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I


A Lamentation
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One
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In the dream, there was nothing. Nothing, and then fire.


It came upon the house with the fury of a sudden storm, a gale of flame that swept the cedars from the lawns and obliterated every window. It flung open the doors and thronged the staircases, possessing rooms with effortless violence. It surged among the hallways, avid and primrose bright, inundating the ballroom, rising in moments even to the chandeliers.


Eustace saw it all, and he did nothing. He stood in the fire’s midst, unmoving and somehow unscathed as he waited to be consumed in his turn. He could not see her, the child, could not have hoped to find her in time. He could not see her, and knew she could not call to him.


It was that despair that ruptured his sleep, that flooding grief. When he heard the shots, he had lain awake for some moments already with the bedclothes thrown back, his hand spread on his chest to quieten his heart. He started slightly at the sounds – there were two, in quick succession – but almost welcomed the distraction. Eustace was accustomed enough to gunshots. They were not quite usual, perhaps, but they caused him no particular alarm. But the dream – the dream had been another matter. He could not remember when he had last felt such dread.


He clawed at the nightstand for the chain of his watch and found, when he had wrung the dimness from his eyes, that it was a shade after one. It might have been worse. His duties were often irregular, and it was not rare for him to be called from his bed at unpardonable hours. Still, he did not welcome such disturbances. The years of his service had done nothing to soften them.


Wearily, but with the smooth economy of long habit, he rose and drew a dressing gown about him. The house, even in these last days of October, was wretchedly cold. The great drapes, as he parted them, were heavy with damp. They would, even at noon, betray almost nothing of their original colour. There was little here that did.


He saw the Jaguar first. He had left the lamps lit on the avenue, and the car was a little way beyond the fountain, whose pair of stone dragons reared above it, mossy and hugely opposed. It had been brought to a halt, Eustace judged, from a considerable speed, and with no great excess of deliberation, veering from the driveway before returning to it, and gouging an almost elegant scroll of turf from the lawn. The driver’s door was open, the interior spilling a yolky light.


Mr Crowe – for of course it was him – had taken a position astride the car’s bonnet. His legs were planted staunchly apart, his cloak swelling and snapping in the breeze. From this vantage, he commanded the avenue northwards to the gates, in which direction he appeared to be bellowing. When a second set of headlights appeared, in the darkened parkland beyond the fountain, he gave emphasis to his address with a volley from a pair of pistols. Eustace knew those guns. Mr Crowe had collected them at the card table from a brigadier general who had been left insensible by a stroke. They had first seen service against the Boers, sixty-odd years before, and were capable now of little more than a healthy racket.


The other car flared fully into view, pulling up with some violence only a little way short of the Jaguar, so that Mr Crowe was forced to raise an arm against the glare of its headlights. Its sole occupant was a bearded and wary figure whose leather coat had been cut for a bigger man. He emerged with a considerable show of animation, only to retreat behind his car door when Mr Crowe opened fire.


Eustace yawned and scratched one cheek. As his attention returned to the Jaguar, he noticed for the first time that it held a passenger, a young woman. His gaze had been drawn by her movements – she was winding down the passenger-side window – and by the colour of her dress, which announced itself even at this distance.


It was a remarkable red, almost exultant. In a house like this, living always amid an ancient and untouchable drabness, you seized upon colours. Your eye was snared by them. The only other such colours that Eustace saw were those of the fruit that Mr Crowe would want on those occasions – they were infrequent now – when he would set his mind upon some lavish entertainment, when he would assemble a houseful of showgirls and disreputable peers, insisting that no extravagance be spared.


On such evenings, there was always fruit in plenty. It would go all but untouched, but it was never stinted upon. Grapes lay on salvers in bloated and dusty heaps, liver-dark or the green of new oak leaves. Plump figs, tawny and oozing, were piled splendidly in crystal bowls. And the nectarines – Eustace was always taken by them – these would be massed in wide dishes of pewter, tumbling in lush avalanches onto the surrounding linen. They seemed, on some part of their voluptuous surfaces, to exemplify every imaginable red: here coral or fox blood, there cinnabar or claret, chrysanthemum or rust.


Having lowered her window, the woman in the red dress hoisted herself, with the sluggish ceremony of those drunk on wine, to a seated position on its frame. Thus established, she lit a cigarette and rested her cheek on the dark lustre of the Jaguar’s roof. The back of her dress was cut in a deep delta, baring a tongue of tenderly shadowed skin.


Mr Crowe crouched for a moment. With the extremity of one pistol, he traced the knotted sequence of her spine. He plucked the cigarette from her fingers, wolfing and releasing a lungful of smoke before returning it. Finally, he placed a kiss on his fingertips, delivering it to her cheek before rising regretfully to his feet.


The bearded man, during this interlude, had crossed most of the distance between the two cars. Eustace had marked him already, coming by way of the grass so as not to give the warning of his footfalls. Mr Crowe, when he saw him, set about reloading his pistols, hurling at his adversary some expressions of derision that Eustace could not hear.


The other man paid little attention. He seemed intent only on the woman, directing at her some harsh words of his own. When she ignored him, or answered only with a toss of her head, he began to taunt her, snatching at her hair with a clawed hand. She turned to him, finally, and blew a contemptuous plume of smoke over his face. Then she spat, precisely and copiously, at his feet.


Eustace took a quick breath. This would not end well.


The bearded man stared at the ground as if he doubted the physical truth of the insult. When he raised his eyes, the reason was gone from them. His chest rose and shuddered, as if some inner binding had been ruptured.


He slapped her face. It was a mean and unsparing blow, given with the heel of his hand. She fell forward, stunned, and slumped from the car door. Lowering herself out onto her hands, she crouched against the Jaguar. Mr Crowe leapt from where he stood, his cloak spreading behind him. The other man could no longer be seen.


Eustace swore softly and let the curtain fall.


He let his pace slacken as he clattered down the front steps. He was too late, of course. That much had been evident the moment he hauled open the great oak doors, though he had hardly expected it to be otherwise. His living quarters were on the second floor, chosen for their remoteness from the grand rooms below. Even twenty or thirty years earlier, he would not have closed the distance in time.


In other respects, Mr Crowe was a man of easeful habits, and never more so than in these last years. He would be unhesitating, though, in response to a provocation like the one Eustace had witnessed. His ferocity would be ungovernable. Whatever had happened, it had happened swiftly. It had been over, in all likelihood, by the time Eustace had reached the head of the stairs.


As he crossed the gravel towards the drive, he slowed further, allowing some evenness to return to his breathing. He took in what he could of the scene, on the avenue before him and in the surrounding shadows. The contours of what had taken place were already plain, but there were things he must discover quickly, particulars without which he could make no reckoning of its consequences. He could not yet tell what this might bring to their door.


The cars, the Jaguar and its meek counterpart by the fountain, sat idling, their doors splayed. The woman in the red dress crouched below the window, her head lowered to her knees. Mr Crowe had dropped to his haunches. He held her to himself with one arm, his head canted sorrowfully towards hers. He was singing to her, Eustace realised as he drew nearer, his tone tender and indistinct. He could not be sure of the aria.


The bearded man lay where he had fallen. Mr Crowe’s cloak had been cast over him with no particular ceremony. One foot protruded, and a trouser leg was hoisted above a white haft of shin.


Mr Crowe had heard him approaching. When Eustace was twenty paces away, he raised his right arm in a gesture that was half an acknowledgement, half a warning. In that hand, he held one of the pistols still, but loosely; the trigger guard rested on two upturned fingers. The gun was not part of the gesture. Eustace took its meaning from elsewhere; from the stark tension of the upraised arm, the way it was held opposite to the woman. He was encircling her, it said, in his protection, sequestering what had occurred here. Mr Crowe was turning him away.


Eustace knew all the forms of deference. He observed them, for the most part, with an almost unseen grace. He knew much else also, too much to be so easily deflected. He disregarded Mr Crowe’s raised arm, coming to a halt with a brisk snap of his heels. His impatience, as he surveyed the scene, was thinly glazed with calm.


‘The cars must be attended to first,’ he said. ‘The lights, at least. May I take it that the field day has concluded?’


Mr Crowe gestured again with that right hand. A brief, dismissive flicker.


‘Who called you out, Eustace? I did not. I am in conversation.’


‘You are in the middle of the avenue, sir. As is the lady, who must forgive my disadvantage in having no means to address her. Shots have been fired – quite a number. The cars, the lights – these things must be attended to.’


Mr Crowe loosened the muscles of his neck and massaged the bridge of his nose with an unoccupied finger. ‘This is Arabella, Eustace, who performs at L’Étoile, though her gifts are squandered in that place.’


The woman did not look up. She hunched her shoulders slightly, as if suppressing a shiver.


‘I am delighted to make Miss Arabella’s acquaintance. I would be glad to see that she is made comfortable in the drawing room.’


When Mr Crowe responded by resuming his singing, Eustace persisted. ‘The fire has been banked down,’ he said, ‘but it will draw out the worst of the chill. The lady has suffered a shock.’


Mr Crowe broke off. For a moment, he looked away in silence, his jaw stiff. ‘You never loved music, Eustace, or the fires that give rise to it.’


‘I have not, I hope, ever much burdened Mr Crowe with the matter of what I love or do not.’


Since this elicited no answer, Eustace paused to summon what delicacy he could.


‘The young man, sir. Perhaps there is something that may be done for him.’


Mr Crowe looked up, at last. His locks, never excessively tended, were in wild disorder. His face, with its strong juts and faint skew, was smirched – with oil and gunpowder, at least, and likely with much else. He seemed, as he spoke, to labour against some agitation in himself.


‘Eustace, will you not be told with gentleness? I did not call you. Let me tend to these private matters.’


‘These private matters, if we do not prevent it, will not remain so for long. We know well enough the difficulties that may follow such disturbances. The young man, Mr Crowe. What is to be done for the young man?’


Mr Crowe stood. It cost him some effort and discomfort, but he was roused and managed it quickly. He brought Arabella to her feet too, supporting her beneath her elbows. His courtliness had been eroded a little by his impatience. Towards Eustace, certainly, his manner was unvarnished.


‘Nothing is to be done for him, do you hear me? There is nothing to be done.’


He started towards the house. He would have marched there in fury, Eustace knew, if he did not have the girl to tend to. Fury or no, however, this could not lie until the morning. What must be done, whatever little advantage was to be saved from this, it fell to him.


‘The young man, sir.’ Eustace made no move to follow them. When he spoke, he gave a careful weight to his words. ‘What is done cannot be undone, but we must make certain arrangements, if we are not to invite further unpleasantness.’


When this brought no response, Eustace spoke more plainly.


‘Am I to leave him where he lies, then? Sir, as a matter of decency—’


Mr Crowe turned fiercely. He had hardened his features, though they were crossed by an unruly spill of hair. The woman, momentarily overlooked, seemed slight as she steadied herself by his side. He could make himself imposing still, when he was moved to it.


‘Decency, Eustace? Decency?’ He swung his free arm towards the form beneath the cloak. ‘What did that son of a whore know of decency, who accosted me on my own lands like a brigand, who raised his hand against such a creature as this? I have dispatched him in the manner he deserved. Do you expect me to deliver a eulogy?’


Eustace said nothing.


‘And you, Eustace – you were not always so punctilious in attending to the dead. Do not presume to lecture me.’


He was about to speak, but clamped his jaw to prevent himself. He looked away, shaking his head.


‘Well, Eustace? You wish to interrogate me no further, then? We are free to go?’


He said nothing, keeping his eyes averted. Mr Crowe turned away with a grunt, and began lurching again towards the house, still somewhat encumbered by his companion. Negligently, he discarded the pistol that he still held, tossing it out across the dark lawn. Eustace marked the place.


‘Our aria, my love.’ Mr Crowe gave his attention again to his companion. ‘It is an act of insufferable philistinism not to finish an aria that one has begun. Do you not agree? Come, we will conduct you to safety. And not merely safety, eh? For we have not abandoned all sport. We are not barbarians, after all.’


They trudged towards the house and its almost unlit majesty. Mr Crowe growled through what remained of the aria.


‘Ah, cielo! Si può! Si, può morir!’


Eustace crossed towards the gun. He would retrieve it before he lost its position.


‘Di più non chiedo, non chiedo.’


Underfoot, the grass had begun to thicken with frost. The pistol would already be touched by it.


‘Si può morir! Si può morir d’amor.’


The cars too, when he stilled their motors. Over everything, there would be a gauze, a skin of cold.




Two
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It is Clara who wakes first.


The house is entirely silent as she slips from her bed and begins her preparations. Outside, it is not yet light. Though it is not rare for her to stir before dawn, she has done so in recent days with unusual purpose. She dresses, in clothes she laid out last night, without ceremony or hesitation. She is quick-limbed and precise, her bare feet crossing and recrossing the floorboards as she busies herself. They are shipwreck-cold, but she will not pull on her calfskin boots just yet. She is quieter without them.


Clara is a child of gentle but inexorable habits. There are things she attends to in the mornings, rituals she observes in careful and deliberate order. Although she is anxious to be on her way, there are some customs she will not forgo. When she has washed and dressed, as always, she takes her seat at her writing table. In the hour after she wakes, the world through which Clara moves is at its most thickly inhabited. She is surrounded still by the creatures of her sleep, and she must clutch at their wraiths before they have vanished beyond recall.


She must write it down, all of it, just as she must set down the stories that sometimes crowd her thoughts, or her observations of the patterns of swifts in flight. It is a need she feels; a need, she supposes, that is not common. She fills countless notebooks in this way, hoarding them as other children do seashells or brightly coloured stones. Every scrap of paper is carefully indexed, and she will allow no one to disturb the arrangement of her desk or the meticulous ordering of her shelves.


Still, it is not that she is secretive exactly, or that she shares nothing at all of what she writes. To Eustace, especially, she shows a great many things, and she knows that he takes particular pleasure in her more fanciful inventions. She describes to him the impossible fauna of her imaginings: the birds with feathers of silver leaf or spun sugar; the insects sculpted from polar ice, whose wings are hardly more than flakes of finely worked cold. A single breath, and they would vanish.


She tells him of the intricate and devious machines that assemble themselves in the darkest chambers of smugglers’ caves, snatching secrets from the fug of rum and the loose talk of sailors. She describes the automata that emerge in the lightless upper recesses of cathedrals, summoned into being by certain passages of music. During performances of Bach’s great masses, for instance, dozens of these machines may appear, elaborating themselves from nothing more than dust and shadow, and from the tiny golden filaments of melody and counterpoint that drift upwards on the heat. Once fully formed, they proceed to teach themselves Latin, or to pelt the heads of cardinals with mouse droppings.


These phenomena Clara explains in jottings that Eustace might find anywhere in the house or grounds, at any hour of the day or night. She might scrawl five or six lines on a napkin and leave it behind her at the table. It is not uncommon for him to discover, while dusting off a bottle of Montrachet in the cellar, a stack of Mr Crowe’s calling cards, neatly bundled and bound with ribbon. On the backs of these, in her dense and fastidious cursive, Clara will have set forth some branch of her personal cosmology.


Today, because she will pass his rooms on her way downstairs, she decides to leave her pages by his bed. He is a fitful sleeper, but her comings and goings rarely disturb him. She is slight, and has the practised stealth of the solitary child who lives among old and undisturbed things.


At his bedside, even in her quiet haste, she is stilled by something unfamiliar. On the nightstand, loosely wrapped in a soiled handkerchief, lies a pair of ornate pistols. Clara lowers her face to the bundle, drawn by a thread of scent. There is oil in it, and heated metal, a sweet but faded charring. With a throb of disquiet, she studies the stains on the handkerchief, their peculiar complexion of darkness. In this house, the appearance of such things might have a thousand explanations, but she would be less surprised to encounter them among Mr Crowe’s possessions. Eustace dislikes untidiness; it is rare, in his quarters, to find anything out of place.


Clara glances uneasily at him as she arranges her pages. She has chosen rather formal stationery today, the notepaper bearing the letterhead of a hotel in Biarritz where they spent the last summer but one. The nights there, she remembers, were clouded with hydrangea blossom, and with some scandal that Mr Crowe had either instigated or put right. She thinks of it distractedly as she looks over the title page.


Natural History of the Nebula Snail, Vol. XI, no. iv


While it cannot be observed directly from Earth, the nebula snail (Helix nebulosa) is endemic to certain regions of interstellar space, where it grazes on helium and hydrogen and leaves in its wake a diffuse and garishly coloured smear (see fig. (a) below) that is not only extremely unsightly but also very difficult to remove from the fabric of the universe (some authorities suggest that vinegar in solution may be effective).


[Eustace, can we try snails like the French do? Next time there is company, we could impress them with our sophisticated continental habits. Also, when can I have wine with dinner? I think you’ll find that I am rather more grown up than certain other members of the household. – Ed.]


Over millions of years, a large enough colony of such snails can leave trails covering such an immense area volume of space that they are visible from Earth, forming what we know as nebulae.


The monograph continues in this vein for a further four pages, and includes several detailed illustrations. She pictures him waking to find them, knowing just how he will appear as he reads them: his chin raised slightly as if in wariness, his eyes seamed and intent. His expression will soften, though, as he comes upon some oddity that amuses him. He may shake his head gently, tapping a line or passage that gives him particular enjoyment or cause for incredulity.


Eustace stirs as Clara is leaving. The sheets are roped about his chest, and he grips one of his pillows as if it were a dog intent on mauling him. She hesitates at the door. It is the pistols that are troubling his sleep, and whatever business brought them here. She ought to stow them in her knapsack and take them with her. It would be easy, where she is going, to put them where they could do no more harm. But Eustace would notice at once, and would be alarmed. He might even come looking for her.


No, it is ridiculous even to think of it. And it is getting late. She cannot deliberate any longer.


She descends by the back stairs. The stone under her bare soles is mortifyingly cold, but on these steps she can be entirely noiseless. Nor is she likely, taking this way, to encounter Mr Crowe, who keeps no particular hours and often bids her goodnight as she goes down to breakfast. He would not question her business abroad, of course. He would be far more likely to lead her in a foxtrot across the vestibule, or to introduce her to a film actress. Mr Crowe is kindly towards her, even protective in his rather abstract way, but he certainly does not concern himself with her whereabouts when she is not in his presence. If her care were left entirely to him, she reflects, she could make camp in the beech woods and live on sardines and tinned peaches. He himself might well die of hunger, without someone to bring him chops and burgundy.


The truth is that Clara’s comings and goings are subject to very little scrutiny by anyone in the household. Eustace generally requires that she present herself for meals with some regularity and fit herself out in such a way as to avoid pneumonia, but he does not otherwise hinder her projects and excursions. Even so, on this particular morning she would just as soon meet no one.


In the pantry, she begins filling her knapsack with provisions. First, she bundles up an entire loaf of bread, not worrying that Alice will notice. After all, Alice herself seems to mislay a considerable quantity of Madeira. And in any case, the bread is the most important thing. The books she consulted in the library were all in agreement on that. In the wild, of course, they can scarcely depend on bread, but they are happy to accept it when they must.


Next, Clara takes whatever greens are to be found. Some tender lettuce leaves would be best, but it is too late in the year for those. She makes do instead with half a head of cabbage, chopping it as finely as she can, and unbraids and shreds the necks of some onions that have been hung for winter. None of it is quite right, she thinks, but it will have to do.


Finally, she takes a small blue tin from a high shelf. On its lid, a sturgeon is curled so that its back forms a menacing ring of serrations, encircled in turn by gold lettering in elaborate Cyrillic script. She has been eyeing it for days, faltering always at the last moment. It will be missed, of course, and there will be a fuss. It will have cost a great deal – not that Mr Crowe ever seems concerned about such things – and Alice will have written its price in her book of accounts, even if it is a price she arrived at unaided. It cannot be helped, any of it. It is not the time to skimp on these things.


She glances up at the narrow, mullioned window. Outside, the darkness has the faintest leavening of lilac. It will not be long until daybreak, when a whole day will have passed since she last fed them. It is time to go. Now, at last, she sits on a low bench and tugs on her boots, then fastens her knapsack and slings it over her shoulder. She is ready.


Leaving by the kitchen door, she takes her first breath of the cold, feels the quick, knifing surge of it. Under the cold, there is a faint richness, the muted savour of damp leaves and turned earth. She quickens her step, the anticipation rising in her. She feels light and heavy at once, both alert and serene. She cannot explain it.


In the west lane, she breaks into a gentle run. In the mist and the scarce light, the hedgerows are a parade of shapes that at first she can barely decipher, but then it is only a tall nettle, slackening and discoloured, or the stark coronets of cow parsley gone to seed. A scrawny fox appears in her path, darting quickly aside as it catches sight of her, its teeth clamped over some furred and feebly twitching thing.


Above the orchard, as she passes, colours are seeping into the hem of the sky. She hurries on, past the neglected herb beds, until she comes to the narrow ironwork gate, partly obscured by ivy, that leads from the walled garden to the wilder grounds beyond. From here the way is downhill, and in the beech woods she begins to run again, scuttling through the thick drifts of leaves until she realises that she is scaring up all manner of birds. Their alarm calls might easily spread through the woods and beyond, and that could ruin everything. She keeps instead to the middle of the track, skipping over the dry leaves and brittle twigs, finding the soft and mossy places to tread.


When she stumbles from the quiet shade of the woods, she is surprised, as always, by the sudden and limitless air, by the scale and openness of the country before her. She pauses for a moment, looking out over the broad valley of grassland. Though it is not yet fully light, she can see all the way to the mountains, a swell and fall of bluish shadow some eight or nine miles to the west. From there, a peaty stream threads its way to the mere, the wide and dark-watered lake that lies at the heart of the Estate, its shape so irregular that it seems somehow mutable, its edges half hidden always among the reeds.


If it seems unreal, this place, its boundaries shifting and indistinct, it is perhaps because she has dreamed of it so often, or of things that happen here. She has come here sometimes, even in daylight, and has wondered whether she is dreaming. In the same way, she has been deeply asleep but believed herself to be out walking in the last hour before nightfall, watching the swans that gather here. This is the more disconcerting experience, especially when it is something forcefully unreal that makes her realise her mistake. She remembers a scarecrow that she saw once. It was starkly upright in the dark water of the lake, and the wind tugged at its tatters of cheesecloth until it pivoted on its post. Beneath its flannel coat gaped a hull of grey and vacant ribs.


It was this scarecrow, in fact, that gave her the name by which she knows this place. It is a name she uses freely, though she has otherwise kept that particular dream to herself, and even Eustace has come to adopt it.


‘The Windbones,’ he said once, appraising her choice. ‘It is apt for that place, for the way the wind chases a whiteness through the grasses. It will chase through you also, if you do not wrap up. You had your woollens on, I trust?’


She smiles at the recollection, but only briefly. She is nearing the place and must be slow and cautious. She found them in the lee of a young willow, huddled in the ruined heap of the nest. Though it is only yards from the water’s edge, it lies deep enough in the reeds that for now, at least, they have gone unseen from the lake. It is not unheard of for orphans to be nurtured by other adults, but it is rare. Their fate, if they are discovered, is likely to be much less kind.


She picks her way through the reeds, parting them as gently as she can. Though the woods were already stirring, the lake shore is almost silent. They have come to accept her, she thinks, but they are fearful still. She must be careful, above all, not to startle them from their hiding place. She has learned to tread with laborious slowness as she approaches them, moving her limbs in such tiny increments that she wonders, at certain moments, if she has become entirely still.


She finds them sleeping, the cygnets. Pushing at last through the fringe of reeds that surrounds the nest, her breathing eases. They are safe, if only for another day. Moving with the utmost care still, Clara lowers herself to her knees. They have woken now, each untucking its head from the downy pouch of its body and staring at her, but they do not take fright. They seem always to know her when she is this close, though whether it is by sight or scent she cannot tell. Tenderly, she strokes the plumage of the one closest to her. It gazes at her for a moment, meekly quizzical, its eyes no more than gleaming pips in the soft tuft of its head. It flexes its tiny neck towards her offered knuckles, as if to accept her touch, and the softness she encounters is barely palpable, like the weightless glancing of dandelion seeds.


Clara relaxes her posture, sinking lower on her knees. She spreads a cloth over her lap and begins unpacking her provisions. Taking a bowl from the knapsack, she scoops water from the channel that partially encloses the nest. To the water she adds the shredded greens, refilling the bowl each time they empty it. She tears the bread into dainty morsels, moistening these too, and letting the chicks snatch them from her palm.


On the evening she first found them, she swaddled them in an old eiderdown, covering it with tarpaulin so that it would not become sodden. Their parents were hunted from the mere, she thinks, by another pair of swans nesting nearby. They may even have been killed. She has seen such things before.


She sees how frail they are still, as the food draws them from beneath the quilt, how matted and patchy their down. Taking out the tin of caviar, she works it open and spoons it out in small, glistening heaps. The cygnets hesitate for an instant, peering down their bills at the dark clusters of roe, then lunge towards them. They eat greedily, snapping at each other’s bills and scouring the tin after she has emptied it. When she offers them more bread, they turn their heads disdainfully away.


Clara smiles, caressing one of the chicks along its underside, but she feels the meagre heat beneath its ruffled softness. She gets to her feet, aware suddenly of the chill. It will be November soon. The days will grow raw and comfortless, in the woods and on the shore. The nights will widen, welcoming everything that hunts. She has tried not to think of it, but they are only weeks old, and far from fledged. There will be only so much she can do, as winter patiently encircles them.


She notices something then that has caught on her sleeve. It is the tiniest of feathers, hardly more than a wisp of down. She detaches it carefully, meaning to inspect it more closely, but it is so slight that she cannot keep hold of it. She sees it only for an instant before the wind takes it, a thread of brightness that shivers from her fingertips and is gone.




Three
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When he woke again, Eustace thought first of running. The impulse was fleeting – he had silenced it by the time he sat on the edge of his bed to straighten his cuffs – yet it was curious, after all this time, how easily it had come to him. But perhaps it was not so strange that he should feel the old urge, that the memory of running should persist. He had seen enough of it in his time.


He had been no more than a boy the first time. He had been left with little choice, after what had happened – after what he had done. If he had not run, they would have come for him. What awaited him had never been in doubt.


After that, it was something he became accustomed to. They had fled to Paris first, he and Mr Crowe, when that city was in the last of its true glory. There he had been admitted to another world, to a world of carriage rides and opera houses, of scandals whispered behind silk-gloved fingers; a world of sonatas and cigar smoke, of toothless princesses and jasmine-scented whores.


It was a world where he knew nothing, but he learned quickly. He was shown without introduction into the lower rooms of half the fine houses in the septième. While he waited for his master to emerge from the salon or the boudoir above, he listened to the talk of the servants, even when there was hardly a word of it that he understood. He kept his eyes on his untouched absinthe, and he tried to pick the sense from the noise. He learned.


He stood with the valets in the passageways, or among the grooms in the stables, and his education came without order or sequence. He learned the word for horseshit and the word for iron; the words for lice and sores, for maidenhood and stillbirth. But he listened, and he learned.


He learned the ways in – on se tutoie, hein? – and the ciphers that were meant to warn him off. He learned to look for what might be of use, for the few true secrets that fell unintended among the scraps. He learned that this, as much as anything, was his purpose in those places, that he must be the first to read the signs. He learned to see things coming.


And he learned when to run.


For that was the nature of running. You knew, almost without exception, that it was coming. The rabbit kit, still half-blind, learns of the hawk’s intention when it finds itself upside down in the harsh wind, trailing a bright tether of its guts. A man – even a boy, unless he is a halfwit – will have some means, however slender, of warning himself. A woman, in Eustace’s experience, possesses a sharper faculty still. The fine threads of which our safety is woven – these are like a hand that she reads without effort. Not even the slightest twitch that might begin their unravelling is invisible to her.


It took many forms, Eustace learned, the sign that puts paid to the last of your doubts. The hand that is slipped, at a late hour and before some disreputable doorway, into a coat that hangs too heavily on one side. The blunt smack of the gavel, echoing above the tumult. Or perhaps only the back of a fine gown, turned gracefully against you in a glittering ballroom. Such events, however unlike each other, were equal in their effects.


Whatever its nature, the thing that you cannot mistake is only the last in a disquieting procession. For days or weeks before, all ease has been wrung from the life you had. Your sleep is thin and easily torn. You eat only what you must to keep you from weakening. In the sump of your chest, a sour dread is pooling. It will be loosed in your blood, all of it in one rush, when the time comes.


That much he had learned the first time he had taken to the road, with no provisions but those he could bundle together in ten or fifteen fevered minutes. That was long ago, before he had taken his present name. Since then, there was little about running that Eustace had not come to know. Nothing in its cramped rituals, however calamitous or exotic the circumstances that gave rise to them, was ever fresh or new. The first time, nonetheless, had been set apart in at least one respect. In one detail, it was not repeated.


Though he had done so many times since then, Eustace did not flee that first night in the company of Mr Crowe. He set out alone, and it was Mr Crowe that he pursued.


It was a morning he might otherwise have taken pleasure in. The air had a rasp of cold in it, and the sky had the clean, mineral blueness that is seen only in the declining months. He spared it little more than a glance. There would be other such days.


He began by pacing out the avenue. In the dark, there was only so much he had been able to do. There had been the body, of course, which he had consigned for now to the luggage compartment of the young man’s own car. He had walked the half-mile or so to the main gates, where the avenue joined the public road that bounded the Estate to the north. It carried little passing traffic, even by day, and the country round about held only a scattering of households. If anything had been heard, he knew the lights to look for. He had cleared away the guns, and had seen to the cars. The young man’s was in the old stable yard for now, as any visitor’s would be. He had done what he could with the disfigured lawn.


It would have been useless, he knew, to have attempted more before daylight, yet he had gone to bed uneasy. He had not done a tenth of what was needed. There would be much he had missed. Now he could bring some thoroughness to the task.


In the low October sun, the grounds were harshly lit. Every blade of grass was finely etched, every leaf underscored with shadow. If anything had been dropped or flung from the cars, he would pick it out. He did not look his age, he was told, but he was slower on his feet than twenty years before; he would emerge sorrier from a brawl, if he were to enter it at all.


Of all his faculties, his sight had aged least. Even at twenty or thirty feet, he could tell a mistle thrush apart from its more common cousin. He did not hunt now, since Mr Crowe had lost his taste for it, but he could still take down a buck from a quarter of a mile, if he were pressed to it. His scouring of the lawns, then, yielded items that even a diligent sergeant might have overlooked. He was further rewarded when he inspected the great lime trees that lined the avenue.


Gathering the spent cartridges gave him rather less satisfaction. Of all the chores that would fall to him from the antics of the night before, he was least enamoured of this one. His post had its vexations; he was long enough accustomed to them, and it was not his habit to hold himself aloof from his work. It gave him no pleasure, however, to find himself bagging and counting buckled casings like the lackey of a common murderer. If he accommodated himself to such things, it was not that he did so always without discomfort; it was not that he never grew weary.


Tiresome as it was, accounting for the cartridges gave him an occupation that blunted his unease. When it was done, there was little else for his attention to fasten upon. The woman had left two white cigarette ends, each mint-scented and lightly fretted with carmine gloss. Mr Crowe had let fall a scarf, a fine thing in black and dove-grey silk. It had been ground under a heel, most likely his own, and was no longer serviceable. In agitation, Eustace tapped at his palate with his tongue.


What else? What else was there?


He could see or think of nothing. It gnawed at him, making him doubt his own subtlety. For lack of any less obvious occupation, he turned his attention again to the car and its contents. He had moved it to the stable yard only until it could be put beyond recovery. He would see to that later. What he wanted, for now, was what it might reveal to him. Who and what was he, this man? Where had he come from? How soon would he be missed, and by whom?


The woman, Arabella; she might have answers to give them. Mr Crowe might have gleaned something from her himself as they became acquainted, but he could not now be depended upon to approach the matter with rigour. He had never been diligent, except in a handful of cherished pursuits, and he had begun to neglect even those. In any case, there was no telling what cause she might have to keep things from them.


Even if she were to reveal nothing, Eustace was inclined already towards certain inferences. She was an entertainer, that much he knew, and Mr Crowe had encountered her at one of the dives he now frequented. But what had he been to her, this young man? A lover? A husband? He had been ardent in his feelings, but what of hers? The unfaithful, he had observed, were apt to renew their old attachments when they were finally freed of them.


He set about rummaging through the car’s cramped and dismal interior. It was upholstered in a cheap, grey fabric and had been indifferently cared for. The bearded man had often been content, it appeared, to take his meals in the vehicle, even to pass the occasional night there. On the back seat, there were remnants of sliced bread and a half-eaten jar of fish paste. Under a bundle of thin and stale-smelling blankets, Eustace found an empty bottle – some inferior gin – and a magazine of lurid photographs.


On the front passenger seat were five or six gramophone records with pictures of performers on their sleeves. In music, their visitor had favoured the work of those whose beards and leather coats most closely resembled his own. His literary tastes, on the evidence of the three flimsy paperbacks in the glove compartment, tended towards poetry. There was something in this that Eustace found both unsurprising and indistinctly loathsome.


Aside from these items, there was little else that revealed much. If he had possessed a driving licence, he had not been punctilious enough to keep it in the pocket of the windscreen visor, or in any other obvious place. There were receipts and other such ephemeral things, but nothing that put a name to the face Eustace had seen. He might have been a vagrant, but he might just as easily have been the wayward middle child of a cabinet minister.


Eustace reclined in the driver’s seat and let out a slow breath. Idly, he picked up one of the volumes of poetry and began to leaf through it. Mr Crowe, of course, was steeped in verse, as he was in all forms of writing. Clara, he had long since realised, was made in the same way. Words, in their minds, were not fixed to things as a tendon is to a muscle. Every particle of creation, to them, was submerged in a flux of words. Everything was contiguous with everything else, the touching of one word or object setting up currents and mutations that seemed never to stop. They described the world by ceaselessly unsettling it, never letting anything rest. He saw the enticements of all this, or he did sometimes, but it exhausted him too. And he distrusted it.


He made a desultory survey of the poems, scanning titles and first lines. His eye snagged here and there on a form of words that had been twisted, like a fishing lure, into an arresting brightness. The rest was merely wearying. He turned the book over, glancing idly over the back cover. Here, the poet’s handful of achievements was made much of. He had put out a few others like this one. He had won this or that prize.


Eustace tossed the book back onto the seat. His breath had formed a mist on the windscreen, obscuring the familiar bulk of the house, and he found that he could no longer tolerate the sour air of the car’s interior. He would wash again, when he went back inside; he would put on a fresh suit and shirt. But it would stay with him for hours, he knew. He would find its taint at the edges of his breath, clinging with faint insistence to his skin.


He found them in the orangery. They had contrived to sleep there somehow, gathering up what soft furnishings there were and piling them beneath the piano. From the depths of some closet, Mr Crowe had procured a fur coat and this now covered the woman. Even with this improvised bedding, they could hardly have passed a restful night. Though it retained some of its grandeur, the domed chamber of glass was frigid and comfortless after sunset. He surveyed the bottles and decanters that had been abandoned on various surfaces about the room. They had put themselves, he supposed, beyond the need for comfort.


He set the breakfast tray on a wicker table and stood for a moment, listening to the magniloquent blare of Mr Crowe’s snoring. Eustace rarely woke him under any circumstances, and rousing him in this condition was particularly unappealing. Still, there was some urgency in today’s business. There was much to discuss.


He circled the piano, glancing at the sheets of Chopin that had spilled from the music stand. Mr Crowe had taken a run at a nocturne, it seemed, before thinking better of it. The lid had been closed over the keyboard, and on it rested a heavy crystal ashtray containing several cigar ends and a scrap of cloth. An intimate garment, Eustace realised as he cleared the items away.


Though he opened the piano lid with no particular object in mind, he found himself measuring out the familiar intervals. He had no particular aptitude for music, but had been fascinated enough by this unsettling clutch of notes to observe how the chord was played, to practise it at odd moments of leisure. With his left hand, he stroked the white keys. With two fingers of his right, he clawed the pair of sharps. It was satisfying, somehow, simply to form the shape. The gesture felt appropriately large, even before a note sounded. He raised his splayed fingers and held them, allowing himself a moment or two of relish. He brought them down like a landslide.


The chord clanged immensely, resounding in the chilly vault of marble and glass, and its effect was immediate. An incredulous whimper rose from beneath the piano, followed by the scuffing of agitated movement and a sequence of resonant thuds, each attended by an anguished moan. The noises culminated in a colossal roar.


‘What in the name of the living and writhing Christ?’


‘I believe it is known as the Tristan chord,’ Eustace said, barely raising his own voice. ‘I may be wrong, of course. I am not a lover of music, as you know.’


Still supine, Mr Crowe worked his head and shoulders clear of the piano. He was in considerable disarray. To the grease and smut of the night before, he had added wine stains and a small quantity of some kind of sauce. His hair, entirely flattened on one side, was arranged on the other in a violent outward spray. He did not have command over his right eye.


‘Eustace, you intolerable scourge! What are you thinking of, hammering at the piano like that? You have ruptured something in my heart, I think. I almost vomited with fright.’


‘That does sound alarming. Stand up, sir, and let me examine you.’


‘I will let you examine the toe of my boot, Eustace. Can a man and his guest not couch themselves in comfort without suffering a deranged musical assault? Look at this poor girl. She is trembling.’


‘I apologise, of course. Had I realised that you were servicing the instrument—’


‘Oh, you are a rare wit, Eustace. The instrument requires no servicing, I assure you. It is in fine temper. Is it not, Arabella? We banged out a tune or two before Morpheus claimed us. Hup, hup! Bestir yourself, girl. Breakfast is served.’


Arabella emerged, pulling the fur coat about herself and regarding Eustace with blurred hostility. When Mr Crowe had availed himself of a kipper, they arranged themselves with some labour on a sofa.


‘What time is it?’ Arabella asked him. Her manner suggested that the onset of morning had been brought about by some unnatural means.


‘A little after eight,’ he said. ‘You do not care for breakfast?’


‘Isn’t it considered uncivilised to be waited on at breakfast?’


‘It is generally considered uncivilised,’ Mr Crowe put in, ‘to pass out in the orangery. Our disgrace, I fear, is already complete.’


Arabella glanced at the tray and shuddered. ‘Just coffee.’


She lit a cigarette as Eustace set out her cup, watching him through her hair with unabated resentment. He returned her gaze, studying her for as long as decorum allowed, looking for signs of what lay beneath her composure.


‘I was still eating,’ said Mr Crowe.


Arabella gave him a level and unrepentant look. ‘I was still sleeping.’


Mr Crowe’s indignation dissolved then into a look of fond indulgence. Arabella, spooning partially melted sugar from her coffee cup to her lips, answered this with a pantomime of contrition. Even with his long habituation to such things, Eustace could take only half a minute or so of this exchange before interrupting.


‘If you will forgive me, sir.’


Mr Crowe looked up.


‘It is inopportune, I realise, but you will recall that there were matters arising from last night’s proceedings.’


‘For the love of God, Eustace. You are like a senile terrier. I am at breakfast with a noted soprano.’


Arabella snorted. ‘You noted that first, did you?’


Eustace gathered and dispersed his fingertips in a gesture of regret. ‘It grieves me, Mr Crowe. If it were within my power, I would attend to these matters without troubling you.’


‘How is it not within your power, Eustace?’


‘The young man—’


‘Christ, Eustace. You will not be told.’


‘It is distressing for you, sir. And, of course, for Miss Arabella.’ She doused her cigarette in her coffee. Her distress, if she suffered any, was for the moment held in check. ‘However, it is no longer simply a matter of the gentleman’s unfortunate—’


‘There was nothing unfortunate about it,’ Mr Crowe said. ‘This, now—’ he gestured towards Eustace. ‘This is unfortunate.’


‘Perhaps,’ said Eustace. ‘Nonetheless, it cannot be avoided. The matter is now more pressing than we first apprehended. There is something we must discuss, when you are at leisure.’


Mr Crowe reclined and belched. ‘I am always at leisure, Eustace. Particularly so this morning. And surely you would not have me forsake Arabella when she is at her most desolate?’ She slid towards him, the fur coat slipping lower about her shoulders.


‘Very well,’ Eustace said. ‘But if we are to pursue this here, I am afraid we must be frank. I can no longer be delicate, even for the lady’s sake.’


Mr Crowe pushed out the chair on which he had been resting a boot. ‘Sit down, Eustace, for the love of Jesus. Sit down and have at it. I did not spring Arabella from a convent. She is well enough inured, I think, to what passes between men of the world.’


Eustace took his seat. He loosened his cuffs and set aside the starched cloth that had been draped over his forearm. The view from the orangery was over the formal gardens to the south. His gaze wandered over the neglected hedges, seeking out what remained of their order and symmetry.


‘I am sure,’ he said at last, ‘that we all feel great regret at what has occurred. And Miss Arabella, of course, must be assured that she has our utmost sympathy.’


She looked at him warily, pulling the fur more closely about her shoulders.


‘I will not pry, of course, into a quarrel whose nature may have been intimate. The grievance, real or imagined, that brought the young man here; that is not my concern. These afflictions are common enough in the world. As for what passes between you and Mr Crowe, well – for all that it is an exalted thing, I’m sure, it did not drag me from my bed.’


Mr Crowe sucked at his teeth. ‘I trust, Eustace, that there is some object to this disquisition.’


‘The deceased, sir. The young man—’


‘His name was David,’ Arabella said. ‘David Landor.’


‘Indeed?’ Eustace paused. He bowed his head fractionally. ‘I had discovered Mr Landor’s name, then, without realising that I had. You will understand that I was obliged, under the circumstances, to examine his personal effects and – forgive me, miss – his person. I was obliged to discover what little I could about him, and about last night’s unfortunate events.’


‘Suffering Christ, Eustace,’ said Mr Crowe. ‘It is like being trapped in a tea room with a lady detective. Tell us what this investigation of yours has revealed. What did this Landor do with himself when he wasn’t battering young girls and getting in the way of bullets.’


Mr Crowe had dispensed, it seemed, with all tenderness and circumspection. Eustace studied Arabella for her response, but she seemed troubled only by the chill.


‘As to his occupation, I had discovered only that he was perhaps somewhat irregular in his habits, and that he had a liking for poetry. But it was more than a liking, it now seems: one of the volumes I found was by a man of that name.’


Arabella looked away, as if in distaste. ‘The poems – yes, of course. He used to read them to me sometimes. It was all terribly solemn, as if he were the prime minister announcing that we were at war. They were about seagulls, and feeling sad on buses, that sort of thing. He didn’t do much of anything else, apart from spending my money. I don’t suppose you found any of that?’


‘What may be of more concern,’ Eustace continued, ‘is the deceased himself; the state of his person.’


‘What about it?’ Mr Crowe said. ‘I trust it has not changed? He did not get up in the night and ask if he might ring for a cab?’


Eustace plucked at his sleeve. ‘I mean only that it bore no signs of grave injury. Some bruising, nothing more.’


Mr Crowe said nothing. He massaged his scalp, retrieving some items of detritus from the roots of his hair and depositing them upon his saucer. From the floor behind the sofa he retrieved a decanter of Armagnac, half-filling his cup before adding a splash of coffee.


‘That’s ridiculous,’ Arabella said. ‘I saw it all myself. I heard the shots, and he – he went down. I heard the shots. There must have been half a dozen.’


Eustace drew the bundled handkerchief from his pocket, unwrapping it carefully to reveal the bullets. Some were blunted and misshapen, others merely discoloured. ‘I dug two from the bark of a lime tree,’ he said. ‘And you intended, no doubt, to clip one of the stone dragons. It will survive, I daresay, as will the lawn. I believe I have accounted for all of them. Mr Landor’s death, it seems, had some other cause.’


Mr Crowe remained silent. When he had drained his coffee and liqueur, he lit a cigar and moved to an armchair facing the gardens. He stared, as Eustace had, at the elaborate enclosures of box, disfigured by weeds and unchecked growth.


Eustace addressed him directly now. ‘You asked me what I had concluded, and I will admit that I was far from certain of any conclusion. You know, however, what it is that I suspect, and it seems you will say nothing to persuade me otherwise.’


‘I don’t understand.’ Arabella looked from Eustace to Mr Crowe, who gave no sign that he was listening. ‘What does he suspect? What happened to David? What did you do?’


‘It is something I myself do not pretend to understand,’ Eustace said. ‘Mr Crowe, I am sure, will offer a more satisfactory explanation.’


Arabella crossed the room to Mr Crowe’s armchair. When he did not look up, she crouched beside him, taking his wrist and caressing it with her thumb. ‘What is he saying? What haven’t you told me?’


He glanced at her but said nothing. Freeing his hand from hers, he reached out absently to stroke her hair, then turned his attention back to the garden. She stared a moment longer at his face then shook her head in resignation. Lowering herself to the floor, she rested her head on his thigh.
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