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      A BRIEF INTRODUCTION
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      I should tell you at the outset, Dear Reader, that I would never have run away, nor joined the crew of the Rattlesnake, nor gutted a hammerhead shark, nor marvelled at the lustre of a black pearl, nor eaten the brains of a cuscus, nor been
         captured by headhunters, had it not been for the cold-blooded cruelty of my Aunt Bertha. On the other hand, nor would my life
         have been saved by the lovely Miss Alice Edgeworth-Brown …
      

   



      
      
      · I ·

      
      THE PERILS OF CHILDHOOD
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      Since my dear mother died when I was just one hour old, I was raised by my father and his sister, my Aunt Bertha, known locally
         as the Sour Old Spinster of South Kensington.
      

      
      Not that my aunt could have cared.

      
      Indeed, my first memory is of her screaming my name: ‘Samuel! Samuel Silverthorne! Get up here at once!’

      
      ‘Yes, Aunt,’ I answered. ‘Coming, Aunt …’ And bending my head and hunching my shoulders, I meekly obeyed her call.

      
      ‘Are these beetles?’ she demanded upon my arrival at my bedroom door. ‘Are these beetles crawling in your bed?’
      

      
      ‘Yes, Aunt,’ I answered, endeavouring to make myself even smaller.

      
      ‘And what have I told you about keeping beetles in your bedroom?’ she wanted to know, pointing at the offending scarabs as they plodded over the snow-white tundra of my bedsheets. ‘What, pray tell?’
      

      
      ‘That beetles belong in the garden, Aunt,’ I answered by rote—I had been asked this question at least a dozen times.

      
      ‘Quite right,’ the old Tartar declared and, grabbing the lovely olive-green Scarabaeidae in her vulture-like claw, she tossed them into the garden below.
      

      
      ‘Aunt!’ I cried. ‘They were not yours to throw away. Nor mine. I took them from my father’s collection and meant to examine
         them with my magnifying glass after breakfast. Now what will I do? Worse, what will Father do?’ And being no more than five
         years old, I burst into tears.
      

      
      But Aunt Bertha showed no mercy. ‘What a sooky baby it is,’ she sneered, pushing her face into mine. ‘What a mewling puss.
         Dear, dear. And it calls itself a boy! Does it want some warm milk in a saucer? Does it?’ She straightened, her hands on her
         hips, her black eyes glaring down. ‘I am glad that the revolting creatures were taken from your father’s collection,’ she
         said. ‘I hope they were highly prized. Indeed, I hope they were on loan from the museum and you will be beaten for being so
         bold as to touch them. There, now you do have something to cry about. If you had any sense—which I doubt, seeing as you take after your poor sainted mother—you would
         stop your howling and get out into the garden to look for the loathsome creatures before Quint rakes them up and burns them.
         Go, you silly boy! Go … !’
      

      
      I had no time to waste. Lother Quint, our obsequious handyman, was only too willing to pander to Aunt Bertha’s every wish—hoping, no doubt, that by ingratiating himself with her
         he might become her paramour. I had, more than once, caught him sneaking about the upstairs rooms at night. And very close to Aunt Bertha’s bedroom he
         was too, though he pretended he had been sleepwalking, of course … All the way from the cellar where he was supposed to sleep.
      

      
      What my aunt saw in Quint I will never know, but the more I observed their peculiar relationship, the more I began to think
         that she would have married Jack the Ripper himself if doing so would allow her to escape the ignominy of being ‘a single
         woman of a certain age’, a circumstance frowned upon by the narrow-minded women of her particular social set. But I couldn’t
         help thinking that if Quint married my aunt, he would be in line to inherit the Silverthorne fortune—and only my father, and
         myself, would stand in his way of possessing everything!
      

      
      On the other hand, as risky as the idea was, I couldn’t help but wish that Aunt Bertha would marry him, then maybe they would retire to some inhospitable cottage in the Outer Hebrides and never be seen again.
      

      
      I had even prayed for such a miracle, all the while knowing that it was never likely to happen: as much as Bertha and Quint
         might want me dead, it was apparent that tormenting me was almost as much fun.
      

      
      Almost …
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      So I was obliged to grow up—and quickly too—if I was to escape the eternal wrath of my aunt and her conniving companion. But
         so too did I come to learn the value, and care, of my father’s precious collections.
      

      
      I was very proud of my father. He was, after all, none other than Sir Arthur Silverthorne, Exotic Specimens Collector for
         the Natural History Museum, South Kensington, and by Royal Appointment, Ornithologist to Her Majesty Queen Victoria.
      

      
      Who would not be proud?

      
      Why, there was hardly a day when he did not return from his work in the museum with some wonderful creature, or the skull of some wonderful creature, or the hide of some wonderful creature, or the feathers or fur, the talons or teeth of some wonderful creature, and together my father and I would sit by the fire and examine the specimen in wonder.
      

      
      But being a collector, and therefore a traveller, my father could not always be with me. Nor indeed, considering my youth
         and need of schooling, was I allowed to go with him.
      

      
      At least, so my father told me, although Aunt Bertha could never resist adding an additional reason: ‘You are simply too immature,
         Samuel,’ she would carp. ‘Why, Lother Quint tells me that when he was your age, he could …’
      

      
      Lother Quint could go to the Devil for all I cared.

   



      
      
      · II ·

      
      ENTER MISS ALICE
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      In the spring of 1891, when I was thirteen years old, my father set out on yet another of his ornithological expeditions.
         This time he was hoping to conquer the steamy jungles of the Malay Archipelago in search of the fabled bird of paradise.
      

      
      I use the word ‘fabled’ for good reason.

      
      In 1522, when Magellan’s flagship the Vittoria limped into Seville Harbour after circumnavigating the globe, (all rotten and riddled with sea worms as she was), the vessel
         carried in her hold a wonder that the Western world had never seen: the preserved skins of a magnificently plumed bird. Not
         even the crew of the Vittoria had seen these birds alive. The skins had been obtained from the Sultan of Batjan, who had traded them from bird hunters
         who lived far to the south of his own remote and exotic land. And since the flesh and legs of the birds had been removed before
         their brightly feathered skins were preserved, it was generally believed that the creatures had always existed without them—so beginning the fabulous stories
         of the enigmatic ‘bird of paradise’.
      

      
      The skins were so beautiful that nobody believed they had ever belonged to a mortal creature of flesh and blood. Never having
         seen the birds alive, and judging them only by the fleshless skins, most people thought them to be spirit beings. And since
         the fleshless skins had no legs, it was further believed that the birds—if that was what they were—had never set foot upon
         terra firma, but flew eternally among the angels in paradise. And so the species was called Paradisea, or bird of paradise.
      

      
      Many years later it was discovered that these birds were indeed creatures of flesh and blood, related to the common crow,
         in fact, and usually found in the rainforests of the Malay Archipelago, especially the island of New Guinea. I had never seen
         a live Paradisea myself, but I had examined the preserved skins of those brought back from the Tropics by the intrepid naturalist, Alfred
         Russel Wallace. My father assured me that Wallace had actually captured a pair of Paradisea papuana in New Guinea as far back as 1862, and later released them in the London Zoological Gardens. Wallace had kept the birds alive
         during their long voyage to England by feeding them cockroaches and the fruit of the papaya.
      

      
      Even the faded feathers of the dead birds I saw in the museum were beautiful enough to set my heart beating. And my father’s too—which was the reason he set out for the Malay Archipelago himself … or very nearly the reason.
      

      
      Magnificent as the plumage of the living bird of paradise must have been—rippling with crimson and purple, spangled in yellow
         and bronze, or resplendent in emerald and jade—my father had heard travellers’ tales that in the depths of the forests of
         New Guinea, guarded by a murderous tribe of headhunters, there lived a species of pure white Paradisea—or should I say pure silver—so incredibly lovely that it was known as Paradisea argentia impossibilus, a species considered too beautiful to exist.
      

      
      Which was precisely what spurred my father on.

      
      To prove that Paradisea argentia impossibilus did exist; better yet, to capture one and bring it home alive, was the quest—the Holy Grail if you like—that drew my father
         to the Tropics. And near cost him his life … and mine too, but for very different reasons!
      

      
      I must say that every time my father went away proved a horror for me. Not only because I feared that he would never return,
         but because I was left in the care (or should I say clutches?) of Aunt Bertha.
      

      
      And didn’t she revel in this authority.

      
      And didn’t I suffer for it!

      
      There were times when I grew so despondent, so tired of being deprived of my breakfast, lunch, or dinner as punishment for
         some supposed misdemeanour—so tired of doing everything wrong, that I would feign sickness, go to my room, lock the door, shimmy down the drainpipe and run off to the museum. There, among the myriad collections, I could at
         least pretend I was with my father.
      

      
      The Natural History Museum was a labyrinth of annexes, display halls and corridors, all jam-packed with glass-fronted cabinets,
         each filled with either zoological or botanical curiosities gathered from the furthest corners of Her Majesty’s mighty Empire.
         There were birds and beetles by the thousands—even tens of thousands—but also aardvarks and anacondas, flowers and fleas,
         monkeys and molluscs, tapir and tarantula … everything that lived, or had ever lived, upon this bountiful planet.
      

      
      And it was not just the specimens under glass that attracted my attention. The museum building itself was a wonder: a ‘Cathedral
         of Nature’, some called it. The architect, Alfred Waterhouse, was truly a genius. Deep within the museum’s Romanesque exterior,
         corridor led to corridor, staircase to staircase, gallery to gallery, until I was all but lost. There were even occasions
         when I spent more time staring at Dujardin’s wondrous terracotta castings of chameleons and dodos which graced the interior
         than I did admiring the specimens under glass.
      

      
      But one day I met a creature who came to fascinate me more than any other: Homo sapiens or, more correctly if I was to follow the modern Darwinian way of thinking, Homo erectus: a human being … of the female gender!
      

      
      
      Having just examined a display of dried mosses, and not caring to investigate another, I caught a sudden movement on the glassy
         surface of a cabinet of staghorn ferns and realised that I was not alone.
      

      
      For a moment I thought that Aunt Bertha had found me out. Worse, that the sour old bag had sent Quint to drag me home, and
         so I slipped behind the staghorn cabinet and stood quite still.
      

      
      But I was discovered all the same.

      
      ‘It would be hard to mistake you for a fern when I can see your great boot sticking out,’ I heard a voice say. ‘Unless you’re
         a species mutation.’
      

      
      Angry with myself for being such a coward, and realising that this was never Aunt Bertha—and certainly not Quint—I stepped
         out.
      

      
      And there she was.
      

      
      I emphasise the word she for several reasons:
      

      
      1. the voice was so deep I would never have taken it for a female’s;

      
      2. had I known the intruder to be a female I would never have shown myself;

      
      3. not only was this a female, it was a young female—an even greater horror than Aunt Bertha;
      

      
      4. the female in question was both very pretty and laughing at me.
      

      
      
      So I did what any boy of my age would do when confronted with such a fearful beast: I blushed scarlet and looked about for
         an escape.
      

      
      But the girl would have none of it. ‘Don’t be so silly,’ she chastised me. ‘You act as if you have never seen a girl before.’

      
      ‘Of course I have,’ I stammered. ‘I see the downstairs maid every day.’

      
      ‘But do you speak to her?’
      

      
      ‘Being a gentleman, I say good morning,’ I answered truthfully.

      
      ‘A boy-gentleman—with the emphasis on boy!’ my persecutor laughed. ‘So you condescend to say good morning to the maid, do you? So I take it that she is pretty?’
      

      
      Poor plain Lily, our downstairs maid, was so far from being pretty that it hurt me to think of her. And not just plain, but
         down at heel too. Her clothes might be clean (Aunt Bertha made sure of that), but her drab black uniform was almost threadbare,
         her white cotton cap terribly frayed, and her dreadful black boots were in dire need of repair. But here was this blue-eyed
         vision of loveliness waiting for my answer. ‘Lily is a good girl, and hard-working,’ I managed, ‘so I don’t see what her looks
         have to do with anything. Nor what business it is of yours.’ I was very proud of this last remark, though it went right by
         my inquisitor.
      

      
      ‘And is this maid smart? I mean, can she read?’

      
      I knew for certain that Lily could not read, but was not about to admit it. So I said, ‘Being able to read is not everything. At least not to Lily. Being able to scrub a pot until it shines is more important to her.’
      

      
      ‘Hmmm,’ the girl mused, looking at me with fresh insight. ‘That is a fair answer, I suppose. For a boy. But I would rather
         be able to read these labels than scour a pot,’ and she indicated the names of the specimens on the catalogue cards attached
         to the glass cabinet beside her. ‘Names like Platcerium bifurcatum, for instance. Which means staghorn fern in Latin, you know. After the Linnean system of botanical classification.’
      

      
      I did know, but I admit to being impressed that a girl would know. And such a pretty girl, at that.

      
      But I could not let on.

      
      So I said, ‘Hmmm,’ copying her own demeaning tone, ‘Hmmm. It is not so difficult to identify a species when its name is stuck
         on the label in front of your face. Tell me, what is this then?’ And covering the label of a swamp fern displayed in the next
         case, I raised my eyebrows provocatively.
      

      
      ‘I know it well,’ she answered without hesitation. ‘Osmunda claytonia, more commonly called the interrupted fern. So?’
      

      
      She had me, I admit. ‘Who are you?’ I asked. ‘And what do you want?’

      
      ‘Excuse me?’ she replied in her decidedly alto voice.

      
      ‘You heard me,’ I answered. ‘You could not help but hear. Unless you are deaf.’ I know this was rude, but I was growing more
         and more cross.
      

      
      
      ‘No,’ she replied, casually adjusting the sky-blue ribbon in her hair, ‘I am not deaf. My name is Alice Edgeworth-Brown and
         I will be fourteen years old in a little over a month. I am the daughter of Mrs Elisa Edgeworth-Brown of the Holland Park
         Browns. My mother is employed as taxidermist—which means she stuffs and preserves animals—in the taxidermy department of this
         museum. And I want nothing from you. It was just that your boot was in my way. And now that it is shifted, I will be off.
         Good morning, you rude boy.’
      

      
      I was flabbergasted. Me rude? I could not let that pass.

      
      ‘Excuse me,’ I said, again attempting to emulate her arch tone. ‘If anyone is rude, it is yourself. Why, you don’t even know our Lily
         and yet you denigrate her. We don’t speak about servants that way in my house. And as for my parentage, my father is Chief
         Collector of Exotic Specimens for this entire museum—not some monkey stuffer! What do you say to that?’
      

      
      There was a moment’s silence, in which I was foolish enough to think that I had her.

      
      She cast her eyes down, then looked me square in the eye. ‘I would say,’ she answered in a measured tone, ‘that you were very
         cruel to my mother.’
      

      
      Oh, but she was smart!

      
      Since my own dear mother had never been known to me, any reference to mothers—dead mothers, living mothers, good mothers,
         bad mothers—was certain to affect me. But the thought of someone being cruel to a mother was entirely too much and I lost my advantage upon the instant. ‘I am sorry,’ I stammered. ‘I did not mean to offend. It’s just that … You must understand … But …’
      

      
      ‘But you are a boy?’ she offered. ‘And like all males, a natural-born aggressor.’ Having said this, she set about examining her fingernails,
         though I noticed her glance up to check my reaction.
      

      
      ‘I have said that I am sorry, and can say no more. I think it best that I go,’ I muttered and began to move away.

      
      Which is when she grabbed my elbow, turning me to face her. ‘Not without telling me your name. After all, I have told you
         mine.’
      

      
      I was utterly nonplussed. First she humiliated me—and took obvious pride in doing so—and now she wanted to know my name. What
         sort of creatures were these females? No wonder my father had never brought one home—although that might have been because
         Aunt Bertha was already in residence. But why, after all of this girl’s insults, could I not drag my eyes from her?
      

      
      ‘My name is Samuel Silverthorne,’ I said. ‘My father is Sir Arthur Silverth—’

      
      ‘Oh! Oh! Oh!’ she declared, releasing my elbow. ‘I do so hate it when boys introduce themselves through their fathers. Especially
         when their fathers are titled!’
      

      
      ‘Really?’ I replied. ‘How very odd, considering you just introduced yourself with direct reference to your mother. Who is not titled, I gather.’
      

      
      At last she was silenced. At last I had her.

      
      
      But only temporarily.

      
      ‘You are quite right,’ she said. ‘Quite right. And being the male aggressor, as I have said, and triumphant—albeit over a
         smaller, possibly plainer female—I wonder that you don’t fluff up your tail feathers in a show of manly pride, then strut
         about crowing,’ and she set about examining her nails again.
      

      
      ‘I never once said that you were plain,’ I all but shouted. ‘In fact, I think that you are pretty. Very pretty. Which is why
         I am behaving like such an—’
      

      
      ‘An idiot?’ she finished with a giggle. ‘But quite a nice-looking idiot, I think—considering you’re not female yourself …
         Are you?’
      

      
      ‘Most certainly not!’ I protested. Why had my father never told me of the horrors of this gender? The dangers, the traps,
         the pitfalls of even so much as looking at them?
      

      
      ‘No,’ she mused, observing me more closely. ‘You are probably not, seeing as you have such enormous feet, which is not usually
         a feminine trait—but your skin is clear and smooth, and you have some very nice roses in your cheeks …’ At which she reached
         out and brushed my face with her fingertips.
      

      
      I shuddered with excitement, yet felt my blood rush to the very roots of my hair. ‘What do you want of me?’ I stammered. ‘I
         really should be heading home …’
      

      
      ‘Now you are being silly,’ she scoffed. ‘Besides, I already told you, all I wanted was for you to move your boot. But now
         that I have met you, and we are formally introduced, and have traded insults—which is always healthy—I find that I quite like you. So … ?’
      

      
      ‘So?’ I repeated stupidly, having no idea of how to proceed.

      
      ‘So, we could be friends. After all, both our parents work here. And you’re not entirely stupid—being exceptionally smart myself, I ascertained that in a minute. Nor are you blindingly ugly, as I have already told you but will not tell you again, not wanting your head to swell even more than it has already.’
      

      
      ‘Now it is you who are being cruel,’ I said. ‘And I’m whipped if I know why. I mean, what have I done to upset you so?’

      
      ‘Nothing,’ she admitted with the prettiest shrug, ‘Other than be a boy.’

      
      ‘And are you so cruel to all the boys you meet?’

      
      ‘How could I be?’ she giggled. ‘I never met one before.’

      
      ‘But what about the nonsense you talked about boys fluffing up their tail feathers, and crowing, for goodness sakes?’

      
      ‘I read that in a book,’ she said. ‘Or the Girl’s Own Paper. I am a great reader, you know. Are you?’
      

      
      ‘Yes,’ I admitted, glad that we were approaching safer ground. I could talk about books forever. ‘My mother is dead, you see.
         And since my father is always away collecting, I am alone a lot, except for my Aunt Bertha—’
      

      
      ‘No!’ she exclaimed, her hands flying to her mouth in horror. ‘Never! Not Miss Bertha Silverthorne? You are not the poor boy
         who lives with that old dragon in South Kensington? Never the nephew of the Sour Old Spinster?’
      

      
      
      When I nodded to indicate that I was the very boy in question, she very nearly hugged me.

      
      ‘You poor thing. I hear about you daily from my tutor. I am so sorry I was mean to you. Do forgive me. Do—’

      
      ‘Your tutor?’ I said. ‘And why would your tutor know me?’

      
      ‘Because,’ she declared triumphantly, ‘he is, evidently, also yours!’

      
      ‘Your tutor is not Dr Turpin?’ I asked, astonished. ‘Not Dr Everett Turpin?’

      
      ‘One and the same.’

      
      ‘But why has he never told me about you?’

      
      ‘Because you are a boy and I am a girl and he probably thinks that you would not be interested.’

      
      ‘But he told you about me. And my ogre of an aunt.’

      
      ‘You really are silly, aren’t you?’ she sighed, looking away as if she were bored. ‘It is quite a different thing to tell
         a boy about a girl than it is to tell a girl about a boy. Everybody knows that.’
      

      
      ‘Why?’ I had to ask.

      
      ‘Because it is,’ was all she would say. ‘Now come on, let’s take a look at the molluscs. My mother tells me there is a new
         collection on display. Well, are you coming?’
      

      
      Of course I was. I had no choice. Silly or smart, handsome or ugly, young or old, like so many males before me, when confronted
         with the female of the species, I was smitten.
      

   



      
      
      · III ·

      
      FATHERLESS
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      So my meetings with Alice continued, going some way to relieving the pain I felt in the absence of my father. But for all
         of the pleasures of her company—though her contrariness often drove me to my wits’ end—I must admit that throughout that longer-than-long
         summer of 1891, and the eternity of 1892, I missed my father more than I ever had before.
      

      
      In short, I began to believe that he was never coming home. Alive, at least. Perhaps this was because Aunt Bertha had hung
         a series of morbid photographs of the funeral of Dr David Livingstone about our house. Knowing Livingstone to be the discoverer
         of the Victoria Falls, and therefore a lone explorer like my father, I was constantly expecting to see Quint usher a party
         of half-naked savages into our parlour, each carrying a cask containing one of my father’s vital organs. Not that this happened
         to Livingstone. Well, not exactly. Every schoolboy knew that Livingstone’s heart had been buried under a mpundu tree in Africa in 1873, while his carefully preserved body (minus the heart, of course) was buried with great pomp and ceremony
         in Westminster Abbey. As would my father be … If I allowed myself to think about it—which I tried not to do.
      

      
      After all, my father had written to me often enough. Thanks to the global network of the Royal Mail, I had received letters
         from every port that his vessel had made: the Canary Isles, the Cape of Good Hope, Calcutta, Singapore and finally the town
         of Macassar in the Celebes, from which he wrote that he was intending to take a native prau to the Aru Islands off the coast
         of New Guinea—but after that, nothing. Not from mid-1891 to Christmas 1892.
      

      
      It was quite usual to hear nothing from my father for a few months, especially if his destination was as remote as the Aru
         Islands or New Guinea. After all, he was working, and to make camp and write a letter in the middle of some rain-drenched jungle would not have been easy. And there
         was always the possibility that his native porters had not passed on his mail even if they did carry it to the coast, or that
         having dispatched his correspondence aboard one of Her Majesty’s vessels sailing for home, there might have been a mutiny,
         or a typhoon, or some other disaster that could delay the mail further.
      

      
      Having had experience of my father’s long absences before, I knew the circumstances very well.

      
      Yet knowing is one thing and fearing is quite another.
      

      
      
      Knowing is an intellectual discipline, a reasoned state of mind. But fear is a state of the heart and not subject to reason.
         Fear is the stuff of cold sweats, rushes of panic, even nightmares—all of which I suffered. And so, despite the fact that
         I constantly reminded myself to act like a man, (as did Aunt Bertha, only more vocally), I grew more and more afraid.
      

      
      My ever-present fear was that my father was dead. Worse, that he had been killed. I saw his body in every nightmare, stretched
         out upon some fetid forest floor, his white drill suit ripped and muddied, his pith helmet crushed, his blond hair matted
         with blood—yes, even his moustache—his glazed blue eyes staring up to Heaven. And yet he was still handsome, still noble,
         still courageous, even in death.
      

      
      Or I saw his head, severed from his body with a bamboo knife, daubed with blood and ochre and strung up to shrivel in the
         tropical sun.
      

      
      Or I saw him speared by cannibals, a thousand sharpened shells slicing the flesh from his body as he stood tall, bound to
         a palm tree, not so much as a gasp escaping his parched lips.
      

      
      Then again, he might not be dead. Nor might his bearers have missed the mail packet that was to carry my letters. In fact,
         there might not have been any letters to post because my father had never written them. Faced with the all-consuming excitement
         of his quest, he had put the boy he had left behind entirely out of his mind. And possibly, or so I imagined, it was better
         that he had left that boy at home. Possibly it was better that sister Bertha knocked some manhood into his silly head—or better yet, starved him into maturity!
      

      
      Yes, that was it!

      
      My father was not dead. He had not written because he had no time for me. Because as a born adventurer himself, the original
         ‘man’s man’, he had no interest in this puny, blond-haired, pink-cheeked boy-gentleman of a son. Afterall, the boy would have
         been nothing more than a nuisance in the jungle. He was better off in the care of his maiden aunt with all the niceties of
         life that a mansion such as Silverthorne House had to offer.
      

      
      This fearful thought would not go away, no matter how desperately I reminded myself of my father’s love, or his concerns about
         leaving me with Aunt Bertha, or his innate distrust of the despicable Lother Quint.
      

      
      But there was no denying that he had left me. And to go chasing a bird. And not just any bird, but a bird that might not even exist. A bird that might well prove
         to be as much a fable as the city of Atlantis, as the land of El Dorado, or even the Holy Grail itself.
      

      
      Such fears haunted me daily, especially during that lonely Christmas of 1892, which was when Aunt Bertha’s cruelty finally
         drove me to make a momentous decision.
      

   



      
      
      · IV ·

      
      COLUMBA LIVIA
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      No doubt following in my father’s footsteps—intellectually, at least—I had developed a love of ornithology: the study of birds.
         Even the common pigeons, Columba livia, that filled the skies of London fascinated me. I especially loved the way they would eat from my hand, pecking ever so gently
         and making me feel special—a thing no human bothered to do now my father was away. I loved these birds so much that my father
         and I had built a pigeon coop (we were both terrible carpenters, but would not think of asking Lother Quint) on a flat section
         of our roof, right outside the attic window. This was strictly against Aunt Bertha’s wishes, of course. ‘Silverthorne House
         was built in 1650,’ she declared. ‘It deserves more respect than to be used as a breeding ground for avian vermin!’
      

      
      I tried to ignore her.

      
      
      When I had finished my lessons with Dr Turpin, or if I wanted to escape Aunt Bertha’s wrath but didn’t dare run off to the
         museum, I would scramble out onto the flat roof of our house and tend to my birds. About ten or fifteen pigeons were roosting
         there, flying in every evening to be fed and watered. They were a motley lot, none especially beautiful, mostly common greys
         or pied black and white, but I loved them all. My favourite was a cockbird called Olaf the Wise. I liked the cunning way he
         tilted his head and looked at me when I fed him the crusts I had pocketed from my breakfast.
      

      
      But as I have said, Aunt Bertha hated the birds and, ipso facto, so did Lother Quint, which brings me to my point …

      
      One clear winter’s morning I was sitting at my desk with my tutor, wrestling with some of the weightier peculiarities of Latin,
         when I heard a decidedly distressed screech from a pigeon. Now to hear a pigeon coo is quite common, but to hear one screech is very unusual—unless a predator is near: a falcon, for example.
      

      
      ‘Excuse me, Dr Turpin,’ I said, replacing my pen in its inkwell and blotting my work. ‘Something is attacking my pigeons.
         I really must go. Please, pull the bell cord for the maid and have a cup of tea brought up while you wait.’
      

      
      My tutor looked surprised to say the least, never assuming that I would keep pigeons, I imagine; but I had no time to explain.
         Almost running from my room—my study was a separate alcove adjacent to my bedroom—I bounded up the spiral staircase that led to the attic window through which I could access the roof.
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