, still heard the crack of that other man’s bones as he’d brought the axe down upon his back and severed his spine. Still had the smell of blood within his nostrils, could not rid himself of it, could only forget it briefly when he was with the horses at the ostler’s, the stench of sweat and flank overriding everything else, maybe because they didn’t know what he had done, and so could not judge him for it, nor profess an understanding of it, nor pretend his absolution.


He didn’t understand what was happening inside his head, kept wondering what would have happened if it had been him instead of his friend Toby who had been taken from beneath that bridge and murdered several years before, had an absurd guilt at being the one who had been rescued and survived, that it was he who had been given another chance, another life, another family. Kept wondering if perhaps things might have been better for them all if it had been Toby’s name put in that little frame above Jack’s bed. And then there was the nightmare that came to him over and over again, when he would wake to find himself in someone else’s dream, knowing that at any moment he would be cast out from its warmth and safety, find himself beneath that same axe he had wielded, and that Thomas was Toby after all, and that all the peace and good things that had happened these past few years had never been.


Mabel felt Thomas’s hand stiffen and pull within her own, wondered if perhaps now wasn’t the time after all, if there would ever be a time that was right, if there would ever be anything she could say or do to ease the trouble she had seen battling within him every time she glanced at him across the table, or as he sat by the fireside reading his books. And all the words she had been about to say, and had practised many times over, suddenly seemed too simple, and without meaning. Thomas was as still beside her as a dragonfly newly awoken upon its leaf, waiting for the sun to give it the strength it needed to lift its wings and fly. She glanced briefly then at his face, and saw that he had closed his eyes, his lips pulled slightly inward as if bracing himself against what he knew was about to come and could not stop, and she turned away, looked instead at Jack, who had apparently run out of pockets and was now weaving a haphazard way back towards them.


‘Thomas,’ she said, and felt his body flinch as if he were about to receive a blow. ‘Thomas,’ she said again, suddenly finding it hard to speak, felt a hot pulse of tears in her throat and at her eyes that she could not give him the help he so obviously needed. ‘It’ll be all right,’ was all she said. ‘I know it doesn’t feel like it at the moment, but everything passes, and everything changes, and one day it will get better.’


They neither of them moved, but Mabel felt Thomas relax a little, and knew that he had opened his eyes and was watching the frozen grass as she was, and the deep, dark amber of the setting sunlight spreading its way across the trees and grass, enriching every leaf and blade and crevasse of bark that it touched. She saw Jack, as Thomas must have done, opening up his arms and circling slowly, his face held upwards, his smile wide enough to swallow the sky, and wished that they could all be like him in his wonder, hoped to God that all could be healed as she had promised, and be made right again.


Thomas, standing beside her, wanted to cry out like a child, bawl out to all the world about what had burrowed so far within him he feared it would never come out, could feel it eating away at his insides like a wasp will slip inside an apple, with nobody to notice until the apple finally falls to the ground, rotted from the inside out. He felt Mabel’s warm hand about his own, saw Jack’s lackadaisical and strangely graceful loping as he moved now away from the chestnut trees, saw the whirl of bark as the sun caught it to orange, saw the topmost branches swaying gently in a breeze that had not yet touched the ground.


Now is the time, he thought, if only I can say it. Now is the time. He repeated the words over and over in his head, but couldn’t start, didn’t know how to say what needed to be said. Was afraid that if he did, he would have to leave them all and go back beneath that bridge where he had spent so many nights before, live in the shadows all his life, watching the dark waters move and change. He knew that he could not undo what he had done, and that from that moment until this, he did not seem able to move nor change at all, and felt the grief of it tearing at the very core of him, as if it was trying to rip his heart in two.
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The Braking of the Universe


OVER ON THE Isle of Thanet, Groot Keller had his own sufferings to bear. He shouted out for Fredelinda, the wife who was little more to him now than a housekeeper, as he banged rapidly upon the wooden boards of the floor with his stick. He was angry at the pain of the gout that had swollen his foot overnight into a purple pumpkin, keeping him awake with the seemingly impossible stretch of his skin, the fear that at any moment it would burst, the faint hope that if it did it might actually bring him some relief, might expel the lead that had melted into the skin of his face so long ago and leeched throughout his body, making him so lethargic and ill. He put his hand up to his cheek and felt the malignant waterfall of scars that ran there, knew they were the same dark blue as the tattoos men sometimes got after they had worked all their lives in the coal pits, when the dust had sunk and rubbed its way into their skin below the straps of the tubs they’d hauled for so many years; knew too, unlike them, most probably because they’d never lived long enough, that he was being poisoned by his ingraft in some indefatigable way that no one had yet identified, and blamed it for the erratic pendulum of his moods and the swelling of his feet.


‘Fredelinda!’ he called again, though he knew it was too early, that she would still be in her bed down below, at the other end of the house, that she had long ago given up on the unpredictable tangle of his waking and his sleeping, and that until she rose, he was alone. He bit the insides of his lips until they bled, tried to pull himself up in the chair in which he so often attempted slumber when the pain was too bad to even consider a transfer to his proper sheets, needed to reach the untidy spill of papers upon his desk, and the hooked staff where it lay like a corpse across his bed, needed to open the huge shutters that were concertinaed around the room like a deck of too tall cards.


He grimaced as his body shook with the effort of pulling itself to vertical, could already feel that the sun was rising, knew it would soon be slipping up above the dark strip of the sea and the line of strand below the house, could already see the shards of gold between the wickered lines of the shutters that he had explicitedly demanded to always be left open, and yet which Fredelinda always closed the moment she heard his snoring leaking through the floorboards down in the kitchen below.


A strange marriage, he could not help but think, where one partner is forced into the intimate care of the other, and yet continually ignores that other person’s gravest concerns. He thought again, and knew it had never been much of a marriage, certainly not for Fredelinda, and that for all the bad things he had given her, she still tried to do for him the best she could. Like shutting the shutters; despite knowing the anger the action would provoke, she did it still in the hope that he would sleep a little more, a little longer, ease some of the pain he always felt on waking. He understood the care that made her do such things, yet cursed her for the ignorance with which she did it, the constant lack of understanding when he tried to explain to her why it should not be done.


He tried again to reach for the bed, made a final, painful movement that almost toppled him from his chair, but at last his fingertips touched the cold metal of the pole-sleeve, eased its six-foot length into his grasp, wielded it like the expert dyke-jumper he had once been, and got the hook notched into the lattice to pull the first shutter back from the window. He sighed with relief, let the pole clatter to the floor, pulled out the notebook that had slid between his thin, turkey-limb thighs, and jotted down his readings. 28 October 1808, he wrote. Advection fog, some leaning to the south-east, a rising of stratus from the dawn horizon, distinct nimbostratus indications from the west, probably ready to precipitate, wind direction SSE visible on the wave-front, which is one hour down from high tide. Distinct and persistent haar upon the marsh.


‘Thank God,’ he murmured, as he laid the pencil down. ‘Thank the good God.’


He never thought to wonder at his own obsession as the small clock in the outer hall struck the seventh hour, nor that what he had written down yesterday had not been so very different from today, excepting the date. Continuity was what mattered to Groot Keller: thirty-seven years of waking up at sunrise to make his readings, in spite of Fredelinda’s latter obstructions; thirty-seven years since he had come to these shores, or rather the shores they had been then, before his own intervention and the intervention of others like him, and the building of the sea walls, the draining of the marshes around the coast and rivers, the embankments, the irrigation schemes, the reclamation of some of the land taken back once again from the incursions of the sea. So much that had been changed, but not the taking of his readings, and he felt sometimes as if it was the only control he had over a world he had mostly shrunk away from, the only way to put his hand upon the brake of a universe he could not stop.


Groot Keller next picked up the glass of last night’s brandy from the small table that flipped out from the armrest of his chair, slugged it down in one, felt the shock of it set his throat to tingle and constrict, made him cough, but his primary duty was now done, and he had need to do the other. He began to fiddle with the knobs and cogs that were hidden below the chair seat, the ones that Fredelinda tightened every night with so little effort from her strong fingers, setting the brakes that stopped the wheels from moving, or the back from suddenly slipping from its rest, the same ones that took him so long to loosen every morning, allowing him to begin the long task of manoeuvring the heavy chair to the bench that hid the water closet, was glad now that Fredelinda was not on her immediate way, would not find him halfway here and halfway there, with his breeks down to his knees, the early morning light making his legs shine like shanks of newly butchered mutton, the stink of his opening bowels making his own nose curl and twitch with disgust. He hauled himself over to the commode just in time, and laid his back against it, a finger of early morning sun slatted across his face from the one open shutter. He felt serene now, the peace of completion relaxing the lines of his round face, softening the puckers of his scars, echoing the swollen, yet oddly wrinkled, oak-apple of his gout-ridden foot.


When at last he had finished, he grunted his trousers back upon his belly, shifted himself untidily back into his chair and sat a while getting his breath back, listening for Fredelinda knocking her way around the kitchen, riddling out the stove, putting on the kettle, the soft grumble of her voice as she came up the stairs with his tray. And he blessed her for it, and for the fact that the sooner she was here, the sooner all the shutters on all the walls would be pulled back and tucked into their places, and that his House of Glass would be revealed, each wall knocked out one by one over the years to be replaced by windows, and damn the expense of the ensuing taxes that such expansion had brought, and the extra thickness of the timbers that had needed to be hammered into every corner to keep the roof from falling down upon their heads.
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