

[image: cover]




The Roaring of
the Labyrinth


Clio Gray


[image: image]




Copyright © 2007 Clio Gray


The right of Clio Gray to be identified as the Author of the Work has been asserted by her in accordance with the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act 1988.


Apart from any use permitted under UK copyright law, this publication may only be reproduced, stored, or transmitted, in any form, or by any means, with prior permission in writing of the publishers or, in the case of reprographic production, in accordance with the terms of licences issued by the Copyright Licensing Agency.


First published as an Ebook by Headline Publishing Group in 2011


All characters in this publication are fictitious and any resemblance to real persons, living or dead, is purely coincidental.


Cataloguing in Publication Data is available from the British Library


eISBN: 978 0 7553 9205 6


HEADLINE PUBLISHING GROUP
An Hachette UK Company
338 Euston Road
London NW1 3BH


www.headline.co.uk
www.hachette.co.uk




Clio Gray was born in Yorkshire, but has lived in the Scottish Highlands for the past twenty years. She has won many prizes for her short stories, including the prestigious 2006 Scotsman & Orange Short Story Award for ‘I Should Have Listened Harder’, now published in her collection, Types of Everlasting Rest. Her first novel, Guardians of the Key, was the winning recipient of the Harry Bowling Prize, and is the first in a series of historical mysteries featuring Missing Persons Finder Whilbert Stroop. Following on its heels come The Roaring of the Labyrinth, Envoy of the Black Pine, and The Brotherhood of Five.




Also by Clio Gray


Guardians of the Key


The Roaring of the Labyrinth


Envoy of the Black Pine


The Brotherhood of Five




‘Playfully elegant and effortlessly seductive’ Telegraph


‘Clio Gray is a master of atmosphere and sensuousness. She combines historical realism with the bizarre, whimsy with the macabre. Reading her is like being at a sumptuous feast in a palace, just before it is stormed’ Alan Bissett


‘Weird and truly wonderful, Envoy of the Black Pine excites, terrifies and amuses. A fantastically different read by a fantastically different writer’ Barbara Nadel


‘Gray has an exceptional eye for detail, and her characterisation is superb . . . Fantastic’ Historical Novels Review


‘Just as bloody as The Da Vinci Code . . . however, much better written’ Scotsman


‘This fresh, original, beautifully written collection of short stories from the winner of the 2006 Scotsman/Orange short story competition is nothing less than a celebration of the form itself’
Alan Warner Scottish Review of Books 2007


‘. . . (with) an eye for the quietly surreal, Gray is a writer you can rely on not to write quite like anyone else.’
Gallimaufrey, Scottish Review of Books 2008




Prologue


Uwe and His Winter Leaving – Odessa, November 1806


UWE PROCTOR DVOSHKA adjusted the bag upon his shoulder, gripped hard at the handle of his case, urged the unwilling boatman on. Their boots grumbled over freezing shingle, filling the treads with keel-worn grit, sand that melted momentarily beneath their weight. The boatman’s pipe began to smoulder, the draw damped by mist and the uneven pull of breath, as he fought to stay upright on the rough plank that led to the jetty, sheeted over as it was with invisible slates of ice. He could barely make out the buoy that marked the tethering of his boat, wondered why this man hadn’t gone out the night before as the rest had done, wanted to be slumbering by his fire.


The boat once gained, he took up an oar, had to hammer at the icy skin that hung a shiver above the surface of the sea, held by the soft exhalation of salt, pushed against the hard dark seaweed that clung to the jetty base, and the snails that had frozen within their grooves. He cracked at the ice with every pull of the oars, had his passenger sit in the stern and wallop at the water with a roped stone to break their way.


Uwe Proctor knelt there a moment, the rope scouring at his skin where tiny barnacles had made their home between the fraying strands, thought he saw something shimmering out there in the mist, wondered if it was his past or his future, or if, like most things, it was nothing at all. He grimaced, could feel the ache at the back of his eyes as he strained to see through the haze: what the Russians called tymáh, the sound of the hollow tomb in which he felt himself to be. He had watched for the dawn from his lodging-room window, high up on the Odessan cliff, had seen it draw the haar from the land to the uncertain sea, creeping over the troubled surface, hiding the world from the sun as its edge grew at the horizon. He had made his decision to leave quite suddenly during the night, and with his decision, the fold of winter had come to cover the morning. He was leaving because of what he had done, and what he hadn’t. He had failed. He had cost hard-grafting people their money, given them in return words and plans that had come to nothing. The locusts had come, and eaten his grand schemes along with everything else in their way.


It was bitter, this crabbed day in November. It was always like that here, always extreme, like two halves of a pendulum that has no middle ground: when the sun shone, it baked the shirt right into your skin; when the wind blew, it raised the dust from the streets and flayed your face with grit, got into your bones and made pepper mills of your joints; and when the winter came, it stamped down so fast it crushed everything beneath it. Ice cracked about the harbour walls, grew out from the silent lagoons, froze the bitterns in their reeds, tethered the birds to their roof-stacks, kept even the terns from their otherwise constant calls, set the cranes and egrets shivering in their trees.


Further out, past the harbour walls, the water dragged cold currents from beneath, caused freezing updraughts to form the mist into pillars, shimmering like spectres over the ocean. From the shore, people saw gateposts to an unknown city, shadows of long-gone citizenry shifting with the mists and tides, weird breath-like apparitions that came and went with the slow undulation of waves they could not see. The haar moved with the will of the water, thickened and thinned, showed a few ships at anchor, the grey, whale-backed hulls seeming to breathe as they came in and out of view, sails down, wrapped within their sheets and ropes, swans adrift, asleep, with nothing to wait or wake for. All was muted as in mourning, as if the earth no longer turned, as if this cold and calm was everything and always would be.


Uwe Proctor shivered. He could feel ghosts plucking at his sleeves, felt them hovering at the bare skin of his neck. He swung the break-stone with extra force, tried to keep the heat within his blood, felt his life being stolen from him with every cold exhalation, leaving him empty as a grave-robbed tomb. And then there it was, the ship, materialising so suddenly in front of him he involuntarily put his hand to his chest, felt the break-stone slip between his fingers, managed to grasp at its end just as it began to sink beneath the sea. His fingertips touched the water, made his nails brittle with salt, shrank the capillaries below his skin.


Later, when all that had happened had happened and could not be undone, he would find it oddly comforting, this icy calm and coldness, invasive from above and below and all around him, hiding the world from him and him from the world. He would often curse the shifting of the mists that revealed him his ship, guided him to the ladder knotted and ready for his ascent, took the weight of his belongings as he dragged them with him, hands burning on the rope. Perhaps he might then have turned back, made up his mind to stay and face the consequences of his disastrous invention. Perhaps then there would be those several people walking on this earth who now lay bloated in their boxes several feet below its surface; perhaps he would never have found his Eden and made of it a land of desolation and tears.


Ipsing and the Saint – St Weonard’s, 23 February 1807


Ipsing Sansibar had just finished ferrying his goats over to the island of St Weonard’s-on-the-Water. He watched as they started rootling over the old grave mounds, steering past the clumps of frozen ragwort which had made them so sick last spring. There wasn’t much grazing this time of year, but the soil of St Weonard’s was rich and dark with centuries of six-deep remains, generations leaching into the loam, families crumbling and mingling with the damp earth. He tapped out his pipe, refilled it with rough tobacco mixed with the camphor-weed that helped him the better to breathe. The sun was strong and bright, cast sharp shadows over the grass where the stones still stood, bleached the red from the old brick of the church walls. He shaded his eyes from the light and the smoke, coughed a little as the camphor caught his throat, heard the goats snorting their way around the old churchyard. He remembered coming here years ago, when he was a lad, before the river flooded and made of the church an island. It rose every year, that river – something to do with the new canal that was being dug two valleys up. Every winter it crept up its banks just a little more. One day, thought Ipsing, it would start to suck at the cobbled walls of the old churchyard itself, begin to make its way through all the forgotten graves, start clawing and gnawing at the base of the church. There’d be no food here for the goats by then, and no point in ferrying them over. He would have to find somewhere else to graze them through the winter.


He sighed. He liked it here. It was peaceful and quiet, still smelt to him of incense and old wood and burning tallow. Every time he came here he felt younger and lighter, glad to be alone. His nose always seemed to clear, his lungs to ease and soften a little, the whistling in his throat grew less, his back didn’t ache quite so much.


He got back into his boat and began to push it off the little shingle shore, which used to be the path leading to the lych-gate. He saw the solemn flight of steps on the opposite bank, which came straight out of the water and carried on up to the church’s belfry, which stood on a little hill. St Weonard’s hadn’t always been on the water. It had started as a woodland chapel for the charcoal burners, Weonard being their patron saint, but the wood had long since been felled and the little chapel enlarged into a proper church. The belfry had been built up on the hill so it would be better heard, and on dark nights a beacon was lit high up in its tower to guide the farmhands home from the fields.


He saw that someone was going into the tower now. That blasted boy again, thought Ipsing; he knew it by the way the boy moved. His spine was fused solid like a copper pipe and he couldn’t bend properly or turn his head. It was creepy the way he moved his whole body to look at you, made him seem like an insect, especially with those big watery eyes that never seemed to blink.


Ipsing shuddered, lost his balance a little as he heaved himself into the boat, set it rocking on the shingle. Cursing, he grabbed at the oars before they fell into the water, didn’t notice the man who was walking up the hill from the other side, didn’t see that he had a large bundle strapped to his back, half the weight being taken by the belt he had braced around his forehead. Ipsing sat with his back to the shore and the belfry-beacon steps, pushed the boat off the bank with the back end of an oar, watched his goats champing at the hard winter grass, smiled at the falling-down ruin of the church. His oars dipped into the clear-running water just as a dark frown of cloud crossed the sun and chilled the air.


Up on the hill the man with the bundle on his back had knicked the latch up on the tower door. He eased the heavy load from his back and put it over the threshold and himself after it, then pulled the boards to and closed the door.


Down on the river Ipsing Sansibar shivered as the sun slipped and the weird pink of twilight so common in the wintertime, shifted everything into grey and shadow, felt a few hard splats of rain upon his back, sculled a little quicker, breathed a little faster, nosed the boat downstream, heading for the pond-green pier and home.


The Boy in the Tower – St Weonard’s, 23 February


That blasted boy, as Ipsing called him, was playing with the hedgehog he had just bought from a pedlar for the penny he had found under a heap of muck outside the wool bleacher’s. He had been looking for beetles. He liked the way they shone and glittered in their black and purple shields, the rainbows playing over their dark backs. He liked that they were stiff and unbending, just like him. He had a whole pocketful of them, and now that he had the hedgehog he was taking the beetles out of his pocket one by one, sliding his finger through the little gap between the buttonholes, holding the rest of it shut so the others couldn’t get out. He put one down in front of the hedgehog and watched it hobbling quickly after the beetle, which scuttled straight for the cracks in the warped wood of the belfry floor.


The boy with his hedgehog had climbed up the steps to the platform housing the framework supporting the bell, which hung high and grey above him. It was an upside-down bell, operated by a tread-wheel, secured in an oaken hammock that moved with the bell as it swung, sent its message up and out, exaggerated and heightened by the hollow of the tower above and below. Around its framework ran a wide metal gutter that held the oil and straw to be burnt when the beacon had to be lit. Its fires could be seen for miles and miles through the wall-slits that forced the light out into slats, split it into sharp bands like a sunrise seen through dust-ridden clouds.


The boy picked up a little stick. He was going to teach his hedgehog how to jump. Had seen it done in the market the year before, thought he might earn himself a few pennies with his new show, maybe make his mother proud of him. She was dead, of course, but still he wanted that she be proud of him, knew she was looking down and what a disappointment he had been to her with his stick-straight back and his inability to be useful because of it. The hedgehog moved much faster than he had supposed, but it didn’t take long to learn that if it let the boy stroke its spines, it would get a swift reward.


They both paused when they heard the latch lift on the door downstairs. The boy moved awkwardly, tried to hunch himself round to see who it might be. The hedgehog snuffled off into the stack of tinder stowed at the base of the wall. The boy could hear as the man puffed and grunted, started to heave his bundle up the stone steps. He could smell the sweat that was wetting the thin shirt of the man’s back, his coat tied around his waist, and could see the man edging up backwards, step by step, hauling on the straps of canvas that held the bundle together. When the stranger got to the top step he rocked back on to the platform, sitting on his heels, groaning with the effort. He wiped his face free of the overabundant sweat, got his bundle up beside him and turned to look around. He saw the boy, said nothing, took his time to get his breath, which didn’t come easy, and the boy looked on that unfamiliar face with his watery blue eyes. And the man watched the boy, his face a grime of grey. The boy blinked once, then the man moved forwards and had him by the collar, and moments later was hauling the boy down the stone steps, his shanks and ankles bruising against every rise. The boy said nothing as the man pushed him into the small downstairs room, which was once used as a dungeon for drying-out the village drunks. The man clanged the door shut, turned the key in the lock.


‘Stay quiet, and I’ll let you out by and by,’ he said. His voice was hoarse, as if he had stooped and stoked fires all his life or worked too long in a foundry.


The boy cowered in a corner, the beetles running out from his pocket as he backed against the wall. He could hear the man going back up the steps, heard the sound of something brushing against the wooden floor above his head. Looking up, he saw splinters of movement through the floorboards, saw the man’s feet crisscrossing the little room, heard the scratch and rustle of him opening his bundle, smelt the sting of sulphur in his nose, though he didn’t know that was what it was. And then came the crackle of fire as the man set the beacon burning. He had scattered the tinder heap all across the floor, had covered it with the oil-soaked straw he had dragged his long way across the valley and round the village and up the hill to the belfry and up the belfry steps.


The smoke started sinking through the floorboards, made the stiff boy in his corner start to cough. The man’s heavy boots came clumping down the stone of the steps. He fiddled with the lock, took out the big iron key and threw it through the bars of the prison door.


‘Wait a few minutes till you let yourself out. I’m to be well gone, and I’ll know if I see you coming out too soon and then I’ll string you up by the neck like a sausage.’


The stranger rattled the door to scare the boy a little more, though he needn’t have. The boy had already peed his pants and couldn’t move, stuck to the corner of the dungeon as if its two arms would protect him, pressing his back into the moss-ridden walls, the roughness of the old brick scarring crinkles into the worn leather of his jerkin.


He heard the man leave, tried to count but didn’t know how to, got down on his knees and fanned out his fingers to find the key. It was dark now the outer door was closed, but the beacon was burning on the platform above him and gave him a little comfort with its light. At last he found the big iron key and clutched it safe in his hand, started to tap the minutes away with his boots though he had never been taught his numbers and scarcely knew a minute from an hour. He was coughing a bit, his eyes stinging, but still he banged his foot against the floor to pretend the time. What neither he nor the man knew was that there was no lock on the inside of the door, and that the bars were too close together to let a man, or even a boy, thread through his hand.


The boy worried about the hedgehog in the conflagration upstairs, but then the boards over his head began to burn. The man had spread the fire right out across the belfry floor and not just in the gutters that were designed for the purpose. The treadle-rope was burning, warming the air, sending a shiver of movement up into the big bell, which began to hum with the heat.


Down in the dungeon, the boy began to wail as bits of cinder fell through burning holes and singed at his skin and his hair. The old oaken framework, which held the bell upside down, began to creak and hiss, bleeding and bullying at the long-dried resin, flames flickering up and down its length. The boy held the iron key hard in his hand and fumbled for the bars of the door, tried to put his small, stiff hands through the too-small spaces. But the key would never be put back in its lock, and the boy baked like a cockle in its shell, left too long upon the hearth, the ash falling from above to smoke and smother him as the fire caught, whipped by an evening wind that gusted through the beacon slats.


The embers came down through the worm-holes of the floorboards. The bell frame broke and fell, its heavy weight bursting halfway through the boy’s ceiling, sending piles of burning tinder down into the dungeon, the glimmer of light on the carapace of beetle-backs and the awful heat, the big iron key beginning to melt in the stiff boy’s hand, and the blink and blink of him dying badly and alone as the bell left its mooring, sent the crack and break and brittle of his bones across the cindered floor.


Outside, the rain that had promised itself earlier to Ipsing Sansibar’s jacket failed to arrive, and downriver by the pier, he was keeling up his boat when he saw the unexpected flare of the beacon on the hill. He listened for the bell, expecting alarm, but did not hear it, for its brim was hard down upon the boy and his beetles and its tongue was lost in the harsh roaring of the flames.


Theft and the Moon – 25 February


It is late at night. North and cold. Ice crackles upon the path. The moon hangs like a man from the gibbet, the features contorted with cloud and sorrow and unutterable distance from the earth. The man looks up, thinks for a moment he sees his own face reflected there. He shivers, but he isn’t cold, though his fingers have gone waxy from lack of blood. He is taut as a wire pulled between two points but on he goes. He reaches the iron gateway. He puts out his hand. The latch leaves frost-burns on his fingers but he doesn’t feel them. The dark yew hedges crowd above him and he sees a wink of berry pink, sees through the flesh to the black heart of the yew, and almost smiles. He brushes the leaf-tips with his fingers as he passes, the cut and cold of their edges sharpened with ice. The boom of the church bell makes him jump, makes him hurry his step, cut across the lawn to avoid the fussy gravel of the path. The sandstone of the Hall is dark with age and night, but he finds the door without difficulty. It takes him half a minute to hit a chisel through the old rust of the lock. He knew no one would have thought to bolt this old back door. He’s already oiled the hinges, and when he pushes, the door opens without a murmur, just as he knew it would. It swings its face to one side, lets the stranger slip inside the home that is surely not his own. It is not the first time he has stolen from others, and it will not be the last.




PART 1


INTRODUCTION
TO ASTONISHMENT
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Stroop’s Dyeing Days


London, 26 February 1807


WHILBERT STROOP SAT in his study. He felt dispirited as he always did when his Sense Map of London had been thwarted. The day before, he had tried to gain access to the Dyers’ Yard at Dockend Street, only to find out it had been turned into a timber depot for the construction of yet another warship. It wasn’t that he didn’t understand the need for it – of course he did. He knew more than most the possible implications of the Continental Manoeuvrings of England, France and all the rest of Europe. Look at the Lucchese affair, which had happened just over a year ago: miles and miles away in Italy, Napoleon had declared himself King and found a crown big enough to fit his head, and a few months later, that decision rippled its way right here to where Whilbert Stroop’s feet stood and paced the streets of London. He was lucky to still have his skin wrapped warm and untorn about his bones. There were plenty from that time who had not. He knew what was going on, he read the broadsheets, talked in the coffee houses, knew about Napoleon’s rampages through Europe, and the British blockade of the French coast. But he hated that a flick of military coats could curtail his life as it sometimes did: he had spent a good deal of time buying drink for the ex-Dyers’ Yard foreman, who had since disappeared mysteriously and given Stroop absolutely none of the information he had promised.


He would have to start all over again and approach yet another dyer, who seemed absurdly fond of their secrets. There was no shortage of them in the immediate vicinity. They tended to cluster on the hem-edge of towns because of the stink. The incongruity of them producing colours that would make a king weep was precisely what Stroop intended to investigate. He knew they guarded vats of urine, stock-piled dungeons filled with turds, particularly of dog, for some reason. What he didn’t understand was the process that made these waste products so integral to the production of a good dye, and when he didn’t know something and knew that he didn’t know it, the curiosity that drove him did not like to have too many obstacles put in its way. It was like taking a sip of something wonderful and turning the bottle round to find the label missing, like glimpsing in a window the reflection of a friend, only to turn to find him gone and lost in the crowd. It tantalised him and would not let him rest.


He tried to turn his mind to something else, tapped his teeth with his pencil, took out his Ledger of Things to Do and ran his fingers along the section tabs, flipped to another page. He saw ‘Offal-Processors’, ‘Pyrotechnics’, ‘Glass-Grinders’. He skimmed his finger further down the list: the short note on ‘Leatherworkers’ caught his eye. ‘Try Cloistergill’ read his note. He wondered if he should take that trip today. It wasn’t so very far – maybe half an hour on foot – and it intrigued him how a cloister could have ended up associated with a leatherworkers. That was enough. He glanced at the window, saw the soft line of sun rising above the river, scribbled a quick note and left it on the hook from which he took his cape. Quietly, he took the few steps down the hall and closed the front door behind him, set his steps out on to the streets of London.


His Ledger of Things to Do would lie on its table untouched for many a week. Whilbert Stroop didn’t know it, but out there in the cold, dark morning, there were people and plots waiting for his intervention. Stroop would be the string that tied them altogether, the Ipsings, the Pytchleys, the Dvoshkas and Bellpennys, the Orcutts and Bittlestones and stiff boys in towers. And Stroop would be the sword that severed the knot.


Far to the north, and only moments after Stroop had left his house and closed his door, Maximillian Orcutt opened his bedroom window and studied the wedge of hill that rose up behind the race of snow-swollen river. It was the colour of bilberry bells, the slate shining pink with reflected dawn. He yawned and turned away, searching in his trunk for his trousers. Next time he turned, the hill was black again, parts of it glinting, polished by an uneven rain. He stood there looking, he could see the dark gargoyle of cliff shadowing the valley. He listened to the river and the song thrush, which was singing half-heartedly in the fractal branches of a leafless tree.


Bloody cold, he thought, searching for the bird, seeing the crinkle of ice covering the small patch of lawn. He wondered if there was somewhere he could put out some crumbs, but by the time he’d reached the little kitchen he’d forgotten all about it.


He was staying in one of the small outhouses of Sedgwick Hall. It was a strange place. Not a proper hall at all, more a scatter of odd-shaped lodges strewn randomly about the grounds that surrounded the Big House. The Big House itself had a lazy lean to it and seemed from a distance as if it were lifted on invisible stilts. Closer to, you could see that in reality it rose from a huge granite boulder and was sprawled against the cliff that formed its backdrop. It had only the thickness of a double room, but in places its height reached six storeys. Obviously, thought Orcutt, chewing at the cold pork pie that was all he had left of his travelling rations, the architect had been either absolutely barking or else a genius operating somewhere within his own world, oblivious to the norms of otherwise acceptable ideas of civil engineering. Orcutt preferred the latter option. He thought the building stunning, had no other word at this time of the morning to express what else it made him feel. No wonder people came from all over the country to see it. No wonder he had spent so long trying to get exhibition space here. And now, here he was, in one of the actual lodges, with his Theatrical Science Museum almost set up in the next-door room and ready to go. There must have been seventy or so lodges, though he hadn’t yet counted them all. He knew that a good many were furnished for accommodation, the larger ones housing exhibitions and curators, the smaller for the visitors who brought their own servants and household requirements with them and paid handsomely for the privilege. The Sightseekers, as they were known to the permanent inhabitants of the hall, stayed for a week, sometimes two, occasionally an entire month. All the amenities of the estate were open to them: they could ride, go hare-coursing, shoot deer and grouse, go fishing, play croquet, take walks through the woods, climb the hills. But mostly they wandered from lodge to lodge, not those they lived in, but the ones that housed The Halliday Weeems Most Curious and Compleat Collections, and the visiting exhibitions like his own.


There were shelves and cases stuffed to the gunwales with curiosities, from exotic shells to native coracles, a collection of hair cut from every nationality and race in the world, or so the label claimed, and who wouldn’t believe it when they saw another room filled with sand and giant cacti, stalked by stuffed lions and gazelles, and even a giraffe, whose head rose up through the specially heightened ceiling into a glass dome, its mouth fixed around the leaves of a real, and still growing, acacia tree. There was a room that had been lined with carved stone slabs and stalactites, all natural light excluded, lamps glowing green below the central pool of water on which you could take a row in a boat shaped like a swan. Another had been completely smothered over with mounted fish, a dolphin hanging suspended from the roof on iron chains, an orca nudging it for space. A chair below was carved from narwhal tusks, an entire table from melded amber shot through with ancient flowers and ferns, scattered with dragonflies and bees that looked the same a hundred thousand years ago as they did today.


Just when you thought you’d finished being surprised, you came upon the entirely outlandish Dog Lodge, where taxidermied animals covered every surface, including the little staircase and the balcony it led up to. They stood, they sat, they lounged, they begged, they set their teeth into a growl. They all had collars, some of patterned leather, some studded with coloured glass or spikes, others of chain-link. Each had a plaque with the canine’s name and breed. There was a lion dog, a Russian bear hound, a hairless thing from Mexico, a dog that looked like a monkey – and really did look like one – black hair ruffed around a bare black face, large twinkling eyes, a collar saying, ‘I lived until I was three, and sadly died. 1768.’


No one in the surrounding valleys called the place Sedgwick. Ever since Halliday Weeems had arrived and bought up the old estate, knocked down the existing hall and built his own replacement, it had been known as Astonishment Hall. When the canal had finally come down their valley, and Potters of Darlington began arranging trips, they’d put up their own sign. ‘This Way to Astonishment’, it read, a big finger pointing the way up the hill to the Hall, and in all the time that sign had been there, it had never been wrong.
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Violena and Violation


Astonishment Hall – 26 February


LEOPOLD HUXBY STOOD where the intruder had stood, his face deeply frowned and fixed. He couldn’t understand what had happened. He was standing in front of an empty table below its normal stretch of wall. Every other surface was covered with objects, paintings, engravings and diagrams; the pillar behind him still supported its great glass globe, which threw rainbow columns across the floor. In one corner, a fountain filled its pool with crystal water, the ripples rocking porcelain shells, whispering and shivering, the one into the other. This was all around him, exactly as it had been the night before, as it should be now. But there was nothing in front of Leopold Huxby except a slight rim of dust where the box had once stood. He turned as someone else entered the room, almost knocked the great glass bowl from off its stand. It moved. The oil inside it slid and slinked, split the perfect spectra, sent their colours splintering into lances across the wooden floor.


‘About time.’ Huxby’s voice was higher than usual, warbling like the loose wire of a violin. He waved his arm in accusation at the empty table and shook his head. ‘Would you just look at that?’


Finkel Hanka, Constable of the Valley and its environs, took a step past the curator and eased his head a little upon his neck.


‘I can see something’s missing, Mr Huxby,’ said Hanka, his accent slightly clipped off from its roots. At home he spoke his mother’s language while she served his food, beat the day’s dust from his clothes, spat on his boots to polish them. This last always made him wince, but the little tin of wax he’d bought her had been two years drying in a kitchen drawer. She’d never even lifted off the lid and he knew she never would.


‘It’s the box,’ said Huxby, ‘the Perspective Box.’


Hanka said nothing. He didn’t know what a perspective box was, hadn’t had time yet to visit the exhibition here at the Hall.


‘Well, what’s to do about it?’


The old man spoke too loudly, but Hanka could still hear the faint cracking of the old man’s bones as he retracted his hand, let his ancient ankles subside in their shock. The slump of his shoulders carried him a few inches more than usual towards his shoes.


‘Forty-two year I’ve been doing this job. Forty-two year. And never, never has anything like this happened. I don’t know what I’m going to say to Mr Pytchley when he gets back. He’ll . . .’ Huxby stopped as the pendulum clock in the hall outside chimed the half-hour. ‘He’ll have left by now.’ The clock finished chiming. ‘He’ll be home in a few days. Maybe even tomorrow. It doesn’t take so long now, what with the new canal.’


He couldn’t see it, but he knew that the clock’s pendulum would be swinging from side to side, that every pass was another second gone.


‘What am I going to say to him? What should . . .? I just don’t know . . .’


Huxby’s voice trailed and dried like straw fallen from the wain. He lowered his head, atlas bones jutting white against his collar, watched the lines of colour from the glass globe moving without sound across the floorboards, thought he saw them slipping through the cracks. Finkel Hanka put his hand on the old man’s shoulder, placed the other round his elbow, led the frail bones of him gently outside into the hall.


‘There’s time yet,’ he said as he closed the door against the violated room. He’d not have said it if he’d known there really wasn’t and that his time was almost done.


Blue and green, blue and green, that’s what my life’s become, thought Maximillian Orcutt as he looked for the marbles that had skittered about his feet like water boatmen. His Theatrical Science Museum wasn’t getting set up quite as smoothly as he’d have liked. One of the pumps for the waterfalls had got blocked, and the corals were looking sick and grey despite the blankets he’d wrapped around their tank during the journey. They didn’t like this cold and neither did he. Sighing like an old leather chair, he got down on his hands and knees and started gathering up the marbles one by one, putting them in his pocket for safekeeping. He didn’t hear the door open but felt the rush of February air as a shadow fell across his path.


‘Mr Orcutt, I presume?’


Stern, thought Orcutt, stern and sharp, just like all the others. How was it these places were always staffed by broomstick women who’d rather splinter into bits than give him a welcome of warmth? The only exception he could think of was last year, the girl who’d had chlorosis. She’d smiled at least, but had been green and tired; sat in her chair all day long, just watching him. It unnerved him, all that indolence, all that lost impetus and youth just sitting there with nothing else to do and no energy to do it with. He picked up another marble, then levered himself up from creaking knees. He’d expected a hatchet, but the face he saw was round and softly quizzical, neatly crinkled around the eyes and mouth. Almost his height, and his age, he thought, though better worn, with fine hair wisping from the tuck of her bonnet as it lifted from her neck in the slight convection generated by his machines. She held out her hand.


‘Violena Sedge at your service. Welcome to Sedgwick Hall.’


He was mildly disappointed to find the hand gloved, for this was a woman whose fingertips he knew would be warm.


‘Maximillian Orcutt,’ he said as he kissed the glove, wishing, not for the first time in his life, that his father hadn’t named him after the 2.15 at Doncaster. She appeared not to have heard him, had left her hand in his and was gazing intently over his shoulder. He could see tiny sparks leaping in her dark grey eyes. It only took a moment for him to race the few yards across the room and put his hand into the pool where the icebergs calved, releasing the pressure valve. Immediately the eruption of sparkling crystals that had entranced her ceased, and he saw her frown as the last of the artificial snowflakes vanished beneath the surface of the sea.


‘The Singing Snows of Mongolia,’ provided Orcutt, ‘or it will be. The mechanism isn’t fully primed. If it goes off now, the whole thing will have to be stripped down and the filters replaced.’


She made no indication that she had heard his explanation. She was looking down to where his hand had left the turquoise sea. He had sent a shiver of icebergs across the silver surface and they tapped against each other like cymbal rings.


‘You’re not wet,’ said Violena, wrinkling her nose, narrowing her eyes. ‘Why aren’t you wet?’


Orcutt lifted his eyes to hers. Not everyone would have noticed something like that – in fact he couldn’t think of anyone else who ever had. He’d thought she was watching the icebergs. That was what most people would have done.


‘Er, no. It’s not exactly water, more a sort of gel. It’s all a bit complicated but basically, once it’s going properly it works like a self-sustaining cycle. The bergs come off the ice-cliff, sink and dissolve, which raises the temperature of the gel, which increases the pressure and depresses the switch, and that releases the snow shower, which lowers the temperature . . . and so on.’


Her face had gone quite blank.


‘Sorry,’ said Orcutt, ‘that was rather technical.’


She looked at him directly and smiled, the life coming back into her features. ‘Technical?’ she murmured. ‘Actually I was wondering if a tighter fountain might not improve the spread of the stars, or rather the snow. Or maybe we could use them as stars. Not in this piece obviously, but perhaps in another. Maybe we could improvise a fog-bow or some moon-dogs . . .’


Maximillian Orcutt stared. His skin had gone quite cold, then suddenly very warm. He watched her walking around the room, pressing herself close against the cases, her breath making patterns where his fingerprints had smudged the glass.


Moon-dogs? was all he thought, the word repeating in an imbecilic emptiness; and then he found himself standing next to Violena Sedge, pointing out the intricacy of the mechanism she was looking at, asking if she knew anything about steam-operated ice chambers. Bizarrely, it never occurred to Orcutt to feel surprised when she said she did.
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At Home in the Valley


28 February


FINKEL HANKA SAT at his kitchen table staring at the bare wall ahead of him, as Leopold Huxby had done at the Hall only two mornings before. The roasted beetroot was unpeeled, untouched, the soured cream running in unpleasant rivulets around the plate. His mother didn’t scold; she knew what had happened. Silently she removed the plate and took it out to the scullery, tipped the contents into the pig-bin. The beetroot made the meat a better colour, particularly the hams. But Finkel had seen that same colour not three hours earlier, and didn’t want to see it again.


He’d had a message from Dr Thacker to get himself to the Huxby house. He’d hurried, but he’d been too late – was always going to have been too late – and Leopold Huxby had already been pronounced dead. Brain aneurysm. No doubt about it. Most likely brought on by shock.


Thacker and Hanka had stood side by side in the Huxbys’ small front room. Leopold’s wife and the doctor had laid him out on their best table, its two extensions both in use for the first time in years. There was hardly any room left to move. She hadn’t lit the fire and the room was cold, frost fingering the insides of the windows. It wasn’t a room they used often, and the plates on the dresser were slightly furred with dust. Hanka felt a deep sadness as he stood in that small, untenanted room.


He had always known Leopold Huxby. He’d been caretaker up at the Hall for as long as he knew, first for Halliday Weeems himself and now for Jeremiah Pytchley. ‘Curator’ was perhaps too strong a word, though that was the one Leopold always used of himself. He knew nothing about paintings or statues or those strange exhibits his masters liked so much, but he did appreciate them, recognised they had a fundamental value in a world that was mostly filled with mending door handles, fixing hinges, putting putty back in window frames, replacing tap washers, fitting new wicks into oil lamps, polishing the set of tools old Weeems himself had presented to Leopold just before he’d set off on his latest and last expedition, the one from which he had never returned.


Along with the tools had come the manual for the gas-lighting system Weeems had just had installed. It was the proudest moment Leopold Huxby had ever known. It meant that his master trusted Leopold with his house and his very life: everyone knew how dangerous that gas lighting could be. He had studied that book page by page, drawing by drawing, until he knew it by rote. And now here he was, laid out naked on his own dining-room table, pale skin wrinkled into lines like the sea leaves in sand on a windy day. The doctor had finished his examination and replaced the sheet. It was printed with violets. It had been on the bed the first night Leopold brought his new wife to this house, though nobody in the world knew that now but her, and she was weeping quietly in the kitchen, unable to believe that after fifty years of having this man to cook and clean for, to scold and laugh with, to curl up close to on cold winter nights, he was gone, and she and this house and her ancient old bedsheets were alone.


There was still a faint whiff of his tobacco in the air, and although it was a smell she had always abhorred, she clutched at his pipe with her hand, held it close against her face. Finkel Hanka hadn’t noticed the flowered sheet, hadn’t noticed the dust on the dresser or the tightness of the room. All he could see were Leopold’s open eyes, dark and blank with the blood that had seeped across them and set, blinding him to everything about him, barring him from his own home, his wife, his future. Huxby’s head had shrunk, his dying brain pulling the skull about it like the lid of a coffin. It was all for nothing, thought Hanka. Leopold shouldn’t have died like this.


He was relieved when the doctor finally touched his arm, the interval of decency over and they could go. He’d only been in the house ten minutes, but Hanka had seen a lifetime stretched out upon that table. They moved to the doorway, stood for a moment in the hall. Millicent Huxby didn’t get up, didn’t see them standing there or notice the creak of the door as they went or the words that they said as they passed. They’d looked back as they went down the path and paused to close the gate. Her hair was still held fast in its bun, her neck stiffly arched inside her dress, but even from where they’d stood, they could see the slight shake of her shoulders, as though the glass were rippling gently in its pane.


If Hanka had known his own table awaited him, he would surely have run from that place and that valley, right past Astonishment, and never come back.


Inside the Dog Lodge, Violena Sedge had just finished dusting the corpses with arsenical fungicide when Finkel Hanka knocked upon the glass. She looked up and smiled. She was always glad to see Finkel Hanka, had known him since she was fourteen, that first summer she had come to Sedgwick Hall, caught him stealing pears by standing on top of the big wall surrounding the orchard.


‘How’d you get up there?’ she’d asked, and he’d flexed his bare toes upon the stone.


‘How’d you get down there?’ he’d replied, and she’d told him. Told him everything in a minute, things she had told nobody else. Told him how her dad had gone off to South Africa to find his fortune and, fortune or not, had never come back. How her mother had scrounged and scrimped and begged but finally got through the savings and then lost the house. How her mother had scoured the country for distant relatives, brought Violena up to Sedgwick, believing it to be their family name, then walked away and drowned herself in the river.


Uncle Weeems wasn’t really an uncle; he wasn’t related at all. The old Sedgwicks of Sedgwick Hall had been second cousins twice removed but they’d long since gone and died out. Even the Sedgwick Hall that had once been was long gone. But he’d been kind when he’d found her alone and ashamed on his doorstep, clutching her mother’s letter and the ratty old baggage of her belongings. He’d given her a home and a job and the free run of his house. He was frequently absent, off on his collecting expeditions and wrote her long letters, and she wrote him back. She read every book in the library about where he’d gone and where he’d been. She’d put a little sticker on the big candle-globe in the library, which was a map of the world. There were stickers all over it now, from north to south and east to west, one even in the Arctic from where he’d brought back tiny animalcules that lived in the snow.


When she was fifteen she’d made a catalogue of every single one of her uncle’s curiosities; when she was seventeen he gave her charge of her first lodge. He’d asked her to choose. She’d chosen the Lantern House, which was stuck from floor to ceiling with shelves and every shelf had a different kind of lantern. There were reed lights and storm glasses and butter lamps from Tibet. There were ships’ lanterns, miners’ lights, Japanese floating candles. It was the hardest room to take care of because every night, half an hour past sunset, every lamp had to be lit in the proper order, and for several wonderful minutes, flames of all sizes and colours flickered and leapt, and the whole room came alive. It was a highlight for the visitors, who crammed themselves through the doorway and lifted their eyes to the walls of flame. They didn’t know how long it took to wipe all the glasses clean of smoke, replace all the spent wicks, top this or that one up with oil or rendered blubber or fat or whatever it used for fuel, feed the glowworms, tend the little mulberry bush on which they lived. But she’d loved it, and her adopted uncle had loved her for loving it, and soon she was in charge of the whole lodge collection. And then he had gone away that final time and left only debts and a vacuum she thought no one else could fill, and soon after that, Jeremiah Pytchley had bought the place and everything in it, including her services as Head Curator. And that was why Finkel Hanka was here today.


He had seen her going into the Dog Lodge with her can of spray, had watched her for several moments before he tapped on the glass, admiring the purpose she brought to every movement, the way she sprayed and combed each canine pelt and then moved on. He had asked her to marry him once, and again, and a third time. She had never said yes, she had never said no, but they both knew it wouldn’t happen. She would never leave Sedgwick Hall, and if it was him or the Hall, he knew he would always lose, so he had never asked again.


She came out to meet him, and they strolled across the dew-crisp lawn, their feet leaving tracks in the melting frost. He told her about Leopold Huxby. He asked her help in compiling the details of what was missing from the Weeems Society Exhibition Room up at the Hall, which, of course, she had already done, and he told her it was time to shift the exhibits around to cover the awful space. He asked her to go and talk to Millicent, and Violena agreed, as he’d known she would.
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Quercus and Canals


1 March


THE CORK HARVEST in Algeria had been good that year. The most valuable trees grow forty years before their first harvest and have gained the century before the cork grows at its best. The bark is stripped in May and cooked and flattened and boiled again, is scraped of its hard crust. It is trimmed and graded and loaded on to ships. Some of it lands in London, where it is used to line hats, make mats, sole shoes, and some of it, though not very much, is travelling northwards to Darlington attached to the end of Jeremiah Pytchley’s left leg.


He is looking at it now, is pleased with it, even proud. It is the best artificial foot he has ever had. It is light and flexible, hardly rubs his stump at all. Where his actual foot is, he has no idea. In the belly of foreign crows is his best guess. The idea makes him smile. When he was fighting the wars in India he’d heard that in the high country the natives never buried their dead. They stripped them, washed them, chopped them up and put them on a big stone slab, waited for the skies to send for the soul of the departed. The birds dispersed the flesh across the heavens in its Last Great Travelling and Unravelling, returning to air and earth the parts from which every man is made. He doubted he could get away with it in England, but after he had lost his foot, he had made an addendum to his will, just in case, and had a big stone dolmen erected in the grounds of the Hall.


It is at Darlington that the urgent telegram from Finkel Hanka intercepts him; it is with curiosity and foreboding that he rereads it, folds it back into his pocket, watches the little paddles of the steamer take him up the valley canal to Sedgwick, running through fields and woods alongside the river, which traipses lazily in its wide, snow-bloomed banks.


Already, Major Jeremiah Pytchley could see in his mind’s eye the sign to Astonishment Hall. It still thrilled him to know that he now owned the place, that he had been the one prospective purchaser who had agreed to abide by Halliday Weeems’ eccentric order that the hall be taken over exactly as it was and that nothing be changed for a minimum of thirty-three years. He had marvelled at the blueprints laid out with the purchase agreement, at the first sight of the building clinging to the face of the cliff halfway up the hill. He had been staggered by the inventory of curiosities that Weeems had given house to, and that were now, as the new owner, given over to his care. He still got a shiver of delight on every return to see the edifice of Sedgwick growing like a rambling rose across the bleakness of the ancient hill. He took great pains to care for his predecessor’s possessions and an awkward pride in adding some exhibits of his own.
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