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  Praise for The Sound of Butterflies




  ‘King’s easy narrative moves back and forth from the stultifying social confines of early twentieth-century England to the sultry and

  seductive world of the rainforest – with all the cruelty and corruption that it feeds. Rich and evocative, The Sound of Butterflies is an enjoyable debut’




  Financial Times




  

    A beautifully written book with vivid prose and some startling, apt but unusual imagery. Rachael King describes with equal effectiveness the staid life in England, the beauty

    of the colourful butterflies of the Amazon and the horrors and brutality of the rubber magnates towards their people . . . This is a compelling read, both for the story and the lusciously rich

    language’


  




  Historical Novels Review




  

    ‘Rachael King has written a wonderful novel, her first, which sets a new standard for first-time writers in this country’


  




  New Zealand Herald on Sunday




  

    ‘I don’t know if Rachael King has been to the Amazon but she certainly writes about it as though she has. So lucidly does she write you can easily imagine the

    sweat dripping down your back and the night noises in the jungle. She knows how to tell a story too. I read this book in two days, such was the grip it had on me. It’s a brave new author

    who takes on a book of this scope and complexity. King has succeeded brilliantly’ North and South ‘An impressive novel filled with lyrical prose and clearly defined characters.

    The seductive setting gradually draws the reader into the hot, dangerous world of the Amazonian rainforest. The portrait of a man driven mad by his quest for perfection is most convincing and I

    look forward to King’s next novel’


  




  Christchurch Press




  

    ‘The Sound of Butterflies is ambitious, especially for a first novel, but Rachael King has made a strong, competent debut . . . A gripping tale’


  




  New Zealand Herald




  

    ‘With her first novel, Rachael King proves herself one of New Zealand’s most promising writers. Her intelligent gaze snags on quirky details of personality or

    place or on mostly forgotten history, and spins captivating and provocative stories from them’


  




  Next Magazine




  

    ‘There’s a potent array of material here: a love story, exotic settings, sex, travel, colonialism, some disturbing scenes of abasement and brutality, and, at the

    heart of the book, the mystery of Thomas’s silence’


  




  Listener
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  One




  Richmond, England, May 1904




  

    Nothing in the letter suggests to Sophie that her husband will arrive home a different man. True, she hasn’t heard from Thomas for some time, but she knows from his

    agent that he is at least safe, if not happy. Mr Ridewell’s letter comes unexpectedly, stating that Thomas will be arriving on the train from Liverpool at eleven o’clock on Friday.

    She throws open all the windows in the house — letting in the spring air and startling the vicar who is walking past, swinging an umbrella and checking the sky for rain — and leads

    her maid Mary in a mission to scrub every surface of the house, driven by a mad energy that has long been absent from her body. As the day comes nearer, however, her joy is replaced by

    apprehension. She has to steel herself with the knowledge that something has changed; their bond, which seemed so strong in the past, is little more than a daisy chain, stretched between them,

    that has curled and broken and died.


  




  The train from Liverpool shudders into the station and stops with a sigh. Sheets of steam rise and hiss; flowers of mist swirl and cling to her before thinning and melting away. She has a moment

  of stillness in which to scan the windows before the doors open and the platform comes alive with a sudden bustle. She braces her body against the crowd. Trunks thud as they hit the ground. A

  porter pushes a luggage trolley so close that she has to snatch her skirts to her body to prevent them being caught in the wheels and dragged away. Her head jerks about as she scans the faces

  — many of them obscured by the low brims of hats — looking for her husband. She’s not even sure she will recognise him if she sees him.




  A bag crashes against her leg and she reaches out to steady herself, catching a man’s arm. He looks up in surprise and she pulls her hand away.




  ‘I’m sorry,’ she says.




  The man smiles and touches the rim of his hat with one fat forefinger. A kind smile, from beneath a thick auburn moustache, which she returns before the man spins away, his long brown coat

  fanning around him, to bark orders. The unfortunate porter he addresses balances several crates and cases on a trolley while struggling to push it at the same time.




  Only after the throng clears — after it finally moves away, and the clatter of luggage and the rustle of skirts and cloaks evaporate with it — does she see him. He stands alone. He

  is a narrow figure in a cloak creased in folds, as if bought off a shelf in Liverpool that day. It swamps him but he appears to be shivering in spite of it. His head is bare and in his arms he

  holds a large Gladstone bag.




  She has imagined this meeting: that she would run at him and he would lift her up and kiss her. She has even fantasised about the feeling of his skin against hers; she has been aching for

  him.




  But it is not to be. Sophie feels his eyes inside her, on her face, in her hair, but he makes no move towards her. His eyebrows are bunched together and his mouth is tightly pursed. But of

  course, this is how Thomas’s face has arranged itself every day she has known him, a permanently worried expression supported by childlike features, which have always kept him younger than

  his twenty-seven years.




  ‘My darling.’ She walks forward, puts her hands on his shoulders and kisses his cheek. It is tough under her lips. His skin is hardened and scarred and his whiskers are coarser,

  darker. His eyes, level with hers, are corollas of white-blue under slim gold eyebrows. Something in them has changed. They are sharper, colder; his newly tanned skin throws them into stark relief.

  His pupils tremble and his breath comes in short squeezes. Red, scaly hands hold his bag tight and do not return the embrace.




  This is just not how things were meant to be. Her hands still rest on his shoulders and she wants to shake him. To shake him and say, What have you done with my husband? Where is Thomas?




  A voice comes from behind her.




  ‘Mrs Edgar.’




  She turns her head. The man whose arm she grabbed stands with his large brown bowler hat in his hands. He bows, showing Sophie the top of his head, which has only a thin coating of copper hair.

  ‘I am Francis Ridewell.’




  The agent. She hadn’t seen him inching up to them, hadn’t even heard his shoes on the hard stones.




  ‘Yes, of course,’ she says. ‘Thank you for bringing my husband home. Your letter was most unexpected.’ Her hands still rest on Thomas’s shoulders. She is surprised

  to see them there. She pulls them away, reclaiming them.




  ‘The thing is, madam . . .’




  The man pauses. He gives a flicking motion of his head as he indicates the seat under the awning. He wants her to move away, to sit down with him. She checks her husband. His eyes are closed

  now. She wavers, uncertain for a moment, but as Mr Ridewell moves away she follows.




  He waits for her to sit before doing so himself, and while he fusses around arranging his coat, she asks him, impatient now: ‘Is he all right, Mr Ridewell? Has something

  happened?’




  Mr Ridewell shakes his head. ‘I really don’t know. It’s most peculiar. I received a letter from a man in Brazil informing me of the date Mr Edgar’s ship would be arriving

  back in Liverpool. He was like this when I met him at the dock. I spoke to the steward of the ship . . . They thought he was deaf at first. He wouldn’t respond to any questions, not even with

  a yes or no. But they saw him turn at some commotion on board, and when there was a fire in the hold he came running with everyone else, so he heard the alarm. But they still couldn’t get any

  words out of him.’




  ‘I see.’ The steadiness of her own voice surprises her. ‘Has he lost his mind?’




  ‘Well, that will be for a doctor to decide, madam. I’m afraid I’ve had to look after him this far. His clothes were like rags when he got off the boat in Liverpool, and forgive

  me for saying . . .’




  ‘Go on.’




  ‘He smelled. I took him home and gave him a bath and got him a change of clothes from his trunk.’




  She looks over at Thomas and sees the frayed cuffs of his trousers where they meet bright new boots.




  ‘I bought him a cloak — he was freezing — and some shoes.’




  ‘We will pay you, of course,’ says Sophie. It’s the only thing she can think of, under the circumstances. That she is in debt to this man.




  He stops her with a raised palm. ‘I’ve seen to it that the porter has gathered together his crates of specimens. Only one was lost in the fire. There may be some smoke damage in the

  others. They’re waiting for you at the front gate.’




  ‘What can have caused this, Mr Ridewell?’




  ‘I can’t say, madam. I’m very sorry. The Amazon can be a challenging place, so I’m told. I’ve heard of men losing their possessions, their faith and their virtue.

  But I’ve never heard of anyone losing his ability to speak.’
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  Before he left for Brazil, Thomas spent long hours in Richmond Park, and Sophie came to think of it as his domain. He scoured every inch of it, turning over rotten pieces of

  wood, crouching in piles of damp leaves, looking at beetles or waiting patiently for butterflies to appear. He took her on his expeditions with promises of a picnic, but she always ended up sitting

  with damp skirts on a rug watching him, fending off the ants that crawled up her ankles. He told her he had found more than a hundred species of beetle and thirty types of butterfly; these he had

  carefully brought home in jars, shutting himself in his study to do whatever it was that he did with them — some process that occupied him indefinitely and sent a poisonous odour through the

  house.




  Insects lined his study — beetles and butterflies mostly, on the walls and crammed into drawers. Sophie felt sick when she went in there, as if they were alive, and she couldn’t

  stand too close to the walls in case one slipped down her blouse. Thomas teased her about it, running his fingers, like tiny insect feet, down her spine until she squeaked and ran from the room,

  her shoulders hunched around her ears and goosebumps on her skin.




  After he left, she started to walk over the hills of the park every day, at first to feel closer to him, but soon because she enjoyed the exercise. Her thighs grew strong under her skirt, which

  gave her an unexpected pleasure. She lost some of the plumpness in her cheeks, but she tried to make up for this by always taking an extra serving of pudding. When she emerged from the park, if she

  met acquaintances strolling towards her, they often turned their heads, aghast at her ruddy complexion, the sheen of sweat on her upper lip, but she didn’t care.




  On one of her walks, she saw a fawn up close. She was used to watching the red and the fallow deer from afar, taking care to stay away from the stags when they were rutting, but on this

  occasion, she startled one as she stood up from a soft place in the bracken, where she had stopped to rest. It gazed at her for a moment, its neck and ears straight and strong, its legs slightly

  splayed. Its breath came in gusts that shimmered against its sides. She stood for what seemed minutes. Then she saw it. It was crying. Two thick, oily tears welled in its eyes and fell down its

  face. It dropped its head, as if to wipe them away, before it lifted its legs in a high step and leapt towards the woods. Not graceful like a deer should be, but altogether more animal.




  Her friend Agatha told her that if you meet an animal face to face, its spirit stays with you for life, inhabiting a part of your soul. Better a beautiful deer, she said, than a hedgehog, or a

  wild pig. Then she dropped to her knees on the carpet and performed an impression of a wild boar, snorting and tearing at Sophie’s skirts with imaginary tusks. Sophie laughed so hard that her

  elbow knocked her teacup and sent it tumbling to the floor.




  Agatha also teased her about Captain Fale, who had been a great comfort to Sophie with his visits. He would often accompany the two ladies on strolls around the town, and would come and sit with

  them on wet afternoons. Sophie had thought at first that he was sweet on Agatha, that she was acting as a chaperone to a blossoming romance, but Agatha dismissed him as desperate and lonely.

  ‘Besides, Bear,’ she said, ‘he’s rather hoping that Thomas doesn’t come back from the jungle. It’s you he’s in love with.’ Sophie laughed off

  these comments. She felt sorry for Captain Fale, she thought, because of his leg, and also because all his years in the army had meant that he still hadn’t found a wife, even though he was

  nearly forty. And he wasn’t bad company. He could be a little pompous at times, but he had a shyness about him that she found endearing.




  Most of her time at home was spent sitting with Agatha. They would read, or embroider, or play whist, or imagine the rainforest and what adventures lay within it. Agatha said she would like to

  explore it, but Sophie’s insides curled at the thought of the damp jungle, the slimy insect life and the natives, who she was convinced were not yet altogether Christian.




  Sophie sat every morning before breakfast in the little chapel around the corner. Breathing in the scent of beeswax and the dark stain of the wood, she emptied her mind and sat very still. She

  closed her eyes and listened to the silence, broken only by the occasional clipping of a horse and carriage outside.




  Then she bowed her head and prayed.




  Once, before Thomas left for Brazil, she came upon him sitting quietly at the front of the church. She slipped into the pew several rows behind him and watched. The afternoon light glittered

  through the stained glass window and cast splashes of colour across his body. Her own hands, when she opened them on her lap, were daubed with red light. The warmth of the sun fell on them, like

  blood. Thomas prayed so long that she thought he was asleep. She crept into the aisle and began to inch towards him. Then he started to sway as he brought his hands up, clasped, to his chest. With

  his eyes still closed, he wore a rapturous expression.




  She had seen that look once before, in the forest, when he appeared to go into a trance. The same intense light appeared on his features, while he squatted like a child in the foul-smelling

  detritus of the forest floor, a butterfly ensnared by tweezers in one hand, his magnifying glass in the other.




  Sophie wasn’t at all surprised in church that day when he pulled his hands apart. A small red butterfly flew out from his fingers and ascended to the ceiling of the church.
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  She turns to help him from the carriage, as if he is an invalid, but he ignores her hand and springs down. He lifts his face to the front of the house, which is part of a long

  row of tidy two-storey dwellings, and his eyes sweep over the windows and doors, over the trellis that supports the climbing rose. His gaze falls on the window of her bedroom and his Adam’s

  apple bobs as he swallows. They step through the gate while the driver humps the first of the crates onto his shoulder and follows. Thomas’s hands reach out to the lavender hedge that lines

  the path to the door; his hand flinches and his fingers curl inwards for a moment before flattening out, becoming bolder. He keeps his hand over the lavender as he walks, and each stalk curves

  slightly under it, shivering as he passes. When he gets to the end, he grips one flower head and breaks it off. He crushes it between his fingers and brings it to his nose. He closes his eyes as he

  inhales. Sophie can’t read his expression; perhaps he’s merely reacquainting himself with the smells of England. But there is something violent in the action, and the decapitated

  lavender stalk looks obscene, like a broken bone.




  After directing the driver to Thomas’s study, where he packs the crates into a tight formation in the corner, Sophie pays him and then she is alone with her husband. She deliberately says

  nothing, waiting for him to fill the silence. He stands at the bottom of the stairs, one hand on the banister. His other holds the Gladstone bag. He lifts one foot onto the bottom stair and turns

  his head to face her.




  ‘What is it?’




  She immediately regrets being the first to speak. He doesn’t answer, of course, just begins the slow ascent. She follows close behind him, the muscles in her arms taut, as if readying

  herself to catch him if he falls.




  She has kept his bedroom exactly as he left it: his clothes hanging in the heavy oak wardrobe, regularly checked for moths; his shoes shiny and dusted every month; his brushes on the squat

  dressing table. The bed with the nightshirt laid across it and the hot-water bottle waiting to be filled, propped against the pillow. His slippers peek out from under his bed. She had expected him

  to take many of these comforts with him, but he had insisted on travelling light.




  The room engulfs his small frame. Its solid lines and forest-green wallpaper seem to mock him with their strength, their sureness. He puts the bag down and sits on the bed. He pushes with his

  feet and bounces his mass, which seems as insubstantial as a feather. A smile begins at the corners of his mouth and he sighs. He’s glad to be home, she thinks. Surely he is.




  ‘Thomas . . .’ she begins, but she finds herself trailing away and pressing with her dark-coloured clothing into the wall. Anything she says will be wrong, out of place — she

  knows that.




  ‘I’ll leave you to rest,’ she says finally. She indicates the washbasin on the sideboard, a fresh towel that she put there herself, and backs out, pulling the door behind

  her.
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  When they first met, Thomas impressed her with his knowledge about insects. He helped her cup a butterfly, a red admiral, while telling her about its habitat, the thousands of

  scales that make up its wings, like the shingles on a roof. He preferred its original name — ‘red admirable’ — for there was much to admire about this little creature. But

  she barely listened; instead, she felt the warmth of his hand on hers and the summer sun on her closed eyes, the smell of the rainclouds that gathered just out of sight.




  When Brazil swallowed him and the letters stopped, she thought she could hear the constant rumble of thunder over the horizon. Lying now in her high white bed, she feels it in her body,

  unsettling her. How can she feel alone again, and so unstable, with her husband home and in the next room? She has spent all this time with only her maid, Mary, for company in the night, with

  nobody to get up to investigate the night’s noises but her. Only last week, she heard a clatter from downstairs and went down to find that a fox had somehow got inside, sneaking in from the

  park and rummaging for food. She tiptoed down so quietly that she surprised it — but she only saw its eyes reflected in her lamp before it skittered away, its claws scraping at the stone

  floor. The sound disturbed the remnants of her night’s sleep, but it was the musky smell of the fox that stayed with her as she bolted the door and ascended the stairs to her room.




  In the darkness it is as if he has never come home, as if she is still dreaming of him in the jungle. Her sheets are just as cold as they always were.




  Still, her dried-up heart is becoming more pliable. When their eyes met in his room, there was a softening in her chest, which reminded her that Thomas was not a stranger, after all, even though

  he treated her as one. He had stayed in his room for the rest of the day and into the night. She had hesitated outside his door before she went to bed, put her hand on the doorknob and her ear to

  the cool wood. She could hear his breathing in fluttery snores. She supposed that he was overcome with exhaustion; that the bed had swallowed him in luxury after the creaking hammocks or the narrow

  berths he had endured over the last year.




  Outside her window, a gust whooshes through the branches of the plum tree like the low bark of a dog, making her jump. Through a slit in the curtains, she sees movement outside. Earlier, when

  her lamp was lit, she looked up in fright at the sound of fingers tapping on the window. When she pushed back the curtain a moth hurled itself at the glass as if to break it, whirring in dark

  furred circles.




  Sometimes she wakes at night with the sensation that something is lying on top of her, pushing her back down. Other times, when she drifts off to sleep, she starts to sink into the bed, hot

  hands pulling at her. Last year it got unbearably warm in September and she spent most nights naked, like Lady Godiva, keeping her curtains open so she could be awoken early by the first snatches

  of light and put her nightgown back on before Mary came in. Not that Mary would care. But now her stiff nightgown scrapes against her skin, and she can’t take it off; not when she is so cold,

  and not with Thomas in the next room.




  She turns her back to the window and closes her eyes. She falls asleep and dreams she needs to urinate. In the dream, she walks around town, and people offer her chamber-pots, whipping them out

  from beneath their coats like a conjuring trick, triumphant looks on their faces. To use one, she would have to lift her heavy skirts and squat right there in the street. So she continues her walk,

  but every bush she comes to leaves her wide open to public view. She becomes so desperate that she takes a pot off a shrewd-faced man with narrowed eyes, who offers it to her with hands that are

  red and raw. She tries to use it, but the man has called a crowd of witnesses, and Sophie finds that she can’t ease her bladder with an audience, with the man staring at her with his tiny

  eyes.




  The pressure in her abdomen wakes her eventually, and she knows the only way to calm her dreams is to get out of bed. She gropes for the chamber-pot and squats over it. Hot needles pierce her

  feet as she splashes herself, and she curses. She closes her eyes and relief spreads through her as the moisture on her feet quickly cools. When she opens them again, it is so dark all she can see

  is the violent purple light that presses against her eyelids. There is a tap at the window and then another, more insistent. She lurches to her feet — the moth won’t leave her alone;

  it’s taunting her now — and as she does so, her foot catches the pot and there is a moment of terrible silence before the floor is sluiced with her piss.




  She gropes around for a towel and starts to cry as she mops up her mess, knowing that the smell will be appalling, that it will seep into the floorboards and stay there long after they have been

  scrubbed clean. She hears tapping at the window again, but when she throws back the curtain, she sees that it’s not the moth but a small branch of the plum tree that has come loose in the

  wind and brushes the window lightly, its spring buds kissing the pane.
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  ‘Good morning,’ Sophie says to her husband when he comes into the parlour. He sits down opposite her, in front of the table setting of one boiled egg, a slice of

  toast and the best silver.




  ‘Tea?’




  She waits for him to answer, but instead he picks up his cup and holds it out to her. He looks directly into her face, expectant.




  Sophie picks up the silver teapot and begins to pour. Together they watch the thin arc of liquid as she pumps her wrist down and up and back down again. Not a drop spilled. He bobs his head so

  slightly that she supposes it must be a nod of gratitude, but he might just as easily be catching an itch in his collar.




  She doesn’t know what to do, so she talks: about the weather; about the house repairs she organised while he was away — the back door practically dropped off its hinges one day;

  about the river and how it rose to swallow the fields last autumn; about who got married in the neighbourhood — you won’t believe who Miss Prym is marrying (only the arrogant Mr

  Winchester!); about the state of her health — good on the whole. Thomas, meanwhile, slurps his tea and gulps down his egg. He drops his sleeve into the yolk, and cleans it off by bringing it

  to his mouth and sucking. His little tongue flicks out like a cat’s. He sees her looking when she stops talking, and brings his arm down slowly, suddenly ashamed. He turns quite pink. Once he

  has finished his breakfast he sits with his hands on his lap, staring at them as if daring them to misbehave. He looks as though he might be listening to her, so concentrated is his gaze on his

  lap, but she gets no reaction to any of the information she imparts to him. Out of desperation, she tells him about her accident with the chamber-pot. She puts it into the lightest tone she can

  muster: she will shock him into speaking to her.




  ‘So, you see, there is still a smell about my room this morning, and I didn’t have the heart to ask Mary to clean up my mess.’




  Nothing. He is frozen, cold as a pond in winter. She could strap on her skates and glide across his surface.




  She changes tack.




  ‘Thomas, dear. Please look at me.’




  He hears that, at least. He lifts his head. She detects the same look in his eyes that she saw at the train station. Fright.




  ‘Darling. Won’t you tell me what the matter is?’




  He gives an accusatory stare at the salt cellar, lifts his napkin off his lap and puts it down on his plate with a shaking hand. He pushes his chair back and leans forward as if he means to

  rise.




  ‘No!’ she says.




  He stops and looks at her like a startled deer.




  ‘Please don’t walk away, Thomas.’ She reaches across the table and grasps his hand. He transfers his desultory stare to her wedding ring.




  But what can she say to him? She doesn’t know how to get him to speak, whether asking questions will only make him back away. Why is he making it so difficult for her?




  ‘Why did you stop writing to me?’




  Again, nothing. His hand quivers under hers. Perhaps she should try something easier.




  ‘Are you glad to be home?’ She hopes that this will elicit, at the very least, a nod; perhaps he will take his other hand and stretch it over hers, and she will see something in his

  face that she can grasp, something that will give her some hope. But there is nothing.




  She picks his hand up a fraction, then drops it again. Her chair tips onto the floorboards as she jumps up and marches from the room.
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  At the very moment Sophie’s chair makes such a racket in the dining room, Captain Samuel Fale, who lives a few houses down the road, closes the Edgars’ front gate

  with a clang while humming a tune to himself that he can’t quite place. It goes ta-tum-tum-ti-tum in the most unusual of rhythms, and he knows he hasn’t simply made it up, so someone

  must have laid it in his mind — whether by accident or design he doesn’t know.




  He flinches as he mounts the stairs. His bad leg misses the momentum and his foot slams into the step. That fall from his horse ended his career in the army, and now his damned leg drags around

  after him like a heavy axe. He never likes to be reminded of his affliction, but these blasted steps do it every time. A price to pay for good company, perhaps.




  Mary answers the door and won’t meet his eyes. She shows him into the drawing room, drops into a poor imitation of a curtsey — impertinent girl — then scurries away to find her

  mistress without a word. He has been in here many times in the past six months, but he is always taken aback by how the walls seem close enough to touch each other. The heavy velvet curtains add to

  the room’s claustrophobic air. Still, it has its advantages — in the winter it’s always as warm as a furnace.




  He sits down on a lumpy chair and almost immediately catches his sleeve button in the worn fabric of its arm. He curses out loud and looks around quickly to make sure Sophie —

  Mrs Edgar — hasn’t slipped in without him knowing and been party to his disgraceful demeanour. But he is still alone. He untangles his button, which now hangs loosely on its

  thread, and sits back to wait.




  The door opens behind him. He adjusts his tie and stands.




  It’s not Mrs Edgar. It’s a man, if you can call him that. He looks more like a nervous youth. His skin is ruddy, like a farm labourer’s, but his body is insubstantial; his

  face is thin and his head looks to be too heavy for the reedy neck that sticks out from his collar. The skin of his throat is inflamed, as if he is not used to wearing constricting clothing.

  Although cut short, his hair cannot contain its girlish blond curls.




  But it’s the mouth that draws most of his attention. Fale supposes that a woman might find it sweet, but to him it looks insolent, as if the bottom lip is forcing the top lip upwards,

  buckling it into sharp contours, like the edges of a violin. The lips are obscenely red. He shifts his weight but flinches as he remembers his bad leg. The lips are still there. He can’t stop

  himself from staring at them. He waits for them to move, for the gentleman — he supposes he must be a gentleman — to say something. But those lips stay like that. Pert.




  Then the man turns on his heel and walks out of the room. Fale sits back down on the arm of the chair, disoriented. He knows he has seen the man before, but he can’t place him. Is it some

  bastard friend of that maid’s? Has he seen him up at the Star and Garter? Then it comes to him. He lets himself slide from the arm of the chair into its seat, his legs dangling off the side.

  A gust of hot air rises from his collar as he lands and he feels his armpits dampen.




  His suspicions are confirmed when Mary slips in through the door and finds him sitting sideways, flapping around like a seal. He struggles to his feet, feeling foolish.




  ‘What is it, girl?’




  ‘If you please, sir . . .’ She studies the fireplace as she speaks. ‘Mrs Edgar can’t come down. She has a headache. I’m to tell you that she will be in

  touch.’




  Headache, indeed. Fale jams his hat down on his head, takes up his cane and, brandishing it dangerously close to Mary’s knees, finds his way to the door, where he limps blindly down the

  steps and out onto the grey street. Blasted Edgar is back.
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  When Sophie comes downstairs again — when she is ready to face her husband — she finds Thomas sitting in the conservatory. Mary informs her that he has been there

  all morning. He sits with his chair pointed to the window, giving him a clear view outside. The heavy rainclouds have broken briefly, and a web of sunlight stretches across the garden. He sits very

  still, with his hands crossed in his lap, as if posing for a photograph. He doesn’t lift his eyes to her when she sits down on a chair near him and takes up her embroidery.




  She stabs the needle into the fabric and pulls it out the other side, while her eyes flick between her work and her husband. A wobbly rose forms under her fingers. She changes thread to begin

  work on the stem.




  She has forgotten to put her thimble on. Just as she pricks her finger, Thomas leaps up from his chair. He slaps his palms on the large window that dominates the room. If he was speaking, she

  thinks to herself wryly, he would have given a shout. His body is rigid and he is looking at something in the garden, something that has startled him.




  ‘What is it?’ asks Sophie. She cranes her neck to see past him.




  The vibrations from Thomas’s hands on the window have dislodged a butterfly from the outer sill, and it loops a path in front of his face before it tumbles through the air to the far

  flower bed and out of sight around the side of the house. It’s just a plain little thing — a cabbage butterfly perhaps — but the only thing moving in the garden, the only thing he

  could be looking at. When it has gone, Thomas turns away from a patch of mist on the window caused by his own breath. He shakes his head, as if to wake himself up, and lowers himself into his chair

  again. His hands on the armrests tremble.




  Sophie stands and goes to his side. ‘Thomas. What’s wrong?’ He closes his eyes and appears to be trying to control his breathing. His cheeks are marked with red blotches, which

  shine with a thin coating of perspiration. He takes three long breaths, then opens his eyes and looks at her. His eyes are cold, defiant. She takes an involuntary step back and holds her needle

  tighter. Its spindly edge digs into her flesh where she has pricked it; she lifts her thumb to her face as a bead of blood collapses and slides to the floor.
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  Dr Dixon arrives with the afternoon’s rain. He shakes off his hat and places it on the coat-rack, then shrugs his wet cloak into Mary’s hands. She flaps it and

  hangs it up.




  The examination takes place in Thomas’s bedroom. The curtains are open, but rain pummels the window and the weak light from outside is swallowed by the room’s dark walls. Sophie

  hangs in the doorway, waiting to be dismissed, but hoping to witness at least some part of the process. Thomas has his back to her in the gloom and his head bowed, attending to the buttons on his

  shirt. She watches him, a new sharpness in her stare. A thrill of something like danger runs through her — or the anticipation of seeing her husband without his shirt. When it slips from his

  shoulders, her breath contracts and her hands stiffen into fists. Circular red welts, like small crumpets, dot his thin back. Jagged scratches on his arms are angry and inflamed, and she

  hadn’t known until this point that he had a bandage around one arm. Dr Dixon hears her reaction, turns with a newly lit lamp in one hand and puts the other on the door.




  ‘I think we should have some privacy, Mrs Edgar.’ Sophie finds herself staring at the dark-stained wood, her hot breath bouncing back into her face.
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  The doctor announces he has put Thomas to bed for a rest. He follows Sophie into the drawing room, where she sits twisting her handkerchief into tight spirals. Mary has started

  a fire in anticipation of the conversation, but she has not lit any lamps; it is still daytime, after all.




  Dr Dixon tries to explain the examination to her. The welts on his back, as far as he can tell without any help from Mr Edgar, are insect bites that have become infected. The scratches were

  probably caused by the wear and scrape of the jungle. None of his wounds seem to be healing.




  ‘It may be the stress of the voyage that has done it, not allowed him to heal, but . . .’ Here he leans forward in his chair and rests his elbows on his knees. ‘I suspect the

  fact is more to do with the reason why he won’t speak.’




  ‘I don’t understand. Why won’t he speak?’




  ‘Ah, now that I don’t know. He’s had a bump to his head, which may have contributed, but I’ve never heard of anyone losing his speech from a blow like that. He may have

  suffered some kind of shock, I suppose . . .’ He hesitates and looks into the fire, frowning. ‘Yes,’ he says quietly, as if to himself. The next sentence is mumbled into his

  chest.




  ‘I beg your pardon?’ His manner is doing nothing to alleviate Sophie’s tension.




  ‘Forgive me.’ Dr Dixon raises his voice and looks at her. ‘I said, that cut — under his bandage. It was quite filthy. I’ve cleaned and re-dressed it. Do you

  think you can dress it yourself? In a couple of days? Keep him in bed. Give him plenty of rest.’




  She nods. ‘And his speech? Will bed-rest help that?’




  ‘I can’t say.’




  ‘Dr Dixon. Please.’ The warmth from the fire falls across one cheek as she faces him. She fastens her gaze on his face and concentrates on stopping tears. He returns the look,

  one eye sharp in the soft light.




  ‘Mrs Edgar, I’m afraid I just don’t know.’




  ‘Well, what is your opinion?’




  ‘My opinion?’ He purses his lips and examines the floor for a moment. Then he gives her a smile. Forced, she thinks. ‘My opinion is that he seems to be perfectly sound in his

  mind apart from this one thing. Have you seen any evidence to the contrary?’




  She thinks about her husband, how he seems hollowed out, with dead eyes.




  ‘No,’ she says. ‘Although there was an incident this morning . . .’ She tells him about the butterfly on the windowsill, about Thomas’s trembling hands.




  ‘I see. Are you sure it was a butterfly he was looking at?’




  She nods. ‘I’m sure.’




  ‘Why would he have reacted like that?’




  ‘It seems far fetched, I know. But he’s obsessed with them. He went away to study them. He went to collect butterflies, but he also hoped to find one in particular.’




  ‘Oh? Which one was that?’




  ‘That’s just it. It doesn’t have a name — it hasn’t officially been discovered. But Thomas heard rumours about it, and he was determined to be the first to actually

  catch a specimen and bring it back to England. He even thought he would name it after himself — some Latin version of his name.’




  And did he? Find it?’




  ‘He hadn’t in any of the letters I got from him. But they stopped . . .’ She looks away. She feels herself blushing as she realises it is not just Thomas she has opened to

  scrutiny. ‘I don’t know if he ever found it. It doesn’t really help us, anyway, does it?’




  ‘No,’ says the doctor. ‘I’m sorry, Mrs Edgar. He seems to be suffering from some kind of nervous dyspepsia. I suggest time and bed-rest. And patience. No, please

  don’t get upset, madam. You could always have him sent away somewhere so that — ’




  ‘No!’ She drops the handkerchief and hides her face in her skirts as she bends to pick it up. This she couldn’t bear — the admission that her husband might be insane.

  ‘I can’t do that,’ she insists.




  ‘Then be patient,’ he says. She sees his eyes enlarge with pity for her and it gives her a sickness in her stomach. It’s a look she has seen before in others, and she has

  always pushed it aside. It makes her lift her chin higher; it makes her resentful despite the good that is probably intended by it. She doesn’t know this man; beyond treating her for a cough

  last winter, he knows nothing about her.




  ‘Don’t badger him,’ he continues. ‘Leave him be. Perhaps all he needs is to be in the loving care of his wife. He has been in the jungle for a year, Mrs Edgar, away

  from the comforts of the civilised world. Try to communicate with him gently. Once he’s had some rest, take him to do the things he loves. Does he like music?’




  Sophie nods.




  ‘Strolls in the park? Anything like that, Mrs Edgar. You could admit him to a hospital if you want, to have his head examined — ’




  ‘No.’ She forces herself to smile at him. ‘I won’t risk that just yet. Thank you, Dr Dixon. I’ll try to be patient, as you say. I’m sure we can find some

  way to communicate.’








  




  Two




  Belém, Brazil, October 18th, 1903




  

    My dear Sophie,


  




  

    At last the chance to write a letter. The voyage from Lisbon was shorter than I had imagined it would be, but at times it seemed interminable. I spent several days ill in

    my cabin when the sea was particularly rough. I can’t describe the feeling very well, but it is as if you would rather die than face the rest of your days with such a sickness in the

    stomach — and you feel that it will be the rest of your days. However, a few days before we sighted the coast, the sea calmed down and I

    emerged refreshed and able to drink some water, and even hold down some food.


  




  During the voyage I became acquainted with my new companions. I will tell you a little about each of them, but I feel that I will get to know them even better in the months to come. George

  Sebel is always immaculate in his appearance. Even on the morning we landed — when I confess I threw on my clothes, forgetting my waistcoat, and must have looked a shabby fright —

  George, whom I ran into in the corridor, had taken the time to comb and pomade his hair before leaving his cabin. I had no such patience, as I was soon to set foot on a new continent! While we took

  turns looking at the jungle and the river through Ernie Harris’s telescope, George seemed singularly unimpressed, muttering something to himself about his African expedition last year. He

  even stooped down to rub at some piece of grime that had lodged itself on his shoe, quite ignoring the marvellous sight of the forest. It was sprinkled with the palms and plantains, and, had the

  Amazon not been a jaundiced yellow, I would have expected to see the forest reflected back in the water. A city was threaded through the jungle — white buildings, some with domes, and red

  roofs, pushing up among the palms. It was all but dwarfed by the huge ships that were anchored in the port, no doubt laden with rubber, awaiting clearance.




  My other two companions — Ernie, the surgeon, who is also an amateur but experienced ornithologist (that’s birds, my love!) and a skilled taxidermist, and John Gitchens, who is a

  plant-hunter — seemed as transfixed as I. The steward pointed out the gigantic birds circling over the city, and when Ernie trained his telescope on them, he became quite agitated. He allowed

  me a small peek — they were vultures — but soon wrested the telescope from my hands again. I couldn’t help but be slightly disgusted by the idea of the ugly creatures, even though

  from this far I suppose they looked quite elegant and graceful.




  But back to George — he is a decent fellow, and has studied zoology and entomology at Cambridge. He is the official insect collector on the voyage. I feel very blessed to have been

  taken along as well, despite my amateur status. It just goes to show that having friends in the right places (I refer to Mr Crawley, at Kew, of course, who introduced me to the agent Ridewell) can

  do wonders. George has agreed to let me collect butterflies as well as assist him — he will be more than busy with the ants and the beetles and Lord only knows what else that is lurking in

  this forest! I think I can learn much from our Mr Sebel, provided I can penetrate the hard exterior he seems to have put up for himself




  As for the other two, I can’t begin to explain the relief I feel at having a surgeon on the expedition with us. Although he wasn’t much help when I was ill on the boat (he being

  sick at the same time), it gives me great comfort to know that he will be in the jungle with us and has come prepared with every manner of instrument and medicine that he can carry. I don’t

  know much about the hospitals here in Brazil, but in any case, there may be times when we are too far away from them, and diseases like malaria are rife. Ernie himself is an energetic fellow. I

  can’t quite bring myself to call him Dr Harris, as he has about him the boisterous manner of a schoolboy that I find alternately charming and irritating. He has started to taunt George

  in a way that I wouldn’t dare, but I suppose he is taking advantage of George’s stoic nature to have a bit of fun.




  John Gitchens is something of a gentle giant, I feel. He is very quiet, and he has enormous rough brown hands and a big beard, which George complains is quite out of fashion. John

  doesn’t talk about himself at all, but Ernie told me that he has seen many more adventures than we can hope to in our lifetime. He is the oldest of us all, nearly forty, and when he looks at

  me I feel as if he is reading my every thought. He has the most expressive, large brown eyes that I think I have seen, though the rest of him seems to hide behind the beard. On the voyage, when the

  rest of us would sit down in the evening to read, he would position himself near a porthole and stare out to sea. If we wanted to play cards, he had to be coaxed quite strongly to make a fourth for

  bridge, sometimes refusing altogether, at which times we had to include the captain — who treated us as his honoured guests — or one of the other passengers. When we arrived at our

  house today, John disappeared into the forest for some hours. When he came back, the colour had returned to his cheeks and he looked alive

  again.




  Nothing has been seen of our benefactor, Mr Santos. We were met at the dock by one of his men, who showed us to more than adequate lodgings on the outskirts of the city — close to the

  forest. Within five minutes we can walk into the interior and never know that we are near civilisation. More on this later.




  The overwhelming impression I have of the city is that it seems to be competing with the jungle for space. There is greenery everywhere — sprouting from ledges, growing out of cracks in

  the buildings — and there is a heady smell of fruit from the mango trees and the blossoming orange and lemon trees. It is a curious cocktail. Banana palms grow on every roof and balcony with

  giant leaves that are glossy and opulent. The richness of smells and abundance of nature are a heavy contrast to the poverty of human life. Even the grander buildings have fallen into disrepair.

  The population has swelled recently, and I don’t know if the city is coping with the influx of people come to work in the rubber trade. There is a jumble of humanity here — whites,

  Indians, Negroes, and different mixtures of all three, all with their own name as if they are new races — mameluco (white and Indian),

  mulatto (Negro and white), cafuzo (Negro and Indian) and caboclo (all three). The dock was overwhelming with its crowds and its intense stickiness, as if a fire were constantly burning nearby. At least on the river

  there was a breeze — in the city, between the buildings, there is none.




  You will not believe, Sophie, the kind of cargo that was on board our ship, bound for Manaus, which is hundreds of miles up the Amazon. The captain informed us that there were grand pianos,

  paving stones from Europe, hundreds of cases of French champagne and other wines, cheese from Devon, fur coats from Paris (in this heat!) and many other extravagances. He even told us they had bags

  and bags of laundry, which had been sent from Manaus to Lisbon to be washed. Evidently the locals in Manaus don’t trust the water from the Amazon, and they think nothing of the expense of

  sending it away. Decadent, certainly, but also very patient, I’d say! Captain Tilly says we will have to see Manaus with our own eyes to believe it. The city is completely isolated, with no

  roads leading to it, but it has a complete tram system within it. They recently built an opera house and they have extravagant parties to celebrate everything. The people who live there have grown

  very rich from the rubber boom and they have more money than they know what to do with. Fortunately for us, Mr Santos has decided to use some of his to further British science and to cement his

  British interests. They say he is the one of the richest of them all, with a rubber plantation far up the Amazon that is thousands of square miles in area.




  After we arrived in our lodgings, and had settled in somewhat, we ventured into the forest a little way after John, but we didn’t find him, and he returned a long time after we did.

  Santos’s man came with us, to make sure that we didn’t get lost on our first outing. The road from our lodgings continued on only a few yards before we seemed to be deep in the forest.

  Almost immediately I saw several different morphos (do you remember the beautiful blues I showed you in the museum that day?) high up in the trees, and a few other species of butterfly that I could

  not identify offhand. You can imagine how this set my heart racing — already within minutes of arriving there were exciting new discoveries for me! I have a very good feeling about finding my

  butterfly.




  We had just made it back to the house when the heavens opened and it poured with rain. I couldn’t believe it — it happened so quickly that I hadn’t even seen the clouds

  gathering. In many ways it was a welcome respite from the heat — indeed, while we had been walking, our guide informed us that he would normally be sleeping away the hottest part of the day.

  We noticed several of our neighbours from afar, slung in hammocks on their verandas.




  Well, my little Sophie, my candle is burning down and my hand is aching with the writing. I promise I will write to you as often as I can. You can send letters to me care of the agent

  Ridewell, whose address you have, as he will be forwarding everything to me on a regular basis. The night is hot here, but it is cold without you, my sugarplum.




  

    Your loving husband,


    Thomas


  




  

    Thomas sealed the letter and tied it up with string for extra protection. Ernie was already asleep, on his back with his mouth open under his moustache, a loud popping sound

    coming from the back of his throat every time he breathed out. Thomas had written by candlelight out of respect for his roommate. The room was sparsely furnished. Hammocks hung on either side,

    with small desks next to them for each man. Makeshift shelves waited in the corner for books to be unpacked and for specimens to be collected.


  




  He peeled his shirt off slowly. Every fibre stuck to him with layers of sweat. He put on his nightshirt, which was crisp on his skin for a moment before it, too, was swallowed in dampness. He

  knelt for a brief prayer on the hard tiled floor, and climbed into his hammock. This he accomplished with some difficulty: he tried to go in with his knees first, but the wretched thing kept

  spinning around and throwing him out. Finally he backed in, sat down and gingerly lay back with his feet on the ground. Then he swung his legs up, and found that he was most comfortable. It was

  certainly a welcome relief after the hard berth on the ship.




  After four weeks on the sea, Thomas’s legs had taken some adjusting to dry land. As he had walked through town, the buildings about him seemed to undulate. But for the first time since

  they had set out, his stomach felt calm — apart from the excitement gnawing at it from the inside — and he felt the stirrings of the appetite that had well and truly deserted him

  somewhere in the Atlantic. He had eaten ravenously at dinner, when the deluge was just beginning to ease. John Gitchens returned soaked and smiling; he grabbed a half a loaf of bread and made a

  line of wet footprints to his room, where they soon heard him vigorously unpacking.




  In the twilight Thomas had ventured outside again, as the mechanics of the cicadas and crickets started up and the smell of wet earth rose and permeated his clothes, his skin. The air still held

  its moisture from the downpour; he could feel it on his face and hands.




  As night fell, the forest was outlined black against the softening sky. It seemed to suck away the last of the light. Thomas stood on the balcony with his face turned towards the jungle sounds,

  and a new cacophony of rhythms — booms and clacks from toads and frogs, mostly — enveloped him.




  Earlier in the day, as they walked through the forest, the noise had enthralled him. The forest in England was a silent place — nothing but the sound of his feet crunching on pine needles;

  animals stayed out of sight. Here, the air throbbed with the screams of birds and monkeys, the distant crack of falling branches, and the scuttling in the undergrowth of creatures that could choose

  to be seen or sink into camouflage on the forest floor. The air was thick with heat and moisture; he felt as if he were wading through warm porridge.




  When he caught sight of his first morphos, their blue wings shining in the sun like stained glass, he felt a familiar stirring in his trousers. This was something he couldn’t explain, and

  had long ago given up trying to. Ever since he was a young lad, his body had occasionally — only occasionally — reacted this way to the excitement of spotting and catching butterflies.

  This was not a problem for him when he was alone, roaming through the fields of England — and it didn’t happen often, usually only during the chase of a particularly rare species

  — but in company it was an inconvenience to say the least. He took off his hat and held it with both hands in front of him, enjoying the sensation of his hardness pressing against his

  breeches as he spotted another morpho, then a pair of buttery Pieridae.
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  Ernie had finally turned on his side, and was no longer snoring. It hardly made a difference to the night sounds and Thomas wondered if he would ever get to sleep. He put his

  hand to his groin and thought about Sophie. His dear, sweet Sophie. The way her tiny, thin nostrils went red in the cold. The way she stamped her foot out of frustration, but always kept her good

  humour. The feel of her breasts the first time they had made love — not on their wedding night, when she had just wanted him to hold her, but two nights after. Her breasts were heavy and

  smooth and the nipples were cold to touch. She had been trembling that first time he entered her, but the next night she had pulled him on top of her, lifting her nightgown to receive him quickly.

  He remembered the square of moonlight in her hair, her eyes dark smudges in her face. By the end of the week she was moving around beneath him, little sounds escaping her. She had begun to guide

  his hands to the places that gave her most pleasure, and together they learned about each other’s bodies as well as their own.




  He had nearly made love to her in the park once, in a discreet pocket of forest, when she had accompanied him to collect butterflies. He had brought a rug, and they sat down together well out of

  sight of the forest path. He remembered kissing her, and the velvet of her fluttering tongue, like the wings of the butterflies in the jars that lay beside them. One of his hands was in the earth,

  and as he scratched at the ground, the damp odour of mushrooms was released. He moved to lie on top of her and she opened her mouth wider, but when he began to lift her skirts, she pushed him away

  and sat up.




  ‘Not here, Thomas,’ she said.




  ‘It’ll be fine,’ he breathed. ‘Nobody will come.’ But when he covered her face with insistent kisses, she turned away and got to her feet. She stood over him, with

  the strong trunks of oak trees stretching above her, and her blonde hair wisping about her face. Her hands were balanced on her hips, and she no doubt thought she was warning him off, but it only

  aroused him more. He had turned away then, and busied himself with his collecting equipment, while she gathered up the rug and brushed off her skirts.




  He gave a soft moan and turned on his side, bringing his hands away from where they would be tempted and folding them under his cheek.




  But he couldn’t sleep. After managing to steer his mind away from thoughts of his wife, he focused on the day to come, which gave him a new kind of excitement. He couldn’t help but

  worry a little — certainly there were dangers to be met in this country. If it wasn’t the snakes and the giant spiders, or the stinging ants and the prickling plants, it was the

  mosquitoes, or the diseases. And the alligators. Those that had gone before him had even had trouble with the people — for hadn’t one explorer overheard a plot to kill him by some of

  the Indians who were assisting him? It was only his knowledge of the language that had saved him. Thomas vowed to learn as many of the languages as he could. There was Portuguese first, of course,

  but there was also a shared Indian language, the Língoa Geral, which all of the tribes understood. But when would he fit it in? In between collecting and preserving and studying, he might

  not find the time. He would speak to the others about it tomorrow.




  Tomorrow. He turned onto his back and crossed his arms behind his head. He imagined the forest again, its fragrant trees and twisted flowers. He pictured himself standing in a clearing with his

  net in his hand, while a cloud of butterflies floated around him. He could make out some of the species he knew — a multicoloured Papilio machaon, a transparent Cithaerias

  aurorina with its bright pink spot on its lower wings — and there, in the middle of the cloud, was his butterfly. The left wings were a glossy black, the right sulphur-yellow: a

  crazy asymmetry that went against all the laws of nature. It was larger than any of the others and it hovered with a regal presence, alone.




  The butterfly had never been caught or recorded. Thomas had heard of it through Peter Crawley at Kew Gardens. He stood one day with Peter in the palm house at Kew. He had removed his jacket and

  was fanning himself with a newspaper — the glasshouse was very humid to promote the growth of tropical plants. They were discussing the lecture on South American butterflies they had both

  attended the night before at the Natural History Museum. It reminded Peter of a rumour that had floated around Kew for some forty years, that both Alfred Russel Wallace and Richard Spruce had seen

  a giant swallow-tailed butterfly in their travels in the Amazon. The two great explorers had spoken of it separately, in whispers, not able to give a positive sighting of it, but both agreeing that

  it had the most unusual marking — on one side its wings were yellow, on the other side black. It shouldn’t even have been able to fly with such markings, as the black wings would absorb

  more heat and weigh one side of the creature down. They conceded that it could have been a trick of the light; that the long evening shadows distort images in the jungle, much as the moon appears

  to be bigger when it rises over the horizon. They were busy enough with their own new species without worrying about one that perhaps did not exist.




  Thomas remembered Peter’s little round glasses misting up as they spoke, his awkward tongue tripping over his slight lisp, and a little girl with a blue ribbon in her hair who was standing

  behind him, about to pull a delicate flower from the spiky stem of one of the exhibits. Then Peter said something that Thomas immediately knew would change his life forever.




  ‘That chap that I introduced you to. Ridewell. He was asking about you. It seems there’s an expedition to Brazil being planned to collect specimens. Some fellow over there, a rubber

  tycoon of some sort, is anxious to pamper British interests in his company. He’s funding some chaps to go over there, through the Natural History Museum. Ridewell was impressed by your

  comment about what little kudos there is in beetle-hunting and butterfly chasing in England. He wondered if perhaps you might be interested in a bit of a challenge.’




  The rumour of the black and yellow butterfly ingrained itself in Thomas’s mind. With encouragement from Peter, and from the friends he had made at the Entomological Society, he decided not

  only to take the opportunity to fulfill his dream of becoming a professional naturalist, but to make a mark in history by capturing, studying, naming and bringing home the elusive specimen.




  ‘You’ll see, my love,’ he had said to Sophie. ‘It’s my true calling. Our lives will never be dull!’




  She had laughed then, stroking his forehead. ‘Well, if you put it like that, how can I let you stay here with me? You must go. Don’t you worry about me.’




  Now, in his imagination, Thomas held his breath as he stole towards it. The other butterflies rose towards the treetops, while his butterfly — his Papilio sophia as he had decided

  to call it — remained hovering just above the ground. He held out his net. The butterfly waited a moment, then dived forward into it. He felt the thrill of the catch deep inside him.




  He must have fallen asleep: the image was too perfect, too real. He woke up to find a stickiness between his legs, a chorus of birds screeching through the shutters.




  A loud grunt came from Ernie on the other side of the room. Evidently the good doctor’s interest in birds didn’t stretch to early mornings. ‘Can’t you shut them

  up?’ he moaned, before he pulled up his cover and buried his head beneath it.
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  Thomas’s back ached. After the rigid berth on the ship, his spine protested at resting the whole night in curvature, but he was not going to let that dull throb interfere

  with his first day’s collecting.




  John and George already sat in silence at the breakfast table, eating bread rolls and drinking coffee, the smell of which enveloped them. George offered him the pot — more out of

  politeness than kindness, Thomas couldn’t help thinking — then went back to his book, holding it away from his body while peering through his glasses and turning the pages with clean

  white hands. He was dressed in his usual sombre black waistcoat, and his cufflinks shone in the patch of early morning sun that fell through the window. Thomas wondered how long he would remain so

  pressed and tidy, and whether his pomade would melt in the heat.
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