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‘A twisty treasure hunt of a novel, exquisitely written and utterly beguiling’


Lizzie Pook


‘The Birdcage Library is irresistible . . . Perfect for lovers of lush and creepy tales, this is gothic historical fiction at its best’


Anika Scott


‘A brave adventuress, a looming castle and an entire menagerie of the wild and exotic – this is a gothic, gorgeous and vividly atmospheric novel, an immersive literary page-turner to be swept up in’
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‘I was drawn into this powerful book. Dark and multi layered... Claustrophobic and clever storytelling’


Jane Shemilt


‘A twisty, atmospheric tale full of dark secrets and hidden clues. A compulsive read’
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‘The Birdcage Library cements Freya Berry as a brilliant, fresh new voice in literary fiction. An intricate and highly entertaining historical mystery slash adventure novel, the writing is as lush and inviting as the jungles Berry's protagonist visits. It also glistens with a hint of the danger that lurks within. Think Freya Stark meets Mary Elizabeth Braddon, and then some’


Charlotte Philby
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Dear Reader, the man I love is trying to kill me...


Emily Blackwood, adventuress and plant hunter, travels north for a curious new commission. A gentleman has written to request she catalogue his vast collection of taxidermied creatures before sale.


On arrival, Emily finds a ruined castle, its owner haunted by a woman who vanished years before. And when she discovers the ripped pages of a diary, crammed into the walls, she realises dark secrets lie here, waiting to entrap her too...


A rich, beguiling story of long-buried secrets and dark obsession, The Birdcage Library will hold you in its spell until the final page.









For Rachael, the truest adventuress I ever knew And for Rory, my co-wanderer, always









 


 


‘The songbird in its cage sings not for joy but for rage.’


Italian proverb


‘Exposing an illusion is not the same as uncovering a truth.’


P. T. Barnum









 


 


Welcome, dear reader. You have found me, and I you.


The diary you hold in your hands is a treasure map. It will lead you to what you ought to seek. Like all such maps, the trail is cryptic. The reason for this is simple.


The man I love is trying to kill me.


[image: Illustration]









[image: Illustration]


CHAPTER ONE


Every life has its own lie. I think of them as like plants – lies, I mean; doubtless this is due to my botanist’s profession. Some are tame and neat: cottage garden geraniums, sprucing up the exterior. Others are subtler, wilier, their roots sunk deep.


There is a third kind: the creepers, the vines. Plants of the jungle. Parasites. Lovingly they reach up and in, entwining themselves with their host, slowly but surely leaching its life away.


The train snaked up Scotland’s west flank, coiling through the peaks of Argyll, winding its way around Loch Linnhe. The landscape grew bleaker, green bowing to red bracken not dissimilar in colour to my hair. My skin gleamed pale in the window – paler since our arrival. My father and I had spent seven years absorbing the Australian sun, only for it to disperse in a matter of weeks. I felt guilty for leaving him, though I could hardly have refused the fortuitous employment offer I’d received.


The train was a rickety-looking thing with an air of frontier bravado. I’d changed onto it at Glasgow and made sure to request my stop with the gaunt conductor, as my new employer had directed in his letter. The handwriting was elegant, flared.


‘They’re all request stops here, Miss . . .’


‘Blackwood. Emily Blackwood.’


He nodded bleakly, returning my ticket as a bishop dispenses a wafer to a sinner. His lugubriousness was at odds with the countryside’s vaulting magnificence, but it seeped in as we left tourist country with its viaducts and waterfalls, pretty train stations and tamed lochs; the winding roads that led nowhere and the white crofters’ cottages pebbling the bracken like roc’s eggs in a giant nest. The sky outside grew greyer, draped over humpbacked hills that somehow both crouched and loomed; the stations grew smaller, or perhaps the hills reared higher. This far north, nature had different rules. I saw it in the passengers: iron under their skin. It was easy to believe that wolves had lived here once, sleek shadows winding through the pines.


It was a long way from the cloud forests of Papua. I’d been on expedition there, collecting new and rare plants, not five months since. It was on a brief visit to Port Moresby to pick up an insulin shipment that I received a frantic message from my childhood friend Daniel Loewe. It said that the small but adequate funds he had been managing for my father and me had been lost, all of it, in the roilings of the Depression.


I’d returned immediately to Sydney to organise our affairs, then booked us a cargo ship back to England – all we could now afford, though at least I talked us into a cabin. My father, Edwin Blackwood, had been blind for seven years now, since I was twenty-three, and I could not accept his discomfort. Still, when we disembarked at Southampton, I had been glad of his blindness. Along the dock the well-heeled men and women glided down from the great liners; at this end, I led my last living family member through a maze of pigs, sugar bags and Marconi telegraph machines. He clutched my hand hard enough that tears sprang to my eyes, refracting in the vicious January sun.


I’d thought I’d found a home in the new world, but the old one had made the truth perfectly clear. The cage had never relinquished me – only hidden its bars awhile.


As the conductor’s congregation dwindled, he came over again, gripping the seat opposite like a lectern. I’d spent the journey searching for some trace of familiarity. We had been born in Scotland, my twin sister and I, on St Kilda: a tiny archipelago flung far out to the west, as though God had dropped it in a hurry and forgotten it. We left when we were eleven, never to return.


The conductor asked again for my destination. I repeated myself.


‘Yes, and from there?’


I’d memorised the address, a habit picked up on expedition. Perhaps it was the sudden rain thrumming against the window panes, but my answer produced a strange effect.


‘Castle Pàrras?’ The Gaelic tugged at me. ‘Nobody goes there.’


‘I suppose I do.’


‘On whose invitation?’


‘Mr Henry Vogel.’


‘Heinrich Vogel, you mean. He is German.’


His voice carried no warmth, but I was intrigued that he knew of my new employer. Lord Rothschild, through whom the offer had been conveyed, had never heard of him. I’d been working at Rothschild’s natural history museum at Tring, the first job I’d been able to get: the great collector was selling his vast bird collection to an American museum, a decision that had appalled the British birding community, and indeed beyond. It was 1932, and the general public were drunk on natural history. Nobody knew why Lord Rothschild was selling. There were whispers of a pressing need for money, and even of scandal. The latter might have explained why we worked for some weeks in secret, and why the man himself avoided the process entirely. The Americans had branded him unfriendly; I thought him shy. Regardless, I had spent the last few months packing dead birds into crates for a meagre salary. I could picture the newspaper headline: Adventuress turns warehouse worker.


The work for Mr Vogel was similar – the letter Lord Rothschild had given me declared that he had a large collection of taxidermied creatures that required cataloguing as a precursor to sale – but the fee was generous, almost absurdly so. The task was expected to last at least a month, and the applicant was to live on site at Castle Pàrras for the entire duration. No holidays or visits – apparently a function of the remote location, and the urgency of the project. What was so urgent about a collection of stuffed animals, Lord Rothschild had been unable to inform me.


A month was a long time to leave my father. We were accustomed to substantial periods apart while I was on expedition, but then I had been able to equip him with the care of a nurse, a maid and a housekeeper. Now he was left alone in the miserable cottage we had taken, apart from the grouchy old female I had part-cajoled, part-bullied into visiting twice daily for a meagre sum, and the flies that scuttered at the windows no matter what I did.


There was a terrific bang: the train slammed to a halt. Even with the months of stabilising myself on a canoe in Papua, I was flung back in my seat. The conductor recovered with impressive speed.


‘We’ve hit something.’


He went to speak with the driver while I checked the leather tool belt I always wore, ensuring nothing had slipped from the various pouches. Satisfied, I peered through the window. The rain still came: the landscape flickered, here one moment, gone the next. There was a small loch, dull and grey, encircled by bracken the colour of dried blood. The ground looked boggy and treacherous.


‘A deer.’ The conductor had returned and was pointing out the other side. I went to look. The corpse had been flung off to the west, little more than a scruffy mess of flesh, a sad travesty of Lord Rothschild’s immaculate stuffed specimens. Its neck was terribly twisted.


‘My mother knows Heinrich Vogel’s delivery boy,’ the conductor said suddenly. ‘He has lived there these five decades. Never any visitors. No.’ He held up a skinny finger. ‘There was one, about a year ago. What was her name now?’


He could not remember. The train clattered into life again and we spoke no more.


At last we drew into the lonely stop, the mist slinking around us, pulling the train into itself. The station was huddled atop a windswept plain, its small stretch of platform as alien to the landscape as the primitive Papuan airfields I had seen, narrow strips torn from the jungle. Once I had watched villagers swarm over a cargo plane, petting it and trying to feed it sweet potato. No villagers here: there was nothing and no one, not even a ticket office.


I gathered myself and my bags, the insulin bottles within giving a faint clink of protest. The conductor opened the door and I stepped out into the murk.


‘Are you being met?’ he asked abruptly.


I glanced back, surprised he cared. ‘No, but I am told it is not more than a mile.’


He pointed north-east, to where the horizon ended. It was three o’clock, but the sky was dim. ‘Down there, though the road is bad.’


Of course.


‘Well,’ I said. ‘Goodbye.’


He nodded, his mouth a thin line. ‘Good luck.’


And though I had traversed Papua, Sumatra and the Daintree alone with less than half a map, venturing through crocodile-infested swamps and among strangers bearing knives longer than their forearms, I shivered.


The conductor wasn’t wrong: the road was bad, and long months indoors had softened me. I picked my way along the pitted holes, bags banging against my hips. Odd tufts of grass had forced their way from bare rock; I thought I saw a fossil, some swimming thing long since turned to stone. There must have been glaciers once, and before that, the deep black sea.


At the point indicated, the land dropped away and I found myself atop a steep embankment overlooking a valley encircled by peaks, my path the only way in. At the far end, where the land pinched into a deep V, the sea thrashed; between it and me ran a long, thin sea loch. This water was matt black and calm as calm could be. At its near end it met a stony beach, from which issued a rather beautiful, ancient-looking stone causeway, its arches skimming back out across the loch. My stomach turned, for at the end of the causeway was a small island, and upon this was a castle.


It was not a fey, fairy-tale creation. It was a real castle, built for keeping things out, or in. A longish main section fed into five hexagonal towers, connected by ramparts, all built of a curious reddish stone. A low but sturdy wall surrounded it. Both this and the castle were pierced with arrow slits. It looked as it had been designed to be: forbidding.


At the island’s northernmost edge the earth had eroded into a cliff. The tower here jutted perilously over the loch, and while the rest of the building was in fair repair, this one was falling apart, its roof riddled with holes, its windows loose and damaged, toothy stone visible. At some point the waters would wear its perch away and the whole would topple into the depths.


It might seem strange for a collector-explorer to hate the sea, but I had my reasons, good ones, and it was by deliberate omission that I never studied aquatic plants. I had not dipped so much as a toe in the ocean since I was eleven, and I spent any voyage upon it firmly in my cabin with my specimens, pickling this or that, ignoring the vinegar in my own stomach. But here the waters had caught up with me: for as long as I stayed, they would surround me on all sides. A liquid cage.


I do not know how long I stood there before I realised I was gripping my bags painfully tight. I shook myself free and picked my way down the slope, towards the loch, and the castle, and the mysterious Heinrich Vogel therein.









[image: Illustration]


CHAPTER TWO


‘Miss Blackwood!’ The man before me seized my hand with unexpected vigour. ‘I feared the road had run away with you.’


I blinked. The vaulted ceiling arched over my head like a cat’s spine; the rug beneath my feet was worn to a shine. Dreamlike, I could not remember quite how I had got there. Ah: I had passed across the causeway, the loch lapping throatily at the stone. Green eyes momentarily flickered at me from the dark water, and I quickened my steps until I reached the island, ascending the path that rose from the loch and passing under the ancient arch that bent, crone-like, above the encircling wall. The massive castle door opened for me, beckoning me inside, and I stood now in the great hall within, a stuffed buzzard spreading its wings above the enormous fireplace. It felt subterranean, and though I knew we were in the long, straight portion of the castle I had seen from above, I would not have been surprised to learn we were beneath the level of the loch. It was here that I had been cheerily met by the elderly man before me. Heinrich Vogel.


I was taken aback by his upbeat demeanour: from his castle, I would have expected someone forbidding. This man reminded me of a salesman whose wife despaired of him ever retiring. He was old, very old – ‘ninety-two next March, my dear’ – and his skin had acquired the greenish tint of the aged. Yet his eyes sparked with surprising life, and his movements, though slow, gave the impression of sprightliness. He was impeccably dressed, in a black suit intricately embroidered with deep purple.


I was ushered into a low sitting room down a flagstone corridor, where a fire leapt as cheerfully as he. Tea and crumpets were already waiting, and while I tucked in, he nodded politely through my references and dismissed my compliments about the castle.


‘Pàrras means “Paradise” in the Gaelic, though I cannot say whether the namers ever stayed here in winter.’ His eyebrows fluttered. ‘And you are just come from the jungles of Papua? Fascinating. I read of you in The Times.’


I nodded. I’d been collecting orchids and other rarities for the University of Sydney on my latest expedition (in grimmer moments I now thought it might also be my last). Before the news of our ruin and my subsequent departure, I had given, on request, an interview to a Times reporter who had come to follow the gold prospectors in the island’s secretive valleys. ‘An Adventuress in Paradise’, the headline ran. A small follow-up article a few weeks later had noted my return to Sydney and that I was travelling thereafter to Britain upon the Orient Line’s RMS Otranto.


‘Ah, the jungle,’ Mr Vogel said regretfully. His accent was Germanic, though faint, and there was something else mixed in too. Not Scottish. A twang.


‘You have been?’ I missed that realm, and the freedoms it brought. We’d built ourselves a cage and called it civilisation.


‘My brother found it enthralling. Though he always said he saw more of the heart of darkness in the cities than he ever did in the jungle. We had an emporium together.’ He frowned, then passed his left hand across his face, as though wiping something away. ‘But I am getting ahead of myself! Come. You must see the collection.’


With the aid of an elegant cane, he levered himself to his feet and led me slowly but surely through the cool, dry air of the corridor, back into the great hall. Without the fire lit, the cold lapped from the reddish stones: I trailed my fingers along them for a moment, then removed them.


‘Castle Pàrras has only been taken once,’ he said, nodding towards the great door, now barred by unseen hands. ‘There was a siege – the invaders starved them out, said they would be treated with mercy. Well, we know how that turned out.’ He twisted round, smiled slightly. ‘They say the castle stone was white before the invaders came.’


We emerged through a smaller door into a courtyard. In the daylight, the skill of the embroidery upon his jacket became clear: it was intricately wrought, spiralling across the back and breast in fantastic shapes. Flowers, beasts, and things somewhere in between. There was a word for those twisting patterns – but I was distracted by the courtyard, glowing in the sun. Five red stone towers rose above us, a different wrought-iron ornament spiking from the roof of each. Some towers had doors leading directly onto the courtyard; the rest seemed only internally accessible. We were entirely surrounded, yet I sensed the loch beyond. Mr Vogel told me it was tidal and went by the name of Loch Leithe.


‘The water is moving underneath the island.’ He gestured to a well at the courtyard’s centre, explaining that the loch had penetrated it some years before, poisoning the source. ‘For that reason, this tower’ – he indicated the northernmost, the one that leaned perilously over the waters – ‘is unsafe. Access is strictly forbidden. On pain of . . .’ he smiled, ‘I believe “death” is the traditional warning.’


I raised my brows. ‘Death?’


‘The foundations are slipping. It is extremely unsafe. So perhaps that is not too extreme a pronouncement.’


Less a pronouncement than a threat.


‘Do not mistake me – we are not sticklers for rules, Miss Blackwood! It is for your safety. This is the only law around here.’


‘And remaining always at the castle,’ I could not help but add.


‘I am sorry for that. I hope you will understand that I needed somebody serious. The job must be a quick one. I will explain the reason in just a moment. Ja?’


‘Ja. I mean, yes.’


I was distracted as we arrived at the eastern tower, one of those accessible from the courtyard, its door old and cracked. The handle was held in a lion’s mouth. I waited for him to produce a key, but instead he said, ‘The last intruders needed siege weapons. Apart from the broken tower, and the main door, we do not trouble ourselves with locks.’


He hauled at the handle with surprising strength. ‘My menagerie.’


My jaw dropped. The hexagonal room was absolutely crammed with animals: all of them dead, all of them stuffed. It was like Tring, but smaller, and even more tightly packed. I might have been in God’s workshop. Creatures reared from wooden pedestals and snarled from glass cases. There were lions and tigers, porcupines and pheasants, zebras and gnus. Most impressive of all was a whole stuffed grizzly bear, snarling in one corner. All of life was here, except that it was dead.


‘My life’s work.’


Menagerie. An unusual descriptor. ‘It is extraordinary. How did you come by it?’


‘The collection is my own. I said that I ran an emporium. New York. My brother and I sold animals – living ones.’ His expression darkened momentarily, like a scudding cloud. ‘These are all that is left. It continues on the upper level.’ He motioned upwards, and now I noticed a spiralling stair, black metal coiling up into the ceiling. ‘My creatures need cataloguing. Perhaps boxing, we shall see. A month should be sufficient. We do what we can to maintain them, but . . .’


‘We?’


‘Lynette, Yves and I. Lynette has been my housekeeper for many years. Yves is my uncle’s grandson – my first cousin once removed. I think of him as my nephew.’ His eyes had lightened again. ‘He works in Munich but summers here.’


‘May I ask a question?’


‘Naturally, Miss Blackwood. Though answers – answers are another thing, eh?’


‘Why do you have all this? Why collect?’


‘You have just come from one of the greatest collectors in the land. Why do you think?’


I thought for a moment. ‘Lord Rothschild enjoys science, but he adores discovery. He seeks more, always more. Sometimes I think he will not be content until he has gathered all the earth under his roof.’ I was suddenly conscious of the closeness of Mr Vogel’s gaze. ‘It is not wonder, or passion, or knowledge that drives him. It is hunger, though for what, I cannot be sure.’


There was a short silence, then the old man sighed. ‘The truth is, my mother collected.’


‘Animals?’


‘Dolls. My brother and I were still young when she died. After that, we went to New York, leaving my father behind. We set up as animal dealers. Our big break came after Charles took thousands of canaries to California and sold them to gold-rush miners, homesick and wanting their songs. It went so well that we were able to set up our Manhattan emporium.’


I looked about me as he spoke. The room did not contain a single canary.


‘And another question, Mr Vogel, if I may. Are you really planning to sell? If so, why now?’


‘I make that two questions, Miss Blackwood. I shall have to watch myself around you.’ He smiled again, fiddled with his cuffs. ‘I wish to provide for my nephew. He is my sole inheritor and finds his circumstances recently . . . straitened. Scottish castles do not attract a healthy return. By selling my collection, I wish to provide for him.


‘As for the timing, well, you are not blind. Death holds his coat forth for me.’


I waited.


‘But as you will be staying here for the foreseeable,’ he went on in a rush, ‘I believe we must have no secrets from one another. Therefore I will tell you mine.’ Cuffs adjusted, his hand slid into his jacket pocket. ‘It is this: I know exactly when I am to die.’


I gazed at him blankly.


‘Oh! Do not mistake me – I do not know the manner of it, only the timing. But I do not speak of some vague premonition. I know the precise day and hour of my death.’


A slight smile; the hand in the pocket shifted.


‘So now you comprehend my reason for haste. The moment approaches, and I find myself almost out of time.’
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CHAPTER THREE


With this extraordinary pronouncement, Mr Vogel showed me to my room, or rather, to the base of the relevant tower.


‘I no longer care for the stairs,’ the old man said ruefully. ‘Lynette will have taken up your luggage.’


I frowned, but said nothing. I did not like other people touching my equipment. It had too often saved me from this or that disaster for me to enjoy any interference. At least, as always, I had kept on my tool belt with its assorted compass, knife, vasculum, Thermos flask, notebook, et cetera. Those were the essentials.


It was arranged that I would start work the next morning, and I bade Mr Vogel farewell. The sun had come out and would stay out for days and days to come; when I look back at that first, innocent period, I see that sunshine once more, punctuated by cool shadows.


I set off up the coiling stairs, the ceiling low enough that I had to stoop. My room was at the top. I went up the first flight, where I passed another door, the dark wood soaking up the shadows, and continued on up. Later on, I would note how the stone at a certain level had worn smooth from the passing of so many other shoulders, other lives, and this their only trace. Light came through the arrow slits punched in the wall, but not brightly enough for me to spot the rusted metal spar protruding from it until I felt a stab in my shoulder. I stopped, soothing over the tear in my clothing. I was lucky it had not punctured the skin.


The stairs spat me out into a hexagonal room, entirely of stone. Small alcoves were cut into the wall, uncomfortably reminiscent of a catacomb; at the far end was a window, and despite myself, I went immediately to it. It was as I had feared: the tower was uncomfortably close to the sea loch, black water loitering below.


Well, I would simply avoid the window. Otherwise there was a dark wooden bed and a small desk, the latter bearing a vase of fresh-cut sea pinks. From the invisible Lynette, I presumed. Pinks were the first flowers my sister and I ever pressed. My father taught us to use blotting paper to wick the moisture away, then put them quickly in the press. You want to capture them in the moment, he told us, as though they might flee. We turned the winch with hot childish hands. I worried that the flowers would be crushed to death, before I realised that was precisely what we were doing.


That’s it, my father said. As tightly as possible.


Three weeks later, we opened the press. The plants were there, beautiful, changed to mere drawings of themselves.


Careful, my father said, but we had already snatched them up, fascinated by their new crispness, our fingers caressing them to pieces.


I unpacked, checking the contents automatically. They were an even more motley assortment than usual. In his letter, Mr Vogel had desired that I bring any pieces collected on my travels, particularly in Papua, for which he had a passion. He was willing to pay handsomely for items of interest, and I felt sure I could oblige. I had been on four major expeditions to date: the Australian interior, China, Sumatra, and lastly Papua. The first had been the shortest, lasting four weeks; the longest was Sumatra, where I’d been gone eight months. I had brought curiosities from each, including several Papuan bamboo arrows, tipped with cassowary bone and wrapped in a picture tube; an ancient terracotta statue of a Buddha from Sumatra’s Minangkabau Highlands; and a beautiful urn purchased from an Aboriginal man deep in Australia’s empty burning heart. Last, and (I hoped) most intriguing to Mr Vogel, was a stuffed Count Raggi’s bird of paradise in a glass box.


I had come across it in Papua, in a village that stood on stilts amid the yellow clay and pitpit grass. The bird was about a foot long and its plumage was stunningly beautiful, its head yellow and green, its body a rich brown. But the truly riveting thing was its cascading tail. It was fantastic, a daydream, a smoking cloud of sunset red several times longer than its body, the colour a perfected version of my sister’s hair, and my own. I’d seen many paradise birds by then, though I never grew accustomed to these daytime comets, their tails unfurling sprays of light. The people in Papua thought they were the origin of the world, and at least one naturalist, supposed to be shooting specimens, had instead found his rifle slack in his hands as he gazed agog.


I’d encountered it in the house of a chieftain whose wife had a wound on her foot, and to whom I had given a small tube of antiseptic ointment. More valuable than gold in those parts – anyway, gold was of little value to them. Their currency was in Nassariidae shells. Yet it was not the bird itself that captured me, but the method of its preservation. Very unusually, it had been stuffed. That was not the style of these people: they skinned the birds and smoked them so the bodies were rendered immune to insects, the prized tail kept safely intact. Generally the feet were cut off too, leading early traders to conclude that the birds remained always in the air, feeding on dew, only brought to ground by death.


Yet this bird was taxidermied in an entirely Western style. I’d examined it thoroughly, running my hands over its sleek, hard body, over the unusual stitching that ringed its neck. It even had black glass eyes, gazing intelligently at me from its case.


The case . . . it was well made, of wood and more glass. There was no glass in this part of the world. The emptying insulin bottles that I carried were a reminder of this, along with my specimen vials containing mould-preventing alcohol. For this reason I had to return every two months to Port Moresby to collect further shipments. Always I felt the thread of my illness running through me, a leash against which I strained. At the final return, six months in, just before I learned that we were ruined, I had cut it particularly fine and was beginning to hallucinate by the time I stumbled to the harbour. Perhaps that was why Daniel’s news had seemed for so long like a bad dream.


I asked the chieftain if I could inspect the case, and he consented. I examined it, but could not discern any signs of where it might have originated – at least not until I gently lifted it up and looked underneath.


SPECIMEN PREPARED BY THE UNITED STATES NATIONAL MUSEUM.


How on earth had it come here? The chieftain told me it had been given to his father by a wandering ghost. It had lived with a companion spirit for as many rainy seasons as accounted for half the number of feathers on a bird of paradise’s tail, happily occupying a spirit house built for the purpose, even tending a garden. Every so often they would depart for long periods, but always returning to visit the bird.


The chieftain’s father died in this period and the box passed to him. Then one day, another ghost arrived. The first ghost came to the chieftain, glowing, and told him the bird was his to do with as he wished. Then they departed, never to be seen again.


The chieftain insisted on giving the bird and its box to me in return for the antiseptic, and though I protested, I privately knew that if he had not offered, I would have attempted to buy it. It felt somehow familiar – necessary. Fate caressed my shoulder, and though it was hopelessly impractical, I carried the thing about thereafter, strapped to my horse; and when the terrain grew too rough even for him, in my canoe.


I sewed up the tear in my sleeve from the iron spar, then unpacked. It did not take long: I travelled light, mysterious bird boxes excepted, and preferred simple, practical clothing, tending to plain. I was already nearly six foot, pale with red hair; I did not need more ways to draw attention to myself. In Papua, villages I had never set foot in before greeted me with cries of ‘She comes!’ I had passed into legend, which was useful, since legends, as everyone knew, were beyond question.


It was questions that had kept me in Tring’s library until long after midnight the previous week. Ill-paid though the temporary museum job was, its end date had loomed large in my mind, and my father’s, though he would not admit it. I’d lingered in the library to evade such worries, as well as the gin bottle concealed in the cabinet beneath the gramophone. My colleagues disliked the museum at night-time, but I loved these silent hours, surrounded as I was by every species under the sun except for Homo sapiens.


I was perusing the botanical books, telling myself I was picking new texts to read to my father, in truth simply spending time with the specimens described, when I bumped into Lord Rothschild, a man who enjoyed human company as little as I did. He held a book, which he tucked behind his huge back, but I saw it was on birds – the same creatures he was so mysteriously selling.


This was my opportunity to ask for permanent employment, and I took it. I told him of my expeditions; of my botany degree and my doctorate from the University of Sydney, not mentioning that the latter was only the second ever awarded to a woman. I took no pleasure in being a rare specimen. I saw enough of those in my work.


But he cut me off. ‘No need, Miss Blackwood. I received a letter this morning, specifically requesting your services. I have it in this very pocket.’


I blinked stupidly, not only at the coincidence but at the fact that he had opened the letter at all. For a man who had been the named recipient of the Balfour Declaration, he was notorious for never reading his mail. It was a miracle the Jews ever got their homeland.


‘An enquiry from a man who desires help with his own private collection. Animals, I am afraid, but the work is not especially skilled. A Mr Henry Vogel. You know him, I assume.’


‘I never heard of him in my life.’ I unfolded the letter he handed me. Mr Vogel cut straight to the point. He required assistance in cataloguing his collection, had heard of my expeditions and my recent work at Tring, and thought I would do the job admirably. I was about to declare that a botanist was surely not the right fit when my eye fell on the salary.


‘I’ll do it.’ And that was that.


I finished my unpacking. Much of it was botanical equipment that I was unlikely to require here, but I had come to take an embarrassingly unscientific comfort in the accoutrements of my profession. In one of the alcoves I lined up my vascula – botanical boxes for storing specimens without crushing them – and some of my glass bottles. Several contained essential oils from my father; the rest (even more essentially) insulin. The diabetes had begun seven years ago, in the aftermath of the accident in which my sister died. It was hard not to link the two, though I knew that was ridiculous.


The largest bottles contained gin. These I stashed under the bed, though not before I had poured myself a measure. I managed, mostly, to keep the alcohol under control enough not to exacerbate my illness. Long periods away from it while on expedition helped, but of late I had been oft-reminded of my dependency.


Task complete, Lord Rothschild had made to hasten away, but I stopped him.


‘Sir, I must ask: I cannot see why you must go through with this sale unless there is a great need. Is there a great need?’


He took the bird book from behind his back and gazed down at it. I had to lean in to catch his next words.


‘I concealed something for too long, and this is the result.’


And once more I was in the jungle, wet leaves slipping like serpents past my legs and everywhere the vines growing up around me, through me: a greeny cage from which I could never be free because it came from within. Lord Rothschild’s deception had caught up with him. I could only hope that my own never would.


I think I knew even then that it was only a matter of time.
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CHAPTER FOUR


The next morning my new employer was nowhere to be seen, but someone – presumably the unseen Lynette – had left bread, jam and coffee on a tray at the base of the stairs. I ignored the jam but took the rest out to the courtyard, where I ate it standing up, chased with a long drink from my Thermos, eager to inspect my new kingdom. The clock on the southernmost tower showed that it was still early. The day was crisp and new with a faint snap of salt.


The menagerie tower was cool and dry and, surprisingly, had electricity – I pressed a switch and the animals awoke in silent greeting. I’d watched Daniel wage numerous battles with his father over installing electricity at Butterworth: Harold Loewe had vehemently fought against anything that might damage his stucco work. In the end, Daniel put a live ferret under one end of the ballroom floor and a dead rabbit at the other. The ferret’s path around the ancient joists showed him the most effective route for the new wires.


‘Progress!’ Harold said bitterly to me, just before he died. ‘He insisted upon those lights, and now, when I look out of the window, I can no longer see the stars.’


An unusual moment of vulnerability. Daniel’s father was not accustomed to showing weakness; as a Jew, he could not afford to. (He was not in fact Harold, but Harel, come to England from Germany in his youth.) Only through Daniel did I know of his desperate ongoing efforts to cling to life: the endless doctor’s visits, the Train Bleu to the south of France, the folk remedies cooked up by the village wives. Even now, the faint smell of linseed oil, mixed with raw eggs, permeated the air.


At least I understood what he wanted, and the voraciousness of it. He reminded me of a lizard I had seen once, half picked apart by a bird, flopping and wriggling in the blood-streaked dust yet clinging to life with a ferocity far greater than that of its assailant. My father had met Harold at university, a rich man’s son who saw lectures as an unfortunate hindrance to his education in shooting, whisky and women, in that order. It was thanks to my father that Harold scraped a pass, and Harold never forgot it. When his wife died in childbirth, it was to my father that he wrote for comfort; and when my mother too passed away, my father did vice versa. Harold immediately invited him to Oxfordshire, to take up the parish priest position at Butterworth. It was highly unorthodox for a Scottish minister to join the English church, but Harold was an influential man, and conveniently close to the bishop. We moved into a cottage in Butterworth’s grounds for a laughable rent.


In his later years, Harold became the kind of elderly gentleman who loved to hear about the fortunes, or preferably misfortunes, of other elderly gentlemen, his conversation feeding on gossip like a moth on clothes, wearing holes in the thing in question. He did my sister and me the favour of being frank, and we returned it. Around the Loewes, the divisions among my family disappeared for a few hours and we could be at ease with one another again. It was always just Daniel, Emma and Emily: Daniel was four years older, but did not have many friends his own age. It was years before we twins thought to ask why.


‘Jude,’ Harold said bitterly. The only time we ever heard him speak German.


Daniel laughed it off. ‘I don’t mind,’ he said, on a solitary weekend down from Oxford. ‘Besides, I have my hands full with you two.’ And he stirred up the mirror pond with his stick until the carp hid in fright.


Only gradually did I realise how much he did indeed mind. How it caged him. How it followed him through university and into the City. Though his office was well wadded with his father’s money, nothing could insulate him enough, not his hard work, not his talent with figures, not his easy laugh or considerate nature. Sometimes I wished for him – and myself – to be more like my Wardian cases, the glass boxes in which I sent live plant specimens to institutions across the world: sealed environments in which the plant was sustained almost entirely by itself. Nothing could get out or in.


I had in fact once sent such a case to Daniel, containing a single orchid. I did so on a whim, lonely upon arriving in Sumatra, then kicked myself about it during the long expedition that followed. He kept it in his office, he wrote to me, still in its case. A Chinese Character Phalaenopsis, its markings flourishing beautifully while the filthy air beyond ate itself away.


It feels as though I could read it, he wrote, if only I could understand the script.


There had been a time when we had understood everything about the other. He had never known his mother; Butterworth’s garden was her only legacy. Still, he managed to be whole, a state I both admired and envied. Initially he threw himself into making my sister and myself competent fisherwomen; then, realising he was doomed to disappointment, found other diversions for these peculiar twins who had never seen a tree in their island-bound lives. Our families were enmeshed from the beginning, and that made our first meeting after my return to England all the more painful.


I went to see him at his office. I insisted on the location – refused to ever let him visit the tiny cottage we had taken. It would have been like stuffing a sovereign into a ragged purse. He was so untouched, Daniel Loewe, or had been. He was utterly wrecked at how he had ruined us, though I had vowed from the first to absolve him. It was the only way not to pity either of us, and pity would have ripped me in two.


Officially the purpose of the meeting was to discuss the decimation of my family’s funds, how the rot of the Wall Street Crash had spread unavoidably throughout each and every one of the investments made by himself and his firm; how, in his desperate belief that he could fix it, he had not told us until it was much too late. Unofficially . . . well, everything about that meeting was unofficial, from the sweat on my palm as we shook hands to the apologies that poured from his lips. It had been hard not to glance at that Phalaenopsis in its case, at the glass-walled soil and the roots woven thickly through it, twisting as the conversation did in my hands. At one point I became angry. Not at him – most of the City had suffered the same losses, or worse. He had done his very best. It just hadn’t been enough. No, I was angry at the world, at myself, for focusing too much on making my father proud and not enough on our financial security.


Daniel’s dark eyes flickered, but he let me rage, accustomed from childhood to my temper. When I was done, he embraced me, murmuring comfort into my hair. His freshwater scent had not changed; my eyes blurred with sunshine and the chalk stream where the three of us fished as children. I’d thought I loved him, before it all went wrong. He drew my sister and me together, his presence soothing the raging silence between us. I would have loved him for less. But it was more than that: his constant enthusiasm and energy belied his kindness and honesty, as well as the belief that the world also possessed such qualities, despite its many assurances to the contrary.


As I left him, I realised the Phalaenopsis was positioned against the wall directly before the desk. Whenever the office’s occupant glanced up, he would see it.


I got to work in the menagerie, deciding I would make a basic tally of all the creatures before beginning a proper catalogue. Wildcats, four; hyenas, two; baboons, one; et cetera, et cetera. It was not unlike being at Tring again, the work a comforting monotony of wonders. On many a lunch break I had watched the butterfly ladies at work: charming unmarried village girls who pinned and set Lord Rothschild’s massive lepidoptery collection. At first they seemed as fluttering as the creatures they worked with – Miss Britton was particularly pretty – but like their preparations, on closer look their delicacy was belied by the presence of steel. I’d watch them pushing pins skilfully into the corkboard around their specimens, avoiding the wings by scarcely a hair’s breadth. The creatures would be dried on the spreading board for a week or so before the pins were removed and they were mounted in one of the cases specially designed by Lord Rothschild himself. Actually they reminded me of my own Wardian cases, though Lord Rothschild’s designs were glassed below as well as above, so that examining the hidden underside of the specimen was simply a matter of turning the box over. I was terribly glad the same principle could not be applied to human beings.


I ran my palm down the grizzly’s flank, enjoying the illicit thrill of handling a wild thing. It glowed with apparent life, yet the falsity was revealed with a touch. A far cry from the aliveness of Papua. I sharply missed paddling down the lazy Sepik, crocodiles observing me from their reedy beds, while the fluffy yellow flies I never managed to identify pulled their newly hatched fellows from the water.


I concentrated on compiling my survey. And realised there was a serious problem.


I could only hope it would not invalidate my entire reason for being here. It seemed foolish to do myself out of a much-needed job. I decided to continue with the tally, then speak to Mr Vogel that evening.


In the meantime, needing a break from that dusty silence, I left the castle and sat on the crumbling wall outside, keeping my distance from the loch. It was calm, though in the distance small waves came in serried rows, like crocodile’s teeth. My hand went involuntarily to the tooth at my own throat, given to me by a pastor in Papua. While collecting specimens, I had befriended some local women, who invited me to use their village as a base. They were preparing for a skin-cutting festival, where boys were ritually marked to represent their passage to manhood. The candidates had been kept in a house together for months, resting and being fed. The fatter and happier they were, the softer their skin became and the less they would feel the pain. (I was surprised by this: was not tougher skin better? I asked, and was gently mocked for my foreign logic.)


During my stay, a man was found dead, killed by the laughing death, a mysterious and incurable sickness not uncommon to those parts. His wife was accused of sorcery and sentenced to execution. I had not yet worked out how to intervene when the pastor was brought in: the villagers wanted him to pray for her departing soul. Instead he performed an exorcism. The evil spirit was driven out and, fortunately, she was pronounced saved. During the pig feast that followed (originally intended to mark the execution, but the villagers sensibly saw no reason to waste a party), the pastor took me aside.


‘You have a spirit too,’ he said.


By that time I could get along pretty well in their language, and I looked down at myself, my skin browned and covered with mosquito bites. The pig hissed and spat on the fire.


‘Your lookalike is standing behind you.’ He indicated a point behind my left shoulder. ‘But you knew that already. She has been there for a long time.’


Despite the fire, a chill spread down my spine.


‘You worry that perhaps you can only see her because you are mad. But that does not mean she does not exist.’


I twisted round, knowing already what I would see: nothing, only the pig, and the tattooed villagers, and the blackness of the forest beyond.


‘You must choose what to do.’ He touched the tooth necklace he wore. ‘You keep her with you and you die. Or you ask her to go and you live.’


I did not bother denying his words. ‘How do I do that?’


‘It is different for each person. I cannot order a spirit out. It will cling there, like crackling to pig flesh. You must find a way. Here, take this. It will give you protection.’ He tugged off the tooth on its cord and gave it to me, despite my protests.


‘From what do I need protecting?’


‘The great question. Is it the dark out there’ – he gestured beyond the fire, out at the mazy black – ‘or in here?’ He tapped his chest lightly, then gazed over my shoulder again. ‘You must decide. Only then will it depart.’


I could not help but glance again at the corkscrewing flames. When I turned back to ask how I would know when it was done, nobody was there.


*


The wind picked up, ruffling the loch’s perfection. Time to go. I went back inside, through the front door and the great hall and out across the courtyard, the decrepit tower before me. Unlike the others, a large padlock held this one shut. Its base was solid – only in the upper layers had the stones torn themselves free.


On pain of death, Mr Vogel had said. Well, I’d lived through my fair share of danger. I just wanted to look inside – I didn’t have to go in. And should Mr Vogel challenge me, I was fairly confident I could assert myself against a nonagenarian.


I withdrew from my tool belt the thin knife I always carried, and quickly inserted it into the padlock.


It would not turn. I withdrew it, or tried to, and found I could not. I jiggled it cautiously, then again, harder, with an odd panic. I looked around again: no one to be seen, yet there was a rising pressure in the air, a feeling of something coming, something frightening. A gull screamed, and in a panic, I gave one desperate yank. Miraculously, the knife came free.


I hurried away, hastening for the menagerie, just as the door in the long, straight portion of the castle opened and a woman emerged.


‘Lynette?’ I asked, my voice calm even as I shoved the knife into my trouser pocket.


‘Miss Blackwood. Gracious, you’re tall.’


She was plump, tidy, about fifty, her skin pale and her dress drab, though freshly pressed. She would have been entirely unremarkable had it not been for the flesh of her forehead. It had melted, folding like wax over one of her eyes.


‘I did not know anyone would be here.’


‘I brought your lunch.’ She carried a tray of egg sandwiches, her hands wrapped neatly around it, almost moulded to it.


‘Thank you.’ A burn, I realised. The tallowing flesh was the result of a burn.


‘You must be the famous explorer. The Blackwood orchid. I have heard of it.’


That first discovery. It lived exclusively inland, far from the sea. ‘Parasitical plants are my speciality now.’


She nodded. ‘Like small cow-wheat. It was all around the woods where I grew up.’


I was surprised. ‘Yes, though technically that is hemi-parasitic. It steals nutrients from other plants, but it can also obtain them from its own root system.’ Botany was full of such frauds. Plants that masqueraded as other plants. Fungi that could enslave ants to their will. Mother Nature was a gleeful deceiver.


‘Then why take from others?’


I was surprised again, this time by a sudden ferocity in her features. Then she smiled. ‘Your new employer would like you to dine together this evening.’


I told her I was diabetic and had to avoid anything sweet.


‘Don’t you worry. I will see to it. It would be good for you to spend time with Mr Vogel before Yves arrives.’


‘His cousin?’


She looked pleased, as though I had identified a rare and impressive species. ‘Yes. He will be here tomorrow.’


‘Does he come often?’


‘Just for the summer, but he is coming early this year. We had the unusual pleasure of having him here in January as well. You will like him, Miss Blackwood. Everybody does.’


That evening, I descended the staircase, its centre worn thin, twisting upon itself like my twin’s plait that I used to weave around my fingers. We were obsessed with each other in the beginning, ignoring our mother in favour of snuggling up to one another like wolf cubs. Even when we fought, screeching, neither of us would leave the other. We had both understood that to be alone, as other people were, was the worst punishment of all.


Adjacent to the great hall was a more modest dining room: here the floor was covered by a green tartan rug, quite new, while an ugly iron chandelier hung over the table laid for two, the places cosily adjacent. It felt rather like someone playing at castles: on the walls were stags’ heads and paintings of old hunts. Mr Vogel had told me about the siege; doubtless there were other ghastly stories associated with this place. Scotland mined its own mythology like other countries extracted gold or oil. I asked Lynette when she entered a moment later, carrying a flask of wine, and sure enough:


‘Oh, it was terrible, Miss Blackwood. The lady’s son had been killed by a rival clan in a skirmish. She pretended forgiveness and invited the chieftain and his son to dine, along with their men. Suckling pig, it was. She kept a herd as pets. That is one of her creatures.’


She pointed to a painting, dim with age, where a coddled porker gazed fondly into the middle distance.


‘The chieftain’s favourite was blood pudding. She promised to serve them her secret recipe. Then her soldiers rose up and slit the son’s throat before his father’s very eyes, along with the rest of his men. The blood ran across the tables and filled the tureens!’


I nodded, satisfied. It was a miracle any Scot ever accepted an invitation to dinner. ‘What happened to the chieftain?’


‘No, madam, it is too dreadful.’


‘Oh, go on.’


A sharp voice interrupted us. ‘Go on with what?’


Mr Vogel entered, dressed again in a fine suit with another intricate pattern, this time in deepest navy, and a waistcoat of the same. I was intrigued by his finery. Why did he bother, locked away in this castle with only Lynette’s plain dress for company, and now mine?


‘Lynette is telling me tales of the castle,’ I said.


‘Gruesome ones, I imagine.’


I looked to her for confirmation, but she had disappeared. I don’t mean that she had left the room. It was as though she had emptied herself out, any personality instantly erased from the eye that had not been damaged beyond repair, replaced by a devotion that mirrored the pig’s.


She poured the wine – only for me – then served us a rich soup and bread. I did not finish it, though not because of the diabetes. In Papua I’d lived mostly on fish, yams and boiled water-weeds, and still missed the lightness of that diet. My employer did not eat much either. This surprised me: as I’d told him, the collecting mindset was linked firmly in my mind to appetite.


What I had not said was that I disliked it, this unstocking of the world to fill rooms like Mr Vogel’s menagerie. I had never planned to become a plant hunter – I’d wanted to work in conservation, but there was no money in caring for the earth’s treasures. A jungle seemed endlessly abundant, but the botanist in me understood its fragility, and I could not comprehend the failure, or refusal, of educated men to see it. A professor in Sydney had once told me that the specimens we found would one day give answers to questions we did not yet even know existed. Perhaps that was why I sometimes felt an unscientific weariness, a sense that our race had seen everything yet understood nothing.


Which brought me to the issue with the collection.


‘Mr Vogel,’ I said between mouthfuls, ‘we have a problem.’


I spoke into his frown, informing him how in natural history, the labelling of specimens was essential. Not just with the species’ name, but the date it was collected (i.e., killed), the location, the collector’s name, et cetera. Without such data, the collection was virtually useless to a scientific institution, little more than a toothsome Wunderkammer for children. I could not think how he had not considered this before.


He did not blink. ‘They are not labelled because they were not collected. At least not in the way you would consider them so. Often my emporium had animals that were sick, or died in passage. These were stuffed.’


‘Even so, your collection would be worth considerably more if it possessed adequate information. Even the basics would help. Do you have sales records? Ledgers?’


His eyes closed briefly, his hand going to his jacket pocket, working away at something within as though in consolation. ‘The collection is extraordinary in itself. Why should pieces of paper make it more so?’


‘The animal on its own is not enough to tempt purchase. Museums label everything down to the last ant. Lord Rothschild would pin a label to the earth if he found one large enough. I do not think an unlabelled creature would be accepted even as a donation.’


He spread his hands. ‘Is it not enough for a giraffe to be a giraffe?’ So many of his actions had the echo of a flourish. His emporium had brought marvels to men: he had lived in the age of spectacle, and these dusty specimens were now its only remnant. It made me rather sad.


‘Wonder is no longer the operating mode of our world,’ I said. ‘The force of the age is knowledge. Precision, categorisation. Today’s collectors are not dilettantes seeking freaks. They are men of science. There may be enthusiasts whose requirements are less stringent, but not many.’


A long pause.


‘Very well. You may examine the ledgers. Perhaps you will have some luck cross-referencing the animals, though I doubt it. Half of Africa passed through our doors.’


I said what I had been thinking. ‘Forgive me, but I cannot believe your attention has not been called to this issue before.’ He said nothing, only regarded me intently. ‘I think you must be straight with me, Mr Vogel. What is it that you really want for your collection?’


His gaze still assessed me. I felt like one of his menagerie.


‘All right. I will be straight with you, Miss Blackwood.’


‘That would be preferable.’ My voice was even, but a thrill ran through me.


‘I am not interested in cataloguing the collection. Nor do I seek to sell it. Once a thing is mine, it is mine for ever.’


I frowned. ‘Then why create this job at all?’


‘I created it,’ he said, ‘for you.’
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CHAPTER FIVE


I remained in my chair, staring at him. Lynette came in and cleared the table; we both ignored her. I felt as I had in Sumatra when I had almost fallen into a pig trap.


‘I shall explain,’ Mr Vogel said quickly.


‘I think you’d better.’


He said nothing further, only withdrew a Times newspaper clipping from his breast pocket and pushed it to me. The creases were worn, as though it had been unfolded and refolded many times. A shiver down my spine: the photograph was of me. It was the article detailing my Papuan expedition. I was frowning out from the docks of Port Moresby, my luggage piled up beside me in preparation for the voyage. I disliked being photographed, sympathising with the so-called primitive belief that an image took a piece of your soul. My own could ill afford the sacrifice.
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